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Day l i gh t  on the Shores of Gi tehee Gumee 

Bernard Engel  

The best  known of the dozen or more long "Ind ian poems" of the 

n ineteen th cen tury ' s middle decades i s Henry Wadsworth Longefel  low ' s 

The Song of Hiawatha (1855) .  Quest ions of l i t e r a r y va lue as i de ,  the 

poem appears to the modern reader as a paradigm of the n ineteen th 

cen tury h i s t o r y of the Midwest  and of America,  the s t ory of an op t i -

m i s t i c dream of progress being checked ,  u l t i ma t e l y defeated ,  by human 

cussedness and the i n a b i l i t y to escape from the ce r t a i n t y of death .  I t  

I s ,  of course ,  f a r from a masterp iece even though Longfel low gave i t  

the grand aim of presen t ing what  he ca l l ed a "Promethean" cu l t u r a l  hero.  

C r i t i c s r i g h t l y see t ha t  i t  i s f lawed by pers i s t en t  genteel  sen t imen ta l  ism ,  

s t r uc t u r a l  inadequacy a r i s i n g from f a i l u r e to reso l ve c on f l i c t i n g views 

on the f a t e of the Ind ians and t he i r cu l t u r e ,  and use of tom-tom metre 

t ha t  wear ies the t o l eran t  and i n c i t e s the misch ievous to parody.  Yet  

Hiawatha deserves comparison not  on ly w i th o ther "Ind i an poems" but  

a l so w i th the at tempts a t  ep i c of Romant ic poets i n England and Europe.  

As i n many of them,  the essen t i a l  f a i l u r e i s caused by the s p l i t  be-

tween sub j ec t  and ob j ec t ,  between s e l f and o ther ,  t ha t  has t roub led even 

the grea t es t  of Romant ics.  

The poem of course presen ts the wh i te man 's Ind i an :  Hiawatha him-

s e l f I s out  of Edgar R i ce Burroughs,  w i t h the Oj ibwa i n the ro l e of the 

apes;  Minnehaha i s out  of Godey's Lad i es Book as impregnated by Anthony 

Comstock;  Old Nokomis,  the T r i c k s t e r s ,  and other ex t ras are Coppertoned 

layabou ts from Cen t ra l  Cas t i ng ;  and the v i l l a i n s are wry l y misshapen 

scalawags devised by Wal t  Disney .  Indeed ,  though an thropo log ica l  
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knowledge has become more soph i s t i ca t ed ,  the moral  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  s i g -

n i f i cance of Ind ian myth and l o re s t i l l  escapes our probing.  

In the 1850 ' s,  wh i te op in ion on Ind ian cu l t u re went  to two extremes .  

The nay sayers held t ha t  the Ind ian i s a w i l d man c f l i t t l e more worth 

than a beast .  Contempt  for the Ind i an appeared net  on ly among such bar-

bar i c f r on t i e r wh i tes as the Ind ian ha ter i n Mel" ' 'e ' s The Confidence 

Man (1857) ,  but  a l so i n the views of such supposedly soph i s t i ca t ed New 

Englanders as Franc i s Parkman,  who wrote t ha t  " I t  i s obvious t ha t  the 

Ind i an mind has never se r i ous l y occupied i t s e l f w i th any of the h igher 

themes of thought ," and Ralph Waldo Emerson,  who i n a l e t t e r thank ing 

Longfel low f o r a copy of the poem.wrote t ha t  though i t  i s "sweet  and 

wholesome as maize," Longefel low had taken undue r i s k s :  "The dangers of 

the Ind i ans are ,  t ha t  they are r e a l l y savage,  have poor ,  sma l l ,  s t e r i l e 

heads , —no t  thoughts" and t ha t  Longfel low had l e t  h i n s c l f be dominated 

by " tenderness" i n "accep t ing a legend or a scng ,  when they had so 

l i t t l e to g i ve . " 

The yea-sayers no doubt  would have conceded t ha t  few redmen bought  

the work of the Boston l i t e r a t i .  But  they st;oke for the Ind i an as a 

fo l l ow human being who though adm i t ted ly "sav?.ge" had a cu l t u re worthy 

of respec t .  Among these was the i ndefa t i gab l e e t hno l og i s t  and amateur 

poet  whose co l l ec t i ons were the ch i e f source for LonyTel  low ' s poem,  

Henry Rowe Schoo l craf t .  Such modern s tuden ts as the fla.aboyant  E lem i re 

Zo l l a and the more sober Roy Harvey Pearce f i nd Schoo l craf t ' s view to 

be u l t i ma t e l y r a c i s t .  But  t he i r read ings take a twen t i e th cen tury per-

spec t i ve .  Cer t a i n l y Schoo l craf t  thought  of h imse l f as a defender of 

the redman.  As Pearce and Zo l l a see ,  Schoo l craf t ,  l i k e Lewis Henry 

Morgan and o ther profess i ona l  studen ts of the t ime ,  was a cu l t u r a l  

ev o l u t i on i s t  who i den t i f i ed comp lexi ty and t echno log ica l  advance w i th 



supposedly h i gher ,  therefore be t t e r ,  s tages i n human development .  I t  

fo l l ows t ha t  Ind i an cu l t u re i s "p r i m i t i ve , " not  as advanced as wh i te 

and therefore w i thou t  equal  s tand ing .  The unspoken moral  i s t ha t  the 

Ind ian should idop t  wh i te ways,  or accf>pt  the fa t e t ha t  rwa i t s most  of 

those r e c a l c i t r a n t s who do not  agree t ha t  might  makes ten t en ths of the 

law .  Schoo l craf t ' s own hope,  expressed repeated ly i n Notes on the 

Iroquo i s ,  was t ha t  some t r i b e s ,  a t  l e a s t ,  would surv i ve by adopt ing the 

wh i te man 's technology,  by becoming what  one might  now see as a wh i te 

man i n redface .  

Longfel low does not  argue f o r ass i m i l a t i on ,  nor necessar i l y f o r 

adopt ion of a l l  wh i te customs and mores.  But  he does see the Ind i an as 

v i c t i m of h i s own f a i l u r e to merge t r i b a l  i nden t i t i es i n t o a confeder-

a t i on t ha t  would have been s t rong enough to r e s i s t  the wh i te conqueror .  

Though t h i s argument  would not  appear to view the Ind i an as i nheren t l y 

i n f e r i o r ,  s i nce i t  sees h i s demise as the r e s u l t  of a p o l i t i c a l  e r r o r ,  

Longfel low i n the poem f requen t l y r e f e r s to the Ind i an as both "savage" 

and " c h i l d l i k e , " c l e a r l y i nd i ca t i ng t ha t  though he does not  have the 

ou t r i gh t  contempt  exh i b i t ed by Parkman and Emerson he does see the Ind ian 

as a l esse r breed .  

The m isfor tune of the Ind ian a r i ses from the f a c t  t ha t  :though con-

t ac t  w i th wh i te c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  had been touted 

as a step to br ing him to a h igher s t age ,  Longfel low ' s knowledge,  given 

in . the poem f i r s t  as G i tche Mani to ' s f o r es i gh t ,  and then as Hiawatha ' s 

foreknowledge,  i s t ha t  t h i s con t ac t  w i l l  br ing not  bet terment  but  de-

s t r uc t i on .  The r esu l t  i s t ha t  i n the c l os i ng sec t i ons the tone darkens .  

Hiawatha becomes not  the ever successfu l  f i gu re of p l easan t  myth,  but  

the man of sorrows who looks forward to noth ing more on t h i s ear t h .  

L i ke the c l os i ng t raged i es i n Longefel low ' s Chr i s t us (1872) ,  and such 



i nd i v i dua l  poems as "The F i r e of Dr if t-Wood"—where the speaker h imse l f 

and h i s f r i e n d — t h e awareness of the hero ' s dark f a t e suggests t ha t  

Longefel low was more aware of l i f e ' s comp l ex i t i es than he i s now thought  

to have been,  and t ha t  i f he cou ld not  reso l ve them he a t  l e as t  recorded 

t he i r i n t r us i on .  That  the f ac t s of Ind ian exper ience even t ua l l y pre-

ven t  accompl ishment  of the poem's aims poin ts to an e r ror i n l i t e r a r y 

comprehension ,  perhaps,  but  i t  t e s t i f i e s to Longfel low ' s recogn i t i on of 

r e a l i t y .  

The s t r uc t u r a l  weakness a r i ses from incons i s t ency i n aim.  Long-

fe l l ow i s seek ing both to t e l l  a s t ory of a hero who " t o i l ed ,  and suf -

fered" i n order to "advance h i s people," and a l so to crea t e a mood of 

nos t a l g i a for the pas t ,  i s seek ing ,  indeed ,  to assoc i a t e h i s poem w i th 

the works of the "graveyard schoo l . " H is In t roduc tory appeal  i s to 

the reader who i n the course of rambl ing about  the coun t rys ide l i k e s to 

"pause by some neglected graveyard ," there to read "Homely phrases" 

t ha t  are " Fu l l  of hope,  and ye t  of hear t -break ,  /  F u l l  of a l l  the tender 

pathos /  of the Here and the Hereaf t er . . . " 

I f Longfel low had chosen to end h i s s t ory w i th the f i f t e e n t h sec-

t i on ,  he might  have ach ieved what  he sought ,  the g l o r i f i c a t i o n of a 

legendary hero who br ings what  i s assumed to be cu l t u r a l  progress ,  the 

ac t i on t ak ing p l ace i n a past  f a r enough away to avoid the no isy and 

determined i ns i s t ences of t r ag i c and complex exper ience .  Up to t h i s 

po i n t ,  Hiawatha i s a f i t t i n g represen t a t i ve of the progress tha t  such 

exu l t an t  op t i m i s t s as Char les Sumner were proclaim ing i s to come to 

men of a l l  races .  In h i s season of t r iumphs ,  the hero acqu i res corn 

as the ch i e f food of h i s people ,  dev i ses symbols tha t  are a step t o-

ward a w r i t t en language,  i ns t r uc t s h i s fe l l ows i n medical  l o r e ,  van ishes 

the h o s t i l e Pear l -Fea t her ,  and wins the hand of Minnehaha.  



But  the triumphs are succeeded ,  ra t her abrup t l y ,  by a season of 

l osses t ha t  cons t i t u t es a prepara t ion f o r Hiawatha ' s depar ture from l i f e 

on ear t h .  H is f r i ends Chlblabos the musician and Kwasind the strongman 

are k i l l e d by envious s p i r i t s .  Hiawatha knows one fu r t her v i c t o r y when 

he overcomes the w i l es of Pau-Puk-Keewis,  a t r i c k s t e r ,  but  the grim note 

re t urns as two ghos t l y v i s i t o r s turn out  to be messengers from the dead ,  

de l i ve r i ng what  one assumes Longfel low means as the pro t o-Chr i s t i an i n -

s t ruc t i on t ha t  the l i v i n g should no longer lament  for them,  and should 

stop burdening t h e i r depar t ing s p i r i t s w i th po ts ,  pans,  and o ther im-

plements t ha t  weigh them down on t h e i r journey to the Land of the B l essed ,  

a des t i na t i on not  known to the ratebooks of Uni ted Parce l  or Mayflower 

Van.  An unusua l l y severe w i n t er br ings famine t ha t  causes the death of 

Minnehaha.  Mourning her ,  Hiawatha r e f l e c t s t ha t  he h imse l f w i l l  soon 

d i e .  

In the l a s t  two sec t i ons ,  a f t e r the a r r i v a l  of wh i te m i ss i onar i es ,  

Hiawatha does Indeed d i e .  The passage revea l s Longfel low ' s In t e rp re t a t i on 

of the wh i te takeover as a westward march of a people "Res t l ess ,  s t rugg-

l i n g ,  t o l l i n g ,  s t r i v i n g " — l a u d i b l y i ndus t r i ous and amb i t ious ,  one ga thers-

who speak many tongues but  share a un i t y Hiawatha descr ibes as "one hear t -

beat  i n t h e i r bosoms." H is v i s i on Inc l udes ,  he says ,  the "darker ,  

d r ea r i e r " f o res i gh t  of the Ind ian na t ions sca t t ered ,  warr ing w i th each 

o ther ,  and consequen t ly being swept  westward as remnants "w i ld and woefu l -

The people ,  t ha t  i s ,  have not  heeded the warning voiced by G i t che Mani to,  

do not  have the un i t y t ha t  would make succesfu l  res i s t ance poss i b l e .  

The t a l e concludes w i th Hiawatha lead ing the welcome to the m i ss i on-

a r i e s ,  the "Black-Robe" r e c i t i n g a summary of the Ch r i s t i an s t o r y ,  and ,  

wh i l e h i s wh i te guests nap on the hot  af ternoon ,  Hiawatha g i v i ng h i s 

people one l a s t  admoni t ion to l i s t e n to the wh i tes and then depar t ing f o r 



the Northwest  wind ,  for the "land of the Hereaf t er . " He i nd i ca t es to 

h i s war r i ors t ha t  he may reappear i n the d i s t an t  fu t u re ,  but  he exu l t s 

a t  l eav i ng the wor ld .  H is exu l t a t i on a r i s e s not  because of the coming 

of the m i ss i onar i es ,  but  because i n the l a s t  sec t i ons of the poem he 

has had a se r i es of g r i e f s s u f f i c i e n t  to turn h i s hope for happiness 

away from ear t h .  Longfel low thereby br ings together the t ime ' s i n t e r es t  

i n the Ind i an ,  and i t s grea t  concern w i th death .  

The pern's r epe t i t i ons and rhythm are so obvious ,  and i t  was so 

popu lar ,  t ha t  In an age when parody and bur lesque were common i t  was 

sure to draw the a t t en t i on of the fro l i csome .  A Midwestern example I s 

James Warner Ward 's "The Song of Higher-Water ," a s a t i r e on C i nc i nna t i  

p o l i t i c i a n s .  The parody opens w i th the l i n e " In the town where swine 

are s l augh t e r ed—" (a prev i s i on of Sandburg ' s Hog Bu t cher?) .  I t  t e l l s 

of the escape of a set t lemen t  of r a t s from an Ohio R i ver f l ood .  Three 

r a t  "m i n i s t ers" chew a hole In the bottom of the r i v e r ,  enab l ing a l l  to 

f l e e "To the kingdom of the good r a t s /  To the land of Bam-ba-loo-za." 

Sometime l a t e r ,  another midland poe t i zer ,  Mark Twain ,  no man to r e s i s t  

a chance a t  poking fun ,  noted under the t i t l e of h i s doggerel  poem "The 

S t ory of a Ga l l an t  Deed"—an Incomplete bur lesque of l ega l  l anguage— 

t ha t  the p iece i s "Roughly a f t e r the meter of Hiawatha." Return ing to 

cinemat ic comparison ,  we can be gra t efu l  t ha t  Hol lywood had not  ye t  

opened i t s neoned embrace to c r ea t i ve en t e rp r i se ,  or we should c e r t a i n l y 

have had Son of Hiawatha,  Return of Hiawatha,  and an x-ra ted vers i on i n 

wh ich ,  wh i l e a simper ing L inda Minnehaha i s exp l a i n i ng to g u l l i b l e wh i tes 

t ha t  "We c a l l  I t  maize," t ha t  foxy o ld dog.  Rock Hiawatha,  i s l earn i ng 

a few new t r i c k s from Bo Derek i n the t r i b a l  hot  tub .  

The poem's l i t e r a r y and an thropological  f l aws d id not  bother the 

popular audience.  I t  s t ruck most  readers .  Indeed ,  as a reve l a t i on .  

A l low ing f o r the f l a t t e r y to be expected i n a note of p r a i se ,  the freshness 



of the work f o r i t s era comes across i n the test imony of the t imes '  

best- informed reader ,  Schoo l craf t :  Longfel low ,  he says ,  has shown t ha t  

the redman has "mental  resources of a very c h a r a c t e r i s t i c k i nd , " r e -

sources which fu rn i sh "a new poin t  from which to judge the race ,  and to 

e x c i t e i n t e l l e c t u a l  sympathies ." Longfel low ' s achievement ,  moreover,  

has "demonstrated ,  by t h i s p l eas ing se r i es of p i c t ures of Ind ian l i f e ,  

sen t imen t ,  and i nven t i on" how "the theme of the na t i ve l o r e" can be "one 

of the t rue souj^ces of our l i t e r a r y independence." 

As a study of Ind ian thought  and f e e l i n g .  Song of Hiawatha i s no 

be t t er than a Cooper novel  or the cowboy-and-Indian movies of the 1920s 

and 1930s.  But  i t s immense popu l ar i t y i nd i ca t es tha t  i t  answered a de-

s i r e i n wh i te readers .  That  des i re was s i m i l a r to the one more grand ly ,  

though l ess popu l ar l y ,  expressed i n Leaves of Grass :  to r e - asse r t  the 

dream of a spec i a l  American m ission t ha t  by the 1850s was reced ing 

before the onrush of sc i ence and technology.  Whitman looked to the 

fu t u re ,  urging renewal  and reded i ca t i on .  Longfel low looked to the pas t :  

Song of Hiawatha i s a lament  for what  i s gone,  not  a program f o r what  i s 

to come.  As the champion who conquers monsters ,  as the teacher who 

br ings l i t e r a c y and p r ac t i ca l  a r t s to h i s people ,  Hiawatha i s a r e -

inven t i on of the American s e l f :  he i s the p ioneer and s e t t l e r as t ha t  

personage ' s descendants w ish him to have been.  His m iss ion I s to re t race 

the r i s e of American c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  to repeat  f o r the ed i f i c a t i on and 

se l f -congra t u l a t i on of American wh i t es the wondrous triumph of t h e i r 

cu l t u r e .  

From t h i s perspec t i ve ,  the f a i l u r e of Hiawatha i s not  a mat ter of 

l i t e r a r y s t r uc t u r e ,  but  a r e f l e c t i on of i n s i s t e n t  r e a l i t y .  Hiawatha as 

the genius of progress ive conquest  of the con t inen t  i s returned to 

r e a l i t y by the death of Minnehaha,  the pred i c t i on of h i s own demise,  the 



f a i l u r e of h i s people to fo l l ow h i s counsel .  He becomes the sadder ,  w ise 

American of the 1850s,  the hero i c p ioneer who i n the end i s def l a t ed ,  i s 

returned to the general  cond i t i on of humani ty because of the insuperab le 

f a c t  of death .  In the poem "Night  and Day," Longfel low happ i l y records 

the way moonl ight  gave beauty to a scene t ha t  i n the day l i gh t  was d i s -

t r ess i ng .  In Hiawatha,  however,  the moonl ight  (perhaps more ap t l y ,  

moonshire) does not  l a s t ;  i t  i s over taken by the l i g h t  of common day.  

In t ha t  r e a l i z a t i on Longfel low i s the American of h i s t ime ,  the c i t i z e n 

l i v i n g i n the decade before the C i v i l  War,  the l a s t  per iod when the 

agrar i an ,  Eden ic w ishes of the f i r s t  generat ions of Americans cou ld 

s t i l l  engage the thoughts and f ee l i ngs of the na t ion ' s people.  The 

poem f a i l s to br ing together the two se l ves of Longfel low and h i s 

aud ience ,  the se l ves represen t ing the moonl ight  and the day l i gh t  of 

American exper ience .  But  i t s f a i l u r e s as l i t e r a r y a r t  a r i s e from ,  and • 

even s t reng then ,  i t s s t a t us as a paradigm of the American cu l t u r a l  s i t -

ua t i on of i t s t ime .  

Michigan S t a t e Un i ve rs i t y 



"Midwestern Inf luences i n F.  Sco t t  

F i t zgera l d ' s The Great  Gatsby" 

Tim Sherer 

Wr i t ers and c r i t i c s have long contended tha t  F.  Sco t t  F i t zgera l d ' s 

The Great  Gatsby i s ac t ua l l y an a l l egory of the des t ruc t i ve power of 

American ma t er i a l i sm and the death of the "American dream." Robert  

Orns te in be l i eves t ha t  F i t zgera l d ' s theme i s the "unending quest  of the 

romant ic dream" and t ha t  The Great  Gatsby con t ras t s America ' s romant ic 

Western past  w i th her unromant ic Eas tern presen t .^ Kenneth Eb le observes 

t ha t  " the American dream and the American d i s i l l u s i o n come together i n 

The Great  Gatsby."^ Whi le the con t ras t  between Eas t  and West  i s an im-

por tan t  theme i n F i t zgera l d ' s nove l ,  too many w r i t e r s have chosen to 

neg lec t  the importance of Gatsby ' s Western background i n favor of merely 

l abe l i ng him a "romant ic v i s i onary" and a dreamer l i v i n g i n the pas t .  

L i ke F i t z g e r a l d ,  Gatsby i s a product  of h i s Midwestern environment ,  a 

f i rm be l i ever i n perseverance ,  i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  and the Westerner ' s hope 

for a br i gh t  tomorrow.  These q u a l i t i e s grea t l y i nf l uence h i s percep t ions 

apd h i s course of ac t i on throughout  the nove l .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  i t  i s Gatsby ' s 

i n a b i l i t y or unw i l l ingness to turn loose of h i s "Western" her i t age tha t  

even t ua l l y leads to h i s downfa l l .  

F i t zge ra l d grew up i n the Midwest  i n S t .  Pau l ,  Minnesota.  Whi le 

h i s grandfather l e f t  the fam i l y a l arge sum of money,  F i t zgera l d ' s fa t her 

was an i ne f f ec t ua l  businessman unable to support  the fam i l y .  Consequent ly ,  

they were forced to l i v e on the i n t e r es t  from the p r i n c i p a l ,  which of t en 

meant  exe rc i s i ng economy.  " I  enclose $1.00," h i s fa t her wrote to Sco t t  
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i n Ju l y of 1909.  "Spend i t  l i b e r a l l y ,  generously ,  c a r e f u l l y ,  j ud i c i ous l y ,  

sensib ly .""^ Whi le Sco t t  enjoyed the pres t i ge of h i s grandfa ther ' s f o t -

tune and r a r e l y lacked f o r funds ,  h i s fa t her remained an impor tant  i n -

f luence i n shaping h i s charac t er .  Ar thur Mizener notes t ha t  "breed ing--

r i g h t i n s t i n c t s ,  good manners,  the need f o r 'honor,  cour t esy ,  courage '  — 

a respec t  for which was a powerful  mot ive throughout  F i t zgera l d ' s l i f e ,  

he got  from h i s f a t her . "^ These same q u a l i t i e s would l a t e r appear i n 

Jay Gatsby and Nick Carraway i n The Great  Gatsby.  

I t  i s s i m p l i s t i c to consider F i t zge ra l d p r i mar i l y an "Eas t ern" 

s o c i a l i t e ,  ho r r i b l y fasc i na t ed by the power and weal th of the upper 

c l a s s .  F i t zgera l d never escaped h i s Western her i t age ,  and remained d i s -

t r u s t f u l  of the weal thy ,  resen t ing t he i r power and con t ro l  over o thers 

l ess for t una t e .  "That  was always my exper ience , " he wrote l a t e r i n h i s 

•"areer ,  "a poor boy i n a r i ch town;  a poor boy i n a r i ch boy ' s schoo l ;  

a poor boy i n . a r i c h man 's c lub a t  Pr ince ton .  .  .  I have never been ab le 

to forg i ve the r i c h f o r being r i c h ,  and i t  has colored my en t i r e l i f e 

and w o r k s . S h e i l a h Graham once wrote concern ing F i t zgera l d t ha t  "one 

must  be c l ea r t ha t  i t  was never the possession of money i n and of i t s e l f 

t ha t  he adm i r ed . When Ernes t  Hemingway r i d i cu l ed F i t zgera l d i n "The 

Snows of K i l i man j aro" f o r bowing to the r i c h ,  F i t zge ra l d wrote back t ha t  

"Riches have never fasc i na t ed me un l ess combined w i th the grea t es t  charm 

or d i s t i nc t i on . "7 

In both h i s f i c t i o n and h i s personal  l i f e ,  F i t zgera l d exh i b i t s an 

ambivalence regard ing power,  wea l th ,  and s t a t us i n soc i e t y .  Th i s i s 

due i n par t  to the c l ash between h i s Midwestern pas t  and h i s involvement  

1. ^ . "Eas t ern" soc i e t y .  Malcolm Cowley contends t ha t  h i s d i f ference pro-

duces a "double v i s i on " t ha t  pervades F i t zgera l d ' s w r i t i ng .  " I t  was as 

i f a l l  h i s novels descr ibed a b ig dance to which he had taken .  .  .  the 

p r e t t i e s t  g i r l , " Cowley w r i t es ,  "and as i f a t  the same t ime he stood 
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ou t s ide the bal l room ,  a l i t t l e Midwestern boy w i th h i s nose to the g l ass ,  

wondering how much the t i cke t s cos t  and who paid f o r the m u s i c . B o t h 

F i t zge ra l d and Gatsby recognized the power of weal th and s t a t us i n so-

c i e t y and u t i l i z e d them to accompl ish t he i r goa ls .  I f Gatsby sought  

Daisy ' s l ove ,  F i t zgera l d wished to become the consummate American nove l -

i s t .  Nei ther man envis ioned weal th as an end i n i t s e l f .  

The c l ash between Eas t  and West  i n F i t zgera l d ' s personal  l i f e i s 

ev iden t  i n h i s quest  of Zelda Sayre ,  a beau t i fu l  southern g i r l  from a 

prominent  fam i l y .  A s t rugg l i ng young w r i t e r ,  F i t zgera l d very near l y 

missed out  on c l a im ing h i s br i de .  Only the pub l i ca t i on of h i s f i r s t  

novel  made the union poss i b l e .  The i r r e l a t i onsh i p was l a t e r to sour ,  

however,  as Zelda ' s mental  hea l th con t i nua l l y de t er i ora t ed and he was 

f i n a l l y forced to i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e her .  F i t zgera l d ' s correspondence 

a l so suggests t ha t  they were from two "d i f f e r en t  wor lds" and t ha t  t h i s 

d i spa r i t y occas i ona l l y con t r ibu t ed to t h e i r mar i t a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  He 

revea l s h i s b i t t erswee t  r e l a t i onsh i p w i th Zelda i n a l e t t e r to h i s 

daughter ,  Sc o t t i e ,  i n 1938:  

When I was your age I l i v ed w i th a grea t  dream.  The dream 
grew and I learned how to speak of i t  and make people l i s -
t en .  Then the dream d i v ided one day when I decided to 
marry your mother a f t e r a l 1 ,  even though I knew she was 
spo i l ed and meant  no good to me.  .  .  .  But  I was a man d i -
v i ded—she wanted me to work too much f o r her and not  enough 

,  f o r my dream.  She r ea l i zed too l a t e t ha t  work was d i gn i t y ,  
and the on ly d i gn i t y ,  and t r i ed to atone f o r i t  by working 
h e r se l f ,  but  i t  was too l a t e and she broke and i s broken f o r -
ever .  ̂  

The l e t t e r i s somewhat  un f a i r i n t ha t  F i t zge ra l d had exper ienced a number 

of personal  and l i t e r a r y f a i l u r e s when he wrote i t  and was obv ious ly de-

j ec t ed .  At  the same t ime i t  revea l s t ha t  he had never been b l inded by 

the br i gh tness of the upper c l ass or the a l l u r e of the "top g i r l  " t o the 

po in t  of abandoning h i s own conv i c t i ons and l i t e r a r y amb i t ions .  Even a t  

the heigh t  of h i s soc i a l  prominence and wea l th ,  F i t zge ra l d never l o s t  h i s 



cocnmitment  to becoming a great  wr i t er ,  a dream fostered and nurtured on 

the qu iet  s t ree t s of S t .  Paul .  I f he l i ved the l i f e of an Eastern soc i a l -

i t e ,  he never escaped the bounds of h i s Midwestern her i tage .  Jay Gatsby 

would a lso experience a s i m i l ar dua l i t y i n h i s quest  of Daisy Fay.  

A prominent  Midwestern a t t r ibu t e Gatsby possesses i s i nd i v i dua l i t y .  

From the beginning F i tzgerald presents Gatsby as a man apar t ,  l i v i ng 

among the aff luen t  "Easterners ," surrounded by t he i r l av i sh trappings,  

but  d i s t i nc t l y separate from them.  Gatsby buys a magnificent  mansion 

across the bay from Daisy to be near her ,  not  for h i s own self-aggrand-

izement .  He rare l y graces h i s own par t i es ,  and when he does appear,  he 

I s unobtrusive.  Consequently a romant ic aura surrounds him.  Table 

gossip reports that  he "once k i l l ed a man" or that  he was a "German spy." 

Nick meets Gatsby In a most  casual  manner and l a t er observes him standing 

alone.  " I could see nothing s i n i s t e r about  him," Nick admi ts.  " I  wondered 

i f the fac t  that  he was not  dr ink ing helped to set  him of f from h i s guecl- ,  

for I t  seemed to me that  he grewmore correct  as the fra t erna l  h i l a r i t y 

i nc r e ased . When the f r i v o l i t y of the party increases and young g i r l s 

begin to drape theiqselves over ..the nearest  man,  Nick observes that  "no one 

swooned backward on Gatsby,  and no French bob touched Gatsby 's shoulder ,  

and no singing quartets were formed wi th Gatsby 's head for one l i nk . "^^ 

Gatsby has no i n t eres t  i n impressing h i s a t t rac t i ve and pretent ious guests.  

His cont r ived extravaganzas are merely gaudy backdrops for h i s rea l  pur-

pose— to meet  Daisy again af t er f i ve years .  

Gatsby 's Western sens i b i l i t i es are c l ear l y affronted by the t as t e-

l ess gossip and i n s e n s i t l v l ^ of the "Easterners" who surround him.  Once 

he renews h i s acquaintance wi th Daisy,  the par t ies and the gay l i f e 

abrupt ly stop .  Gatsby t e l l s Nick that  he f i red h i s servants because he 

wanted "somebody who wouldn ' t  gossip" about  Daisy.  Gatsby focuses much 

of h i s d isdain for the i d l e r i ch on Tom Buchanan,  whom he considers 
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unworthy of Daisy ' s l ove .  In a New York hotel  room he t e l l s Tom,  "You ' re 

not  going to take care of her any rnore. ' '^^ A f t e r Daisy acc i den t a l l y k i l l s 

Myr t le W i lson ,  Gatsby fears Tom might  harm Daisy ,  "I 'm j u s t  going to 

wa i t  here and see i f he t r i e s to bother her about  t ha t  unp leasan tness 

t h i s af ternoon , " Gatsby t e l l s Nick i n the shadows beneath Daisy ' s house.  

Gatsby c l e a r l y does not  belong i n an Eas t ern ,  e l i t i s t  soc i e t y .  He has 

en tered i t s ranks and c lo thed h imse l f i n i t s vestmervts to rega in Daisy ' s 

l ove .  I f he had l i v e d ,  i t  i s doub t fu l  t ha t  he could have cont inued the 

charade i n d e f i n i t e l y ,  even f o r Da isy ,  i n a ro l e so a l i en to h i s back-

ground and b e l i e f s .  

Both F i t zge r a l d and Gatsby exh i b i t ed stubbornness and perseverence ,  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s long assoc i a t ed w i th the "Westerner" who st rugg led to 

succeed i n an a l i en and hos t i l e environment ,  F i t zgera l d ' s "a l i en en-

vironment" was the heady atmosphere of the upper c l a s s .  Whi le he gained 

a measure of success and weal th as a no v e l i s t ,  the long bouts w i th dr i nk-

i ng ,  the soc i a l  r e v e l r y ,  and h i s i n a b i l i t y to handle money of t en made 

l i f e d i f f i c u l t .  F i t zge ra l d refused to g i ve up and fought  aga i ns t  h i s 

con t inu ing a lcoho l ism and Zelda ' s growing sch i zophren i a .  When an o ld 

f r i end urged them to j o i n i n the o ld r eve l r y they had abandoned by 1933,  

F i t zge r a l d r ep l i ed ,  "you i n s i s t  on a wor ld Which we w i l l  w i l l i n g l y l e t  

d i e ,  i n which Zelda can ' t  l i v e ,  which damned near ru ined us both .  .  ."^* 

FUzgera l d was equa l l y poin ted i n h i s advice to h i s daughter .  "When I 

do not  f ee l  you are ' going somewhere, '" he wrote to Sco t t i e i n 1938,  "your 

company tends to depress me for the s i l l y waste and t r i v i a l i t y i nvo l ved .  

On the o ther hand,  when occas i ona l l y I see s i gns of l i f e and i n t en t i on i n 

you ,  there i s no company i n the wor ld I p refer . "^^ F i t zgera l d con t inued 

to l ead a l i f e of in t ense h ighs and depressing lows .  When he was invo lved 

i n h i s w r i t i n g ,  however,  h i s concen t ra t i on was of t en in t ense and he would 



uCAt imte to r ev i se and cor rec t  h i s ma t er i a l  even on the f i n a l  ga l l eys of 

h i s s t o r i es and nove l s .  

Gatsby ' s determ inat ion to succeed i s ev iden t  i n h i s sw i f t  acqu i s i t i on 

of a personal  for tune .  H is mentor i s Dan Cody,  a Westerner whose t r ans -

ac t i ons i n Montana copper made him a m i l l i o n a i r e .  From a p i c t ure i n 

^e t sby ' s house Nick descr ibes Cody as "a gray ,  f l o r i d man w i th a hard ,  

e"npty f a c e — t h e pioneer debauchee,  who dur ing one phase of American l i f e 

brought  back to the Eas tern seaboard the savage v i o l ence of the f r o n t i e r 

bro the l  and saloon ."^^ Cody i s the l i t e r a r y coun terpar t  of James J .  H i l l ,  

the of t en ru t h l ess founder of the Great  Northern Ra i l road and a prominent  

r.:':.:(>ber of S t .  Paul  soc i e t y a t  the turn of the cen tury .  Tom Buchanan may 

complain of Gatsby ' s quest ionab le methods of ach i ev ing weal th and h i s 

dsscc l a t i on w i th "gangsters" l i k e Meyer Wolfsheim ,  but  there i s an inheren t  

l og i c i n Gatsby ' s choice of par tners cons i s t en t  w i th h i s Midwestern back-

^•f^y.wl. As Robert  Ornste in observes ,  Wolfsheim i s "merely the post-war 

-. ' ccessor to Dan Cody and to the ru t h l essness and greed t ha t  once ex-

p l o i t ed a v i r g i n West .  He i s the fabu lous man ipu lator of boot leg g in 

nxfher than of copper ,  the modern man of legendary accompl ishment  'who 

f i x ed the World ' s Ser i es back i n 1919. '"^ ' '  I f Westerners were of ten 

courageous and determined i n t h e i r conquest  of the f r o n t i e r ,  they a l so 

d^lsplayed a ce r t a i n ru t h l essness i n accomp l ish ing t h e i r goa ls .  Gatsby 

I s merely fo l l ow i ng the d i c t a t es of American soc i e t y i n ach i ev ing success .  

Indeed ,  he f e e l s a ce r t a i n d i sda i n f o r the " i d l e r i c h " who exer t  l i t t l e 

personal  e f f o r t  i n the acqu i s i t i on of t he i r for t unes .  

I f Gatsby i s pers i s t en t  i n h i s quest  f o r wea l th ,  he i s even more 

determined In h i s des i re to rega in Da isy ' s l ove ,  Nick observes t ha t  

Gatsby "v/anted nothing l e s s of Daisy than t ha t  she should go to Tom and 

say:  ' I  never loved you . '  A f t e r she had ob l i t e ra t ed four years w i th 



tha t  sent ence  they  cou ld  d:-r-!(!2  upnn  t^ -  :T:^e  Dr j c ' v icn l  measures  to  be  

t a k e n . " P r a c t i c a l "  i s  ti .e  c ruc i i !  v/c.d  he r a ,  for  Ge t sby  i s  no  f oo l -

i sh ,  w i de-eyed  dreu. -ner .  A  mai l  ca; icble  o f  u t l M z i r D  th«  t a l ent s  o f  a  Meyer  

Wo l f she i m  i s  no  v i s i ona ry .  Many  wr i t e rs  conc l ude  tha t  Ga t s t y  i s  de l uded  

or  i ncurab l e  romant i c  because  of  h i s  cont ent i on  to  N i ck  t l ' i t  cne  can  

" repea t  t h ^  pas t . "  " I 'm  go i ng  to  f i x  every th i ng  j us t  tne  way  i t  was  

be f o r e / he  t e l l s  N i ck .  "She ' l l  sea. ' '^^  
i 

The  t empt a t i on  i s  to  t ake  Ga t shy  too  M t e ^ ^ l l y  .^t  tJi is  po i n t .  Ra ther  

than  turn ing  back  tha  c l ock  f-'ve  ya:srs  cne  s t ar t i ng  en̂ ŵ  w i t h  P=) i sy ,  Ga t sby  

i s  mere l y  ho l d i ng  on  to  bcl - 'ef  he  has  n l "*ys  he l d .  Da i sy  l ias  ̂ ' a lways "  

l oved  h i m  and  on l y  mar r i ed ICA  B' ichrnan  because  of  the  pressures  exer t ed  

by  her  f am i l y  and  soc i e t y .  "?oth  of  us  l oved  cac i  o i ner  a l l  tha t  t i me ,  

o ld  spor t , "  he  t e l l s  TG-T̂  in  s  f ina l  conf ror i l iat ion  in 2.  Nsv;  York  ho t e l ,  

" and  you  d i dn ' t  know .  I  usaJ  co  l augh  sansat i .nos.  .  .  to  th ink  tha t  you  

d i dn ' t  know . " 20  Ga t sby  i s  nc  dc lu: f s l ,  1rci; r«f ; le  ;X*ia?' t i c ,  re fus i ng  to  

l i ve  in  the  rea l  wor l d .  He  i s  mcra l y  e  peer  ^ f  cha r ac t e r .  For  f i ve  

years  he  has  pa t i ent l y  amassec i  vor tu.^e to  r ako  h i mse l f  wor thy  i r .  her  

eyes .  He  i s  the  h i s tor i ca l  descendant  o f  tl ifi  f rcnt i srsni an  ŵ io  suf f ered  

for  yea rs  through  danger  and  dopr i va t i cn  or  t ae  Grea t  P l a i ns  to  bu i l d  

a  ranch  or  s-ar t  a  f arm  so  he  cou ld  " w d  " Eas t "  for  hi r ,  i n t ended .  Ga t sby  

has  pa i d  the  pr i ce  and  now  s t ands  ready  to  co l l ec t  h i s  r ewa rd .  He  may  

even  p i c ture  h i mse l f  A S  an  hero i c  f i gure  in  the  br jst  Wes t ern  t r ad i t i on ,  

ar r i v i ng  to  rescue  the  hero i ne hm h  sitLi '~t ior i  "-he  canno .  cont ro l  and  

does  no t  en j oy .  Ga t sby  does  no t  ta i l  bacu i ; sc  he  i s  l i v i ng  in  the  pas t  

He  f a i l s  because  Da i sy  has !i3ve.  ceen  wc . i hy  "  '  %  

Ga t sby ' s  pursu i t  o f  Da i sy ' s low3  i s  F i t zgera l d ' s  ques t  for  Ze l da ' s  

hand .  As  a  young  l i eu t enant  in  Csi r?  : hc r i dan ,  A l abama ,  F i t zgera l d  com -

pe t ed  w i th  o ther  hope fu l  su i tors  for  her  ? f f ac t i on .  Ze lda  was  both  



beau t i fu l  and uncoven t ional .  She expected the men i n her l i f e to be 

ga l l an t  and to promise her a br i gh t  and g l i t t e r i n g fu t u re .  Discharged 

from the armyi  F i t zge ra l d became engaged to Zelda and hurr i ed o f f to New 

York to make enough money to prove he was worthy of her l ove .  For months 

he s t rugg led alone w r i t i ng adver t i s i ng copy by day and shor t  s t o r i es a t  

n i gh t .  When he so ld on ly one shor t  s t ory f o r t h i r t y d o l l a r s ,  Zelda 

broke the engagement .  Dejec ted ,  he returned to S t .  Paul  t o f i n i s h a 

novel  he had begun i n the se r v i ce .  When Th i s S ide of Parad i se was accepted 

fo r pub l i ca t i on ,  F i t zge ra l d t r iumphan t ly returned to c l a i m Zelda ' s hand.  

In The Crack-up he recounted how c l ose he had come to l os i ng her :  

I t  was one of those t r a g i c l oves doomed f o r l ack of money,  
and one day the g i r l  c losed i t  out  on the bas i s of coninon 
sense .  During a long summer of despa i r I wrote a novel  i n -
stead of l e t t e r s ,  so i t  came out  a l l  r i g h t ,  but  i t  came ou t  
a l l  r i gh t  f o r a d i f f e r en t  person .  The man w i th the j i n g l e 
of money i n h i s pocket  who marr ied the g i r l  a year l a t e r 
would always cher i sh an ab id ing d i s t r u s t ,  an an imos i ty ,  t o-
ward the l e i su r e c l a s s — n o t  the conv i c t i on of a r e v o l u t i on i s t  
but  the smoulding hat red of a peasant .  

F i t zge ra l d once t o l d a f r i end t ha t  "the whole idea of Gatsby i s the 

unfa i rness of a poor young man not  being ab l e to marry a g i r l  w i t h money.  

Th i s theme comes up again and again because I l i v ed i t . "2 2 Through 

sheer determ inat ion F i t zge ra l d f i n a l l y claimed Zelda ' s l ove .  That  he 

succeeded i s due i n par t  to Zelda ' s a b i l i t y to recogn ize and to accep t  

h i s s i n c e r i t y .  Daisy has no such percep t i on .  Even before she marr i es 

Tom,  she cannot  see past  the crassness and ma t er i a l i sm of her c l a s s .  

"R ich g i r l s don ' t  marry poor boys," she t e l l s Gatsby.  Gatsby may be 

more for t una t e than F i t zge r a l d i n t ha t  he never won Daisy .  Both men 

came from Midwestern pas ts and were dazzled by the beauty and g l i t t e r 

of the "top g i r l . " Gatsby never l i v ed to d i scover Daisy ' s f a l seness ,  

wh i l e F i t zge r a l d was f i n a l l y forced to I n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e Zelda .  "The 

m istake I made was i n marrying her ," he wrote to h i s daughter i n 1938.  
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"We belonged to d i f f e r en t  wor l ds—she might  have been happy w i th a k ind 

simp le man i n a southern garden."23 

In con t ras t  to the fa l seness and i n s i n c e r i t y of the Eas tern Buchanans,  

Gatsby i s l oya l  and s t ead fas t ,  t r ad i t i ona l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the Westerner .  

I t  i s t h i s l o y a l t y t ha t  even t ua l l y sp e l l s h i s doom.  Gatsby i s impressed 

by N ick ' s genuine concern and f r i endsh i p ,  and unsuccessfu l l y t r i e s to 

i nvo l ve him i n severa l  "business dea l s" t ha t  w i l l  br ing him immediate 

wea l th .  Gatsby ' s l o y a l t y i s most  ev i den t ,  however,  i n h i s devot ion to 

Da isy .  When Daisy runs down and k i l l s Myr t le W i lson ,  he i s qu ick to take 

the blame.  "Was Daisy d r i v i ng?" Nick asks .  "Yes," Gatsby r e p l i e s ,  "but  

of course I ' l l  say I was."^* When Nick urges Gatsby to re t urn home w i th 

him ,  he refuses .  "So I walked away and l e f t  him s tand ing there i n the 

moonl ight ," Nick lamen ts ,  "—wa t ch i ng over nothing."25 N ick ' s words 

are prophe t i c .  She i s noth ing .  Daisy refuses to assume r espons i b i l i t y 

f o r her ac t i ons and never t e l l s her husband,  Tom, the t r u t h .  Consequent ly ,  

Tom m i s t aken l y t e l l s George,  Myr t l e ' s husband,  t ha t  Gatsby k i l l e d her .  

When George subsequen t ly k i l l s Gatsby,  Daisy i s pa r t l y respons ib l e f o r 

Gatsby ' s death .  

F i t zge ra l d a l so u t i l i z e d Nick to con t ras t  the Eas t  and West  i n The 

Great  Gatsby.  I n i t i a l l y Nick cons iders the Midwest  the "ragged edge of 

the un i verse" and t r a v e l s Eas t  to l earn the bond bus iness .  Soon h i s 

v i s i ons of an "Eas tern parad i se" begin to fade when he d i scovers t ha t  

people l i k e the Buchanans are "care l ess people" who "smash up th ings and 

crea t u res" and then simp ly r e t r ea t  i n t o t h e i r  "money or t he i r vas t  care-

l essness ,  or whatever i t  was t ha t  kept  them together and l e t  o ther people 

c l ean up the mess they had made.  .  .  ."^^ Nick .and Gatsby ' s fa t her are 

the on ly ones to a t tend Gatsby ' s f une r a l .  Af terwards Nick contemplates 

the home he has so recen t l y r e j ec t ed :  



That ' s my Middle Wes t—no t  the wheat  or the p r a i r i e s or the 
l o s t  Swede towns,  but  the t h r i l l i n g re t urn i ng t r a i ns of my 
you th ,  and the s t r ee t  lamps and s l e i gh b e l l s i n the f r os t y 
dark and the shadows of ho l l y wreaths thrown by l i gh t ed 
windows on the snow.  I am par t  of t ha t ,  a l i t t l e solemn 
w i th the f ee l  of those long w i n t e rs ,  a l i t t l e complacent  
from growing up i n the Carraway house i n a c i t y where dwe l l -
ings are s t i l l  ca l l ed through decades by a fam i l y ' s name.  I 
see now t h a t t h i s h a s been a s t ory of the West  a f t e r a l l - -
Tom and Gatsby ,  Daisy and Jordan and I ,  were a l l  Westerners ,  
and perhaps we possessed some def i c i ency i n common which 
made us sub t l y unadaptable to Eas tern l i f e . 2 7 

I f i t  i s a common def i c i ency ,  F i t zgera l d ' s charac t ers do not  hold 

i t  i n equal  measures.  Jordan Baker ,  Daisy ' s f r i e n d ,  sees nothing un-

e t h i ca l  about  chea t ing to win a go l f match.  Tom f i nds noth ing wrong 

w i th having a m i s t ress and sending an innocen t  man to h i s death .  Daisy 

casua l l y toys w i th Gatsby ' s emot ions and e a s i l y forge t s him a f t e r death ,  

/ i l l  of t h i s i s too much f o r Nick .  "Af t er Gatsby ' s death the Eas t  was 

naunted f o r me," he confesses ,  " . . .  d i s t o r t ed beyond my eyes '  power of 

correc t i on . "28 D isappoin ted ,  but  w i ser ,  he decides to re t urn to h i s home 

i n the West .  Char les Shain concludes t ha t  "Nick guides us sa f e l y through 

a l l  the moral  confusions of the weal thy Eas t  and l eads us i n the end 

back to the provinces where t he fundamental  decencies depend upon a so-

c.::^ order of f am i l i es who have l i v ed i n the same house for three gener-

a t i ons .  "^^ 

Even George Wi lson revea l s the hear t l essness of "Eas t erners" l i k e 

tf ie Buchanans.  Tom toys w i th Wi lson by promising to s e l l  him a ca r ,  

wh i l e making Wi lson ' s w i fe h i s m i s t ress .  Even t ua l l y Wi lson d i scovers 

t ha t  th ings are not  r i gh t  w i t h h i s w i fe and prepares to take her away.  " I 

want  to get  away," he t e l l s Tom.  "My w i fe and I want  to go West ."^° 

When Daisy k i l l s Myr t l e ,  Wi lson i s consumed w i th g r i e f .  He becomes as 

r e l en t l ess i n h i s des i re f o r revenge as Gatsby i s i n h i s pursu i t  of 

Daisy ' s l ove .  Unfor tuna t e l y ,  both men are deceived .  Both d i e t r a g i c a l l y .  



ey are F i t zgera l d ' s " innocen ts ," armed on ly w i th simp le t r u s t  and de-

vout  but  misguided a f f ec t i on .  In a g l i t t e r i n g wor ld of care l ess and 

unfee l i ng people i t  i s not  enough.  

F i t zge ra l d put  much of h imse l f i n t o the charac t er of Jay Gatsby.  

In 1925 he wrote to h i s f r i en d ,  John Peale B ishop ,  t ha t  "you are r i gh t  

about  Gatsby being b l urred and patchy .  I never a t  any one t ime saw him 

c l ea r myse l f--for he s t ar t ed as one man I  knew and then changed i n t o my-

s e l f — t h e amalgam was never complete i n my mind."^^ F i t zgera l d ' s l i f e -

long passion was not  the pursu i t  of l ove ,  however,  but  the at tainmen t  of 

exce l l ence i n h i s c r a f t .  " I  want  to be the grea t es t  w r i t e r t ha t  ever 

l i v e d .  .  .  ." he t o l d h i s f r i en d ,  Edmund Wi lson .32 in 1925,  when he 

had near l y completed The Great  Gatsby,  he wrote to h i s ed i t o r .  Maxwel l  

Perk i ns ,  t ha t  "The book [Ga tsby] i s wonderful  — I honest ly th ink t ha t  

when i t ' s pub l ished I sha l l  be the best  American no ve l i s t  .  .  .  ."^^ 

Both Gatsby and F i t zge ra l d asp i red to grea tness ,  and both ended t he i r 

l i v e s t r a g i c a l l y .  F i t zgera l d could not  shake the e f f e c t s of t ubercu l os i s 

and h i s own excess i ve d r i nk i ng ,  and h i s hea l th cont inued to de t er i ora t e 

u n t i l  h i s death i n 1940.  Nei ther man could escape the i nf l uence of h i s 

Midwestern her i t age .  Nei ther a t t a i ned the dream t ha t  seemed so c l ose 

t ha t  he could "hard ly f a i l  to grasp i t . " 

Kenneth Eb le once wrote t ha t  "The Great  Gatsby succeeds i n being 

more than i t  seems a t  f i r s t  read ing pa r t l y because of the e f fec t i veness 

of the l a rger con t ras t  between the American West  and Eas t . "^^ F i t zgera l d 

viewed the Midwest  as p lace of s t rong fam i l y t i e s ,  simp le v i r t u e s ,  and 

con t inu ing t r ad i t i ons .  He r e f l ec t ed these be l i e f s i n the charac t ers of 

Nick Carraway and Jay Gatsby.  Whi le F i t zge ra l d spent  much of h i s l i f e 

among weal thy and prominent  members of soc i e t y ,  he was not  always com-

for t ab l e w i th them and was not  ab le to escape the i nf l uences of h i s 



Midwestern background.  Ar thur Mizener once wrote concerning F i t zge r a l d 

t ha t  " i n a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c Amer ican—perhaps even Middle Western—way 

he was amb i t ious ,  pass i ona t e l y conf iden t  t ha t  he cou ld do anyth ing he 

wanted to i f he on ly t r i ed hard enough,  and sure t ha t  he cou ld take r i s k s 

and l i v e as dangerously as he chose because he was immune to moral  de-

s t r uc t i on .  "34 Nei ther Gatsby nor F i t zge ra l d proved immune to "moral  

des t ruc t i on . " Whi le we may lament  t h e i r personal  f a i l u r e s ,  we can 

applaud the br igh tness and the magni tude of t h e i r dreams.  

Michigan S t a t e Un i ve rs i t y 
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Sherwood Anderson and Dark Laugh ter ;  

D iscovery and Rebe l l i on 

David M.  Lockwood 

Sherwood Anderson ,  i den t i f y i ng and being concerned w i th h i s Middle 

American sub j ec t s ,  was cons t an t l y seek ing to cap ture both i the mood and 

meaning of the re l a t i onsh i ps beti^een the races and sexes .  Al though he 

was most  f requen t l y successfu l  i n t h i s endeavor when working w i th the 

shor t  s t ory form ,  Anderson was ab l e ,  w i th the a i d of h i s exper imen tal  

semi-stream of consciousness s t y l e ,  to make Dark Laughter a qu i e t l y ou t -

Standing p iece of l i t e r a t u r e .  He has crea ted a de l i ca t e and i ns i gh t f u l  

balance between both man 's r e l a t i onsh i p w i th nature and h i s quest  f o r 

i nd i v i dua l  freedom.  

'  Each chap ter of the nove l ,  re l eased honest ly and w i th an innocence 

t ha t  imp l i es on ly p a r t i a l  understanding by the fea tured charac t er ,  o f f e r s 

a view of the r i v e r of human r e l a t i onsh i ps t ha t  represen t  Mid-American 

l i f e .  The hypnot iz ing thoughts of the charac t ers f low r e l e n t l e s s l y 

through the reader ' s mind bu t ,  i f one chooses to presevere ,  i t  i s r e -

warding to watch the dots t ha t  appear on the hor izon grow and become r e a l -

i za t i ons .  The charac t ers f i nd t ha t ,  as i n r ea l  l i f e ,  each r e a l i z a t i on 

can be held and t rea . ured f o r but  a moment  before I t  i s gathered and 

swept  i n t ime across the other hor izon by the end less r i v e r of l i f e .  

An important  par t  of Bruce Dudley ' s search f o r sexual  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  

freedom deals w i th h i s understanding of h i s past  and presen t  r e l a t i onsh i p 

w i th b lack cu l t u re along the r i v e r .  He remembers and exper iences again 
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br l gh t  co l o r s ,  r i ch ,  s i ng i ng  vo i ces ,  grace f u l l y  sway i ng  bod i es ,  and  

czsy  l augh t e r .  Bu t  he  does  no t  understand  i nmed i a te l y  why  i t  is  i m -

po r t an t ,  "Th i nk i ng  o f  n i gge rs !  Wha t  sor t  o f  bus i ness  is  tha t?"  ( p . 79 ) ^  

l i is  thoughts  con t i nue  to  ramb l e  and  s l ow l y  a  f ee l i ng  grows  tha t  is  no t  

qu i te  an  unders tand i ng :  

Unconsc i ous  l ove  o f  i nan i ma te  th i ngs  l os t  to  the  wh i t e -
sk i e3 ,  the  r i ve r ,  a  i roving  boa t - b l ack  mys t i c i sm - never  e x -
pressed  excep t  in  song  or  in  the  movemen ts  o f  bod i es .  The  
bod i es  o f  the  b l ack  workers  be l onged  to  each  o ther  as  the  
sky  be l onged  to  the  r i ve r ,  ( p .  106)  

Tha t  was  wha t  Bruce  was  l ook i ng  f o r .  How  can  one  be  f ree  f rom  

sexua l  and  i nte l l ectua l  cons t ra i n ts  i f  one  is  no t  a  par t  o f  every th i ng  

tha t  is  around  h i m?  I t  is  the  same  fee l i ng  tha t  Fred  w i tnessed  in  the  

Jcv;  dur i ng  the  wa r :  " I t  was  as  though  he  wanted  to  tear  the  stars  ou t  

n f  the  sky ,  to  ea t  t hem ,  or  throw  them  away  in  d i sgus t . "  ( p .  2 7 9 ) .  

;dv1ng  been  den i ed  the  oppor tun i ty  to  become  an  i ntegra l  par t  o f  the  

r -K i ter ia l  wo r l d ,  Bruce  and  the  Jew  turn  to  the  natura l  wor l d  to  f i nd  

' ± eir  n i che  in  l i f e .  Bruce  f e l t  that  h i s  answer  l ay  somewhere  a l ong  

t.;t«  r i ve r s ,  somewhere  w i th i n  the  peop l e  tha t  l i ve  a l ong  t hem .  

Bruce  was  no t  consc i ous  o f  i t ,  bu t  he  began  to  fee l  the  i mpor tance  

j f  the  unres t ra i ned  sensua l i ty  and  open  sexua l i ty  tha t  he  saw  in  the  

b l ack  peop l e .  He  w a s ,  in  f a c t ,  probab l y  never  aware  o f  the  va l ue  o f  

ct2  awaken i ng  tha t  was  go i ng  on  w i th i n  h i m .  I t  was  power fu l  enough ,  

hcv. 'sver ,  to  d i c ta te  h i s  ac t i ons  throughou t  the  res t  o f  the  s t o ry .  Stated  

r j ch  i rore  fu l l y  in  Anderson ' s  shor t  s t o r y ,  "The  Man  Who  Became  a  Woman " ,  

the  rap i d l y  grow i ng  fee l i ng  was  ask i ng :  

. . .  do  you  suppose  i t  cou l d  be  tha t  some th i ng  we  
l ih' ftes  have  g o t ,  and  th i nk  such  a  l ot  o f ,  and  are  so  proud  
a bou t ,  i sn ' t  much  o f  any  good  a f ter  a l l ?  

I t ' s  some th i ng  in  us  tha t  wan ts  to  be  b i g  and  arand  
and  I mpor tan t  and  won ' t  l et  us  j us t  b e .  .  .  ( p .  492)2  
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The  wh i te  ir-an  -.as  too  p r oud ,  and  Anderson  be l i eved  that  the  b l ack  

man  had  reached  a  rea l i za t i on  tha t  the  wh i t e  man  ha dn ' t ,  and  cou l dn ' t ,  

g i ven  the  s i t ua t i on .  Wh i tes  were  too  busy  dom i na t i ng ,  too  busy  t ry i ng  

to  stay  on  top  o f  the  b l acks  to  rea l i ze  tha t  l i fe  is  a l l  around  u s .  I t  

does  no t  res i de  i n  money  or  soc i a l  s tand i ng :  i t  i s  in  the  t rees - sky -

song - dance - r i vers  around  and  w i th i n  u s .  I t  is  the  essence  o f  the  l i ne  

Bruce  re i iembered  that  had  been  wr i t ten  by  a  Neg r o ,  "Wou l d  wh i te  poe t  ever  

know  why  my  peop l e  wa l k  so  so f t l y  and  l augh  a t  sunr i se?"  { p .  7 9 )  Ander -

scm  rea l i zed  tha t  the  f u t i l i ty  o f  escape  f rom  l i fe  is  a  j oke  too  crue l  

-exp l a i n  to  those  tha t  canno t  see  i t .  

l i"  Anderson  had  a  grand  i dea  in  m i nd  when  he  -wrote  Dark  Laugh t e r ,  i t  

l i ts  -in  the  symbo l i c  nean i ng  o f  the  r i vers  f l ow i ng  through  M i d - Ame r i ca .  

When  Bruce  adm i ts  tha t  he  somehow  con fused  h i s  not i on  o f  h i s  mo t her  w i th  

h i s  fee l i ng  abou t  the  r i ver  and  qu i ck l y  re j ec ts  any  s i gn i f i cance  in  the  

f i ict ,  we  are  to l d :  

St i l l  there  m i gh t  be  some th i ng  in  i t -some th i nn  
Tviain  had  a l mos t  go t  and  d i dn ' t  dare  t ry  to  qu i te  ge t -
t.ie  huo i . i r i.in  o f  a  k i nd  o f  a  b i g  cont i nenta l  poe t r y ,  eh?  
^a r m ,  b i g  r i ch  r i vers  f low-^ing  down - Mo ther  O h i o ,  Mo ther  
M i ss i ss i pp i ,  ( p .  100)  

For  Ar i v i^rs ' - .n,  the  r i ve r s ,  wash i ng  over  and  through  a l l  o f  m i dd l e  Ame r -

i ca ,  carr icv .  and  became  the  sp i r i t  rf  the  peop l e  tha t  l i ved  near  t hem .  

He  be l i eved  tha i  they  bred  l i fe  tha t  spread  qu i e t l y  and  i nnocent l y  b e -

yond  t l idi r  r eaches ,  across  the  con t i nen t .  

The  f ac t  that  Anderson  wan ted  to  crea te  some th i ng  as  vas t  and  eve r -

l ast i ng  as  the  b i g  r i vers  were  f or  h i m  is  on l y  emphas i zed  by  h i s  i mmed i a te  

den i a l  o f  any  such  cons i de ra t i on ,  "When  you  beg i n  to  ge t  smar t  you  ge t  

to  l ook  o i t  for  tha t  k i nd  o f  bunk . "  ( p .  1 0 0 ) .  Th i s  Twa i n - l i ke  sarcasm  

Is  an  I mpor tan t  d i mens i on  o f  Anderson ' s  w o r k ,  and  i t  serves  a  s i m i l ar  

purpose  to  Twa i n ' s ,  mcck i ng  those  tha t  a l l ow  others  to  te l l  them  wha t  is  



good and bad ,  poss i b l e and imposs ib l e ,  swept  w i th an undercurren t  of 

der i s i on f o r h i s own se l f-doub t  and human inadequacies .  

But  h i s words are s t ra i gh t forward and l uc i d when he speaks of the 

sub j ec t  of h i s "b ig con t inen t a l  poet ry" :  

The grea t  r i v e r ,  l one l y and empty now,  was,  i n some way,  
l i k e a l o s t  r i v e r .  I t  had come to represen t  the l o s t  
youth of Middle America perhaps,  (p .  17} 

Anderson f e l t  t ha t  the pu l l  of the t r a i n and rush of the ai i toraobi le had 

drained the youth of the r i v e r and rep laced i t  w i th a rush ing ma t ur i t y .  

He f e l t  a l so the need to cap ture the aura of the l i g h t  over the r i v e r ,  

the l i g h t  t ha t  shone on the fad ing innocence of the Mid-American ex-

i s t ence t ha t  he t reasured .  

I t  was Sherwood Anderson ' s thoughts p r i o r to w r i t i ng Dark Laugh ter ,  

find e f f o r t s dur ing ,  t ha t  prompted David D.  Anderson to say:  

For Anderson ,  f o r the f i r s t  t ime ,  i t  was ev iden t  t ha t  
r e j ec t i on and r ebe l l i on were symptoms of a v i s i o n ,  a v i s i on 
as sub j ec t  to corrup t i on as any other human endeavor . . .  (p .  131) '  

Anderson ' s des i re to be t rue to a v i s i on t ha t  he had had ,  and to avoid 

cor rup t i on ,  made r e j ec t i on and r ebe l l i on a v i t a l  element  of h i s *deo-

l o g i ca l  s u r v i v a l .  H is grea t es t  f e a r ,  i n f a c t ,  was of not  r e * * l l i n g .  

H i s v i s i on was t ha t  the advance of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n and the oncome of 

the new " l i bera t ed a r t " was s t i f l i n g to man 's search f o r freedom as we l l  

as des t ruc t i ve to man 's c r e a t i v i t y .  The symptoms of t h i s v i s i on sparked 

i n him a need to d i scover ,  and o f f e r to o t hers ,  a personal  so l u t i on .  

Re j ec t i on and r ebe l l i on thus became one of the two major themes i n Dark 

Laugh ter .  

The forms of r e j ec t i on and r ebe l l i on t ha t  Anderson engaged as a 

so l u t i on were both the e f f o r t  to speak p l a i n l y and honest ly about  the 

t ru t h and the r e fusa l  to accep t  easy f u l f i l l m e n t .  In order to speak 
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p l a l n l y and hones t l y ,  Anderson r ea l i zed t ha t  he need on ly l e t  the beauty 

of h i s sub j ec t s presen t  i t s e l f .  He por t rayed the simp le but  profound 

happiness of Sponge Mar t in and h i s w i f e ,  the cunning opportunism of Joe 

and Es ther Walker ,  and the narrow ,  almost  p i t i a b l e wor ld t ha t  Fred Grey 

b u i l t  to pro t ec t  h imse l f from the rea l  wor ld .  The beauty i n t h i s honest  

exh i b i t i on of humani ty i s d i s t i n c t l y l ack i ng i n the pa in t ing Bern i ce 

had had done of he r se l f :  

One ear had been made tw ice the s i ze of the other .  
That  was fo r d i s t o r t i on ' s sake .  D i s t or t i on of t en got  you 
e f f ec t s you cou ldn ' t  get  a t  a l l  by s t r a i gh t  pa i n t i ng ,  (p .  47) 

Anderson a l so knew a grea t  deal  about  the d i s t o r t i on of t ru t h and 

the e f f e c t s I t  got .  He spent  much of h i s career "pa i n t i ng" people t ha t  

Were d i s t o r t ed and d i s f i gu red by the co l l apse of the f a l s e t ru t hs t ha t  

they had b u i l t  t h e i r l i v e s upon.  He might  have argued ,  however,  w i thou t  

Irony but  w i t h a touch of sarcasm t ha t  he was speaking p l a i n l y and honest ly 

about  h i s "grotesques" ;  t ha t  the charac t ers he crea ted were a per fec t  

l i keness of many people he had met .  

• The second form of r e v o l t ,  the refusa l  t o accep t  easy f u l f i l l m e n t ,  

i s much l i k e the f i r s t  form excep t  t ha t  i t  i nvo l ves speaking hones t l y 

Wi th one ' s s e l f .  Jus t  as de l i be r a t e l y d i s t o r t i ng a p i c t ure or s t ory 

avoids the d i f f i c u l t  t ask of cap tur ing the t ru t h f o r o t hers ,  def i n i ng 

happiness t o f i t  one ' s s i t ua t i on i n l i f e avoids adm i t t ing to one ' s s e l f 

the pa i n fu l  t r u t h .  

I Bruce d i sp l ays the grea t es t  des i re to f i nd a more s a t i s f y i n g ex i s t ence 

by cons t an t l y probing h i s mind f o r c l ues to what  a l l ows an inner peace.  

fTso ,  A l i ne decides l a t e r tha t  she has been l i v i n g i n a peacefu l  vo id 

t ha t  breeds not  peace but  emp t iness .  So,  Bruce .and A l i ne search f o r the 

s o f t ,  r i c h ,  easy l augh t er of the b l acks wh i l e Fred ,  the wh i t es t  of the 

wh i t es .  I s l e f t  s i t t i n g r i g i d l y alone i n h i s bed,  pondering the empty 



she l l  of t ru t h to which he had c lung :  

A l ady i s a l ady .  That ' s one advantage of marrying a 
l ady .  You don ' t  have to be always ask ing you rse l f ques t ions ,  
(p .  238) 

Had Fred been always ask ing h imse l f quest ions he might  not  have be-

come a sub j ec t  of dark l augh t er .  S i m i l a r l y * as Anderson knew on ly too 

w e l l ,  had Bruce accepted an easy f u l f i l l m e n t  he might  have become hope-

l e s s l y ensnared i n an empty l i f e i n Chicago w r i t i ng to p lease an employer 

and wondering i f there wasn ' t  something more i n l i f e .  

{ How much more there may be i n one 's l i f e i s the second major theme 

i n the nove l .  Th i s pa r t i cu l a r f ace t  of Dark Laughter shows t ha t  i t  i s a 

s t ory of d i scovery - and the i nh i b i t i ons t ha t  impede d i scovery .  Anderson ' s 

charac t ers l i v e ,  l ove ,  ha te ,  and d i e accord ing to the r e a l i t y they accep t  

and the r e a l i t y they deny.  

The b lack people i n the s t ory represen t  acceptance of r e a l i t y .  The 

easy-going ,  l i gh t -hear t ed freedom t ha t  the b lack people exh i b i t  a r i ses 

from the d i scovery t ha t  no mat ter who or what  you are you cannot  escape 

yoursRl f .  Anderson be l i eved t ha t  t h i s freedom excluded the ma t er i a l  

and soc i a l  l uxu r i es t ha t  were the most  t reasured dimensions of the wh i t e 

people .  The di lemma tha t  haunts the major charac t ers i s the des i re f o r 

freedom of s e l f ,  and i t  forces them to ask ,  w i th vary ing degrees of s i n -

(^er l t y ,  "Am I happy? Can I be happy i f I ignore soc i e t y"^ expec t a t i ons?" 

The po t en t i a l  f o r freedom,  Anderson main ta ined ,  l i e s i n the a b i l i t y to 

Ignore a l l  but  one ' s own impu lses .  

Bruce was ab l e to se i ze the oppor tun i ty crea ted by an impulse and 

f o r f e i t  h i s wor l d l y l uxu r i es for a chance to search f o r Inner peace and 

a r t i s t i c i nsp i r a t i on .  H is ac t i ons grew from h i s i n a b i l i t y to embrace 

Bern i ce ' s " l i be r a t ed" l i f e - s t y l e and face h i s seeming a r t i s t i c weaknesses.  

Expanding an e a r l i e r observa t i on ,  as Bruce fo l l ows the M i ss i ss i pp i  R i ver 
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i n t o the hea r t  o f Amer i ca ,  he beg ins t o f e e l  the s p i r i t  o f the l i f e t h a t  

hovers j u s t  beyond ve rba l  d e l i n e a t i o n .  We wa tch the f e e l i n g t ake shape 

as i t  grows i n h i s mind:  

S o f t  v o i ces l augh i ng ,  l augh i ng ,  ( p .  73) 
Song-dance-a s l ow dance ,  (p .  82) 
Brown b lood f l o w i n g ,  wh i t e b lood f l o w i n g ,  

deep r i v e r f l ow i ng ,  (p . 79) 

As Bruce passes the days i n Old Harbor w i t h Sponge Ma r t i n ,  he beg i ns t o 

unders t and the f e e l i n g t ak i ng shape w i t h i n him .  The unders t and i ng ,  and 

a s t ep toward freedom ,  became r e a l  f o r Anderson when Bruce r e a l i z e d t ha t  

Sponge cou l d be an expe r t  c raf t sman con f i ned t o near s l a v e r y - and happy.  

Bruce ' s prob l ems ,  however ,  are no t  so l ved .  He canno t  use Sponge ' s 

examp le t o break the b a r r i e r s i n h i s mind t h a t  are i n h i b i t i n g h i s search 

f o r persona l  and a r t i s t i c freedom .  When Bruce and A l i n e f i n a l l y ge t  t o -

ge t her we see t ha t  t he psycho l o g i ca l  c o n s t r a i n t s t h a t  preven t  Bruce from 

r each i ng h i s goa l  a r e p a r a l l e l e d by A l i n e ' s s o c i e t a l  c o n s t r a i n t s .  A l i n e 

has been r a i s e d and mar r i ed accord i ng t o s o c i e t y ' s d i c t a t e s w i t hou t  her 

eve r hav i ng made a consc i ous d e c i s i on concern i ng her f u t u r e or d e s i r e s .  

Bu t  t h e i r runn i ng o f f t oge t her does not  s i g n a l  a "happ i l y e v e r - a f t e r " 

end i ng .  Anderson ' s i n t e n t i o n he re ,  one o f h i s f a v o r i t e s ,  i s t o show 

t h a t  b as i c sexua l  d e s i r e s can supercede both a nob l e search f o r t r u t h and 

a profound r e j e c t i o n o f s o c i a l  mores .  I t  i s t r ue t ha t  A l i n e s l a p s back 

a't  s o c i e t y f o r never hav i ng a l l owed her the freedom t o choose and t h a t  

Bruce has found ,  ".  .  . a woman he cou l d r e a l l y marry .  .  .",  bu t  as the 

sen t ence conc l udes ,  ".  .  .  t h a t  was on l y h a l f  of i t . " ( p .  310) .  Ander-

son wou ld l i k e us t o remember t ha t  no t h i ng has been so l ved excep t  t ha t  

the most  immed iate yea r n i ngs o f both Bruce and A l i n e have been s a t i s f i e d .  

Whether o r not  t hey have t aken a s t ep toward f u l f i l l m e n t  or emp t iness i s 

no t  i mpor t an t  t o Anderson .  What  i s i mpor t an t  i s t ha t  each has f u l f i l l e d 

a s t rong d e s i r e and i s f r e e t o search f o r more answers ;  each i s f r e e t o 



The i n h i b i t i o n s t o wh i ch one can succumb ,  and t he f e a r o f d i s c o v e r y ,  

can be seen i n Fred Grey .  He approaches one of Anderson ' s "gro t esque" 

ch a r a c t e r s i n t ha t  he spen t  h i s l i f e do i ng ,  or pre t end i ng t o do ,  what  

he though t  o t her peop le expec t ed o f h im .  A f t e r a l l :  

I t  i s n ' t  what  you do t h a t  coun t s .  You do what  you 
can .  What  coun t s i s what  you seem t o do,  what  o t he rs t h i nk 
you do.  .  .  ( p .  293) 

For t h i s r eason ,  Fred cou l d no t  i d e n t i f y w i t h b l ack c u l t u r e .  I n 

h i s eyes ,  they d i dn ' t  ca r e what  anyone s a i d or d i d ,  even a man o f r espec -

t a b i l i t y ,  "Negroes are such peop l e! "They have no moral  sense . "" (p .  313) .  

S t i l l ,  Anderson seems t o concede over h i s persona l  d i s t a s t e t ha t  

Fred ' s cha r a c t e r canno t  be cons i dered hope l ess l y gro t esque .  Even w i t h a l l  

of h i s obv i ous f a u l t s and p u r i s t  b e l i e f s abou t  women,  b l a c k s ,  and s o c i e t y 

i n g en e r a l ,  he had a l ways t r i e d t o do what  he though t  was r i g h t .  I n f a c t ,  

he had a consc i ous purpose i n l i f e ,  as A l i n e adm i t t ed t o h e r s e l f ,  "He 

wanted consc i ousness of q u a l i t y ,  sough t  consc i ousness of q u a l i t y . " (p .  258 ) .  

The s t a t emen t  i mp l i es t ha t  he was c on s t an t l y aware of what  h i s ances t o r s 

had bequeathed t o him - money,  p r e s t i g e ,  and the oppor t un i t y f o r persona l  

ach i evemen t  - and t ha t  i t  was h i s du t y t o uphold and ex t end t h a t  l egacy .  

T h i s i s what  Anderson desp i sed .  The obsess i on w i t h one ' s persona l  

l egacy ,  e s p e c i a l l y a t  t he expense of a s i mp l e ,  peacefu l  m idd l e Aq i er i ca ,  

was hope l ess l y gro t esque .  J u s t  as t r y i n g t o do r i g h t  wh i l e s h r i n k i n g 

from r e a l i t y i s no v i r t u e ,  seek i ng "consc i ousness of q u a l i t y " i s s i mp l y 

a way to avo i d s t r i v i n g f o r q u a l i t y i n one ' s a c t i o n s .  

Wh i l e A l i n e was w i t h F r ed ,  n e i t h e r of them sougn t  to communicate 

t h e i r i nne r f e a r s or d e s i r e s t o the o t he r .  They f l o a t e d a l ong t he 

r i v e r o f l i f e as though i t  and i t s prob lems were de tached from them.  Con-



- 3 1 -

sequen t l y ,  i t  cou l d be s a i d t h a t  Fred and A l i n e were l i v i n g accord i ng to 

t he r e a l i t y t hey den i ed .  As husband and w i f e ,  t he r e was no more f o r them 

i n l i f e because t hey would no t  open t h e i r minds t o change or d i s c o v e r y .  

F i n a l l y ,  A l i n e awakened t o t h i s f a c t ,  a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y ,  and dared f o r 

t he f i r s t  t ime t o f o l l ow an impu l se of her own d e s i r e s .  

A l i n e ' s commi tment  to reach ou t  and embrace what  she be l i eved m igh t  

be her on l y chance f o r t he happ i ness she had never exper i enced i s the 

common bond between the ma jor themes of d i sc o v e r y and r e b e l l i o n .  Anderson 

wou ld have agreed t h a t  t he most  dynam ic and p o t e n t i a l l y en l i gh t en i ng ex-

amp les o f r e b e l l i o n and the d i s c o v e r i e s to wh i ch i t  may l ead t ake p l ace 

i n one ' s mind and a r e borne o f one ' s i mpu l ses ,  

Anderson ' s purpose was t o compel  us to cons i de r ,  and a c t i v e l y search 

f o r ,  t hose i mpu l ses wh i ch may l ead t o g r e a t e r persona l  f u l f i l l m e n t .  Tha t  

w i l l  i n t u r n a l l ow us to seek a c l o s e r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the g r ea t  r i v e r 

o f human i ty t ha t  i s everywhere around us .  Anderson ' s b e l i e f was t h a t  we 

must  l ook c l o s e l y a t  ou r se l v es and dare t o d i sc o v e r the t r u t h ;  we must  

dare to r ebe l  because our freedom depends upon i t .  

M i ch i gan S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y 
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The New Reg i ona l i sm and t he S tudy 

of Amer ican Popu l ar Cu l t u r e 

Dav id D.  Anderson 

More than a cen t u ry ago Ra lph Waldo Emerson wro t e t h a t  the l o c a l ,  

the p a r t i c u l a r i s t he on l y u n i v e r s a l ,  a s t a t emen t  t h a t  was da r i ng i n an 

age i n wh i ch r eg i ona l  d i sagreemen t s Eas t  and West ,  Nor th and Sou t h ,  were 

p r o v i d i ng i nc r eased t ens i on t ha t  s t r a i n e d the f a b r i c o f t he na t i on ' s l i f e .  

In l i t t l e mora than a decade the Amer ican C i v i l  War began t o t e s t  the 

supremacy o f the l o c a l ,  the s t a t e ,  the r eg i ona l  over the na t i ona l  i n the 

a f f a i r s of a na t i on not  y e t  f ou r score and seven y e a r s o l d .  

I t  was an e r a t h a t  was dominated by compet ing r eg i ona l  c u l t u r e s :  

between Nor th and Sou th ,  the former demanding t ha t  i t s r o l e as i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  

economic ,  and moral  a r b i t e r of t he na t i on ' s a f f a i r s be recogn i zed ,  and 

t he l a t t e r ,  i n s i s t i n g t h a t  as h e i r s and guard i ans of the J e f f e r s o n i a n 

t " 5 d i c i o n i t s r o l e as p o l i t i c a l  mentor dom inate .  Both s e c t i ons were 

proud o f h e r i t a g e s ,  f u l l y deve loped and q u i t e d i s s i m i l a r ,  t h a t  an t eda t ed 

t he b i r t h o f the na t i on .  

Less s i g n i f i c a n t  and never t o move ou t  of the p o l i t i c a l  arena and 

the h a l l s o f Congress was the debate between Eas t  and West ,  between the 

i n t r i n s i c a l l y European c u l t u r e o f the Eas t  and t he un i que l y Amer ican of 

the West ,  an i mpor t an t  d i f f e r e n c e s u c c i n t l y de f i ned by Emerson .  "Europe ," 

he wro t e ,  "ex t ends t o *:he A l l e g h a n i e s ,  wh i l e Amer ica l i e s beyond ." Tha t  

deba t e ,  t oo ,  was a c o n f l i c t  o f cu l t u res- -be t ween the s t a b i l i t y ,  o rde r ,  

and econordc power of the Eas t  and t he dynamic democracy of what  had become 

by the m i d-n i ne t een t h cen t u ry t he a r c h e t y p i c a l  open s o c i e t y env i s i oned by 

J e f f e r s o n ,  i n t e n s i f i e d and compounded by Jackson ' s d e i f i c a t i o n o f the 

common peop l e . .  
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The C i v i l  War,  the ex t ens i on o f t he c o n f l i c t  between Nor th and Sou th ,  

between p r i d e f u l  Pu r i t an and s e l f - s t y l e d c a v a l i e r ,  r e s u l t e d i n f e d e r a l - -

I n na t i ona l - -ascendency ,  so much so t h a t  Lyndon Johnson ,  the f i r s t  Sou th-

ern P r es i den t  i n more than a cen t u r y ,  proc l a i med a decade ago t h a t  he was 

"a f r e e man,  an Amer i can ,  a Texan and a Democrat ,  i n t ha t  o rder . " P o l i t i c a l ,  

econom ic ,  and s o c i a l  a l l i a n c e s ,  ho l y and unho l y ,  cemented t he r en t s i n 

t he na t i ona l  f a b r i c .  New Eng land t urned t o w r i t i n g the na t i on ' s h i s t o r y 

wh i l e the Sou th cha i r ed Congress i ona l  comm i t t ees ,  the Eas t  managed the 

na t i on ' s money,  the West -- the o l d t h a t  had become the Midwest  and the new 

t ha t  made the na t i on c o n t i n e n t a l - - r a n i t s f a rms ,  m ines ,  ranches ,  and i n -

c r e a s i n g l y ,  as a new genera t i on o f t i n k e r e r - i n v e n t o r s emerged ,  i t s f a c t o r i e s .  

The na t i on a t  the end o f t he n i ne t een t h cen t u r y was presumab ly one i n 

s p i t e o f the d i sen f r anch i semen t  o f t he na t i on ' s women,  i t s b l a c k s ,  now 

f r e e i n l aw i f no t  i n f a c t ,  and i t s e a r l i e s t  a r r i v a l s ,  t he I nd i ans .  How-

eve r ,  s e c t i o n a l  t ens i ons echoed from the r h e t o r i c t ha t  rang i n the h a l l s 

o f Congress and f i l l e d the e d i t o r i a l  columns of t he l o c a l  and r e g i o n a l - -

Amer ica has never had a n a t i o n a l — p r e s s .  

A l s o ,  du r i ng the l a s t  decades of the n i ne t een t h cen t u ry and the f i r s t  

o f t he t wen t i e t h ,  s e c t i o n a l i s m ,  t h a t  o f New Eng l and ,  t he Sou th ,  and the 

New West ,  took refuge i n myth t h a t  echoed t he r h e t o r i c o f the t i me :  the 

Sou th w i t h i t s f a u l t y memory of Pa r ad i se l o s t ,  a myth l a t e r e x p l o i t e d by 

Margare t  M i t c h e l l  i n Gone W i th the Wind;  New Eng land ' s dream o f t n t e l l e c t u a l  

and s p i r i t u a l ,  and ,  accord i ng t o Bos t on i ans ,  l i n g u i s t i c p u r i t y .  The myth 

of the New W e s t — t h a t  of the f r o n t i e r and t he cowboy,  forged by Ned Bun t -

l i n e ,  W i l l i am F.  ( B u f f a l o B i l l )  Cody,  Wa l t er P r esc o t t  Webb,  and Repub l i c 

P i c t u r e s - - h as become i n many ways the Amer ican tnyth:  "West  i s a coun t ry 

i n the Mind ,  and so e t e r n a l , " dec l a r ed A r ch i ba l d MacLe ish .  A lone among 

t he r e g i ons ,  the Midwest  was depr i ved o f a my t h i ca l  pas t ,  bu t  i t  has sen t  

t we l ve P r es i den t s to Wash ington s i n c e the na t i ona l  i d e n t i t y was e s t a b l i s h e d 
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through Federa l  power s i x genera t i ons ,].]n.  

Only i n the pas t  decade has r e ' i t o t i d i  1 S i u been r ecap t i i r ed from the 

i i i y t h i i i akers ,  the p o l i t i c i a n s ,  and the mass media as the new r eg i ona l  i  sm--

the s t udy of those e l e i i i en t s- -geograph i c ,  h i s t o r i c a l ,  c u l t u r a l ,  l i t e r a r y ,  

s o c i a l ,  and my t h i c - - t ha t  de f i ne Amer ican reg i ons as they r e l a t e to the 

na t i ona l  whole has ga ined accep t ance ,  and i t  i s now grow ing r a p i d l y i n 

every reg i on of the coun t ry i n s p i t e of the d i s b e l i e f ,  doub t s ,  ^nd down-

r i g h t  h o s t i l i t y of the same t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s who den i ed two genera t i ons 

ago the l e g i t i ma c y of the s tudy of Amer ican l i t e r a t u r e .  In the Soc i e t y 

f o r the S tudy of Sou thern L i t e r a t u r e ,  the Soc i e t y and Cen t er f o r the S tudy 

of M idwestern L i t e r a t u r e ,  the Western L i t e r a t u r e A s s o c i a t i o n ,  the Sou th-

wes t ern L i t e r a t u r e A s s o c i a t i o n ,  and v a r i ous New England S t ud i es c e n t e r s ,  

the new r e g i ona l i sm i s a l i v e ,  w e l l ,  and t h r i v i n g ,  a l t hough ,  s t r a n g e l y ,  

the Sou t herners s t i l l  seem to c h a i r the s t and i ng comm i t tees of the Modern 

Language A s s o c i a t i o n .  

Concu r r en t l y ,  i n the pas t  decade the s tudy of popu l ar c u l t u r e ,  e s p e c i a l l y 

Amer ican popu l ar c u l t u r e ,  has a l s o emerged t o cha l l enge the t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s ,  

to t h r i v e ,  and to de t erm ine what  we are through the exam i na t i on of the 

c u l t u r e we have c rea t ed as a peop le and i n wh ich we are c o l l e c t i v e l y and 

i n d i v i d u a l l y r e f l e c t e d .  The i mp r ess i ve growth of the Popu l ar Cu l t u r e 

Ass o c i a t i on and i t s r eg i ona l  ad j u nc t s ,  t oge t her w i t h the d e c l i n e of the 

Modern Language Ass o c i a t i on and the Amer ican H i s t o r i c a l  Asso c i a t i on are 

f a c t s wor thy of our c ons i de r a t i on and con t emp l a t i on now t h a t ,  even i n the 

u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  the t r a d i t i o n a l  s t rongho l ds of s a n c t i f i c a t i o n and sanc t imony ,  

our popu l ar c u l t u r e i s i n c r e a s i n g l y cons i dered wor thy of s t udy .  

The new r eg i ona l i sm and the s tudy of popu l ar c u l t u r e are not  on l y 

n a t u r a l ' a l 1 i e s i n cha l l eng i ng i n t e l l e c t u a l  and academic t r a d i t i o n ,  bu t  

they are na t u r a l  a l l i e s ,  i i : u t ua l l y r e i n f o r c i n g ,  i n the s tudy of t h e i r 
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r e s p e c t i v e c u l t u r a l  a reas and a r t i f a c t s .  Much o f what  makes the reg i ons 

of a coun t ry what  they a r e ,  much o f what  de f i nes them ,  can be found i n 

t he popu l ar c u l t u r e s o f t h e i r peop l es ;  a t  t he same t i me ,  d i f f e r e n c e s and 

s i m i l a r i t i e s i n popu l ar c u l t u r e can o f t en be seen most  c l e a r l y and def i ned 

most  s u c c i n c t l y through the s t udy o f r eg i ons .  

Nowhere i s t h a t  r e l a t i o n s h i p more ev i den t  than i n t he M idwest ,  the 

home of both the Popu l ar Cu l t u r e A ss o c i a t i o n and t he So c i e t y f o r t he S tudy 

of M idwes tern L i t e r a t u r e .  In our s t udy of the Midwest  and o f Amer ican 

popu l ar c u l t u r e we can l e a r n much from the p i ous f r auds pe rpe t r a t ed by 

MGM,  CBS ,  and NBC--in Hol lywood ' s spe c t a cu l a r pe r ve r s i on o f W i l l i am Inge ' s 

" P i c n i c , " i n the d i s t o r t e d v i deo v i s i o n from S i x t h Avenue t h a t  has g i ven 

us "App le ' s Way," "Fernwood ,  Oh io ," and "One Day a t  a T ime ." Bu t  we can 

l e a r n much more abou t  t he r e g i on ,  i t s peop l e ,  and i t s s e l f - i d e n t i t y from 

t he c u l t u r a l  r e a l i t y t ha t  i t s peop l e have c rea t ed and w i t h wh i ch they l i v e 

and i d e n t i f y t hemse l ves .  And ,  wh i l e M idwes tern c u l t u r e has much t ha t  i s 

n a t i o n a l ,  i t  has as much i f not  more t ha t  i s un i que l y r e g i o n a l .  

E s p e c i a l l y wor thy of s t udy a r e t h r ee c o l l e c t i v e exp r ess i ons of 

M idwes tern popu l ar c u l t u r e t h a t  r e f l e c t  t he na t u re o f t he reg i on and t he 

q u a l i t y o f i t s l i f e and t ha t  have become more f u l l y deve l oped ,  more 

r i c h l y expressed c e l e b r a t i o n s o f s e l f - i d e n t i t y ,  of n a t u r a l  abundance ,  

of l i f e i t s e l f i n the Midwest  than anywhere e l s e i n the na t i on .  These 

are the f a i r s ,  town ,  coun t r y ,  or s t a t e ;  the coun t ry and town au c t i on s ,  not  

y e t  cap t ured by an t i que d e a l e r s ,  as i n the E a s t ;  and the e t h n i c f e s t i v a l s 

i n towns and neighborhoods t h a t  have ma i n t a i ned c l e a r i f hyphenated i d e n t i t i e s 

s i n c e t h e i r n i ne t een t h cen t u r y se t t l emen t s .  Toge ther they prov i de c l e a r 

i n s i g h t  i n t o the dynamic v a r i e t y t h a t  makes up the Midwest  t oday .  

The f a i r s a re the most  sp e c t a cu l a r i n t h e i r accep t ance of t he mach ine 

age ,  bu t  a t  the same t ime they are t i e d most  c l o s e l y t o the geograph i ca l  
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and na tura l  r e a l i t y of the coun t ry out  of which they come.  The Midwestern 

f a i r i s compounded of fun and work ,  of beauty and vu l g a r i t y ,  of en ter tainmen t  

and achievement ,  of compet i t ion and cooperat ion ,  of people,  an ima ls ,  and 

machines,  of ca rn i va l  i n the people ' s den i a l  of r e a l i t y and ce l ebra t i on i n 

t he i r acceptance of i t ,  but  i t s substance i s the ear t h ,  the coun t rys ide ,  

and the an imals and produce tha t  make i t  l i v e .  As W i l l i am Bu t l er Yeats 

sa i d ,  "The h i s t o r y of a people i s not  i n par l iamen ts and b a t t l e f i e l d s 

but  i n what  people say to each o ther on f a i r days and high days and i n how 

they farm and quarre l  and go on p i lgr image . " 

The grea t  s t a t e f a i r s of Iowa and I l l i n o i s are the c l a s s i c s of the 

Midwestern genre,  rep l e t e w i th big-name en ter ta inmen t ,  the f i n e s t  harness 

rac i ng i n the wor ld ,  the longest  midways,  the f a t t e s t  hogs,  the r i ches t  

corn .  But  here ,  too ,  are the c l oses t  r e l a t i onsh i ps between people and 

an ima ls ,  r e l a t i onsh i ps t ha t  antedate the g l i t t e r  and the t h r i l l .  And here ,  

too ,  are the personal  r e l a t i onsh i ps ce l ebra t ed by Ph i l  Stong i n h i s novel  

S t a t e Fa i r i n 1932.  

But  the rea l  f a i r s are the town and county f a i r s ,  those t ha t  provided 

the background f o r "Soph i s t i ca t i on" i n Sherwood Anderson ' s Winesburg,  Ohio 

and t ha t  he ce l ebra t ed a decade l a t e r i n The American Coun*-y F a i r .  Com-

pounded of Anderson ' s memory of the Clyde F a i r of h i s you th ,  h i s aes t he t i c 

and sensual  percep t ion of smooth-flowing horse f l esh and the i n t r i c a c i e s 

of human beings ,  of h i s love of the towns themselves ,  Anderson ' s The American 

County Fa i r recrea t es the seeming s i mp l i c i t y and the under ly ing comp lexi ty 

of the coun t l ess coun t erpar ts tha t  recur across the Midwestern coun t rys ide 

from Ohio to the Dakotas today.  
r 

The f a i r s ,  spec t acu l ar or s imp l e ,  t e l l  us much about  the reg i on ,  i t s 

people,  and t he i r popular cu l t u r e .  Perhaps secu l ar successors to the 

f r on t i e r r e v i v a l  camp meet ings t ha t  dot ted the region a cent i ' ry ago an<l  



t ha t  served much the same func t i on as the f a i r s when the c i r c u i t - r i d i n g 

preacher wasn ' t  l ook ing ,  Midwestern f a i r s have escaped dominat ion by 

gospel  s i ngers ,  t r o t t e r s ,  and temperence agencies as In the South ,  and 

they avoid the rodeo s p i r i t  of the West ;  they remain today a remarkable 

oppor tun i ty for a study of the t r a d i t i o n ,  con t i nu i t y ,  and change t ha t  

charac t er i zes the r u r a l  Midwest  today.  

L i ke the f a i r ,  the auc t i on ,  whether on the homesi te or i n a frame 

bu i l d i ng i n town,  whether of household goods,  farm implements,  an t iques 

(w i t h a s t r a i gh t  face and no quotat ion marks) ,  or l i v es t o ck ,  they are 

compounded of commodity and p r a c t i c a l i t y ,  of personal  m isfor tune or 

t ragedy and the luck of the buy,  of the mundane and the mi raculous--1n 

a minor way.  They are compounded,  too ,  of purpose and co l or ,  of people 

s o c i a l i z i n g ,  of minor ba t t l es and no l ess minor v i c t o r i e s .  The auct ioneer 

i s a f o l k f i gu r e ,  sometimes a fo l k hero ,  i n h i s own r i gh t  ( I say h i s 

because coun t ry auc t i oneer ing remains a mascu l ine p rofess i on ) ,  deserving 

more a t t en t i on i n face and i n f i c t i o n than he has rece i ved .  But  more 

Important  are the people ,  who come out  of need f o r s o c i a l i z a t i on or 

merchandise ,  the regu l ars and the casua l s ,  and i nc reas i ng l y ,  po in t ing 

the way toward u l t i ma t e comnerc i a l i za t i on of Midwestern auc t i ons ,  those 

who buy and s e l l  r e a l ,  a l l eged ,  or imaginary an t iques .  

Of pa r t i cu l a r I n t e r es t  to the Midwestern r e g i ona l i s t  or popular 

c u l t u r i s t  are the a r t i f a c t s .  The Midwest  has never been comfor tab le 

i n the throwaway economy,  and the smal l  towns and r u r a l  areas s t i l l  

d i scard almost  noth ing ,  sav ing Items of a l l  k inds f o r even tual  use or 

perhaps sa l e .  The a r t i f a c t s a t  the auc t i on ,  whether i n town or on the 

farm ,  of t en provide a cross sec t i on of the domest ic h i s t o r y t ha t  marked 

the course of Midwestern l i v i n g ,  change and movement  for a cen tury and 

« 
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a h a l f ;  there are c l a s s i c i tems t ha t  came over the mountains by wagon,  

down the Ohio by f l a t boa t ,  or over the l akes by schooner or steamer ,  a l l  

of them,  however,  i ncreas i ng l y r a r e ;  p r i m i t i ve i tems made out  of necess i t y 

or for p l easure of convenience on the farm or i n the home;  Sears-Roebuck 

and Montgomery Ward i tems tha t  mark the e a r l i e s t  years o^ parce l  post  

and r u r a l  f ree de l i ve r y ;  Grand Rapids modern and m iss ion oak f u r n i t u r e 

t ha t  were purchased dur ing ru r a l  World War I prosper i t y ,  a l l  of i t  s ide 

by s i de w i th the ub iqu i tous g l ass and p l a s t i c goods of l a t e r years .  

The implements,  too,  mark the course of Midwestern farm h i s t o r y :  the 

p r i m i t i ve hand t o o l s ,  a l so rap i d l y d i sappear ing ;  the forged i ron horse-

drawn t o o l s ,  now unfor tuna t e l y of t en cann i ba l i zed f o r the sea t s t ha t  

for some cur ious reason have become s t y l i s h l y decora t i ve ;  the magn i f icen t  

sel f-powered mu l t i -purpose machines;  the a i r -cond i t i oned ,  AM-FM-TV equipped 

t r a c t o r s ,  the fore l orn hoe.  We have ye t  to exp l ore the cu l t u r a l  dimensions 

of the coun t ry auc t i on .  

S t i l l  another important  means of understanding the var i ed dimensions 

of the Midwest  and the cu l t u re of i t s people are through the e t hn i c 

f e s t i v a l s t ha t  mark the course of n ineteen th cen tury Midwestern se t t l emen t :  

the Germans and Dutch of mid-cen tury ,  the Scand inav ians ,  the S l avs ,  and 

the sma l l er groups t ha t  came i n the e i gh t i es ,  the n i ne t i es ,  and l a t e r .  

L i ke the f a i r s and the auc t ions the e t hn i c f e s t i v a l s have a sur face 

s i m i l a r i t y :  the beer t en t  ( r a r e l y are the e t hn i cs Midwestern Pur i t ans 

where beer i s concerned) ,  the r i des ,  the games,  the parades ,  the queens,  

beards on the men,  sun bonnets and long dresses on the women,  of t en 

Ind i ans ,  r ea l  or syn t he t i c ,  un i form ly wear ing Commdncne war bonnets,  the 

an t ique ca r s ,  the unavoidable square dances.  Invar i ab l y the e t hn i cs have 

j o ined the mainstream of Midwestern cu l t u r e ,  making i t  t he i r own.  

t 



Bu t ,  again l i k e the f a i r s and auc t i ons ,  each i s unique i n costume 

and i n f l a v o r :  Bucyrus ,  Ohio,  se t t l ed by Germans i n the 1840 ' s,  a 

Democrat ic an t i -war st ronghold and scene of d r a f t  r i o t s i n the 1860 ' s,  

i s now the "Bra twurs t  Cap i t o l  of the World," annua l ly ce l ebra t i ng the 

f i n e s t  sausage t h i s s ide of the Rhine.  There are the sedate t u l i p 

f e s t i v a l  of Hol land ,  Michigan ,  se t t l ed i n 1847 by those Dutch who,  un l i ke 

o t hers ,  avoided t ragedy on a stormy Lake Michigan;  the smorgasbord of 

the Ice l and i c f e s t i v a l  a t  Washington I s l and ,  W isconsin ;  the Be lg ian 

f e s t i v a l  of B russe l s ,  W isconsin ,  founded by Be lg ians i n 1853;  the Czech 

f e s t i v a l  i n W i lbur ,  Nebraska,  i n W i l l a Cather coun t ry;  and Ok toberfests 

everywhere,  rea l  or imaginary .  But  l ack of hyphenat ion i s no de teren t  

to Midwesterners i n ce l ebra t i ng t h e i r o r i g i ns as i s demonstrated by the 

maple sugar f e s t i v a l s i n Chardon,  Ohio,  se t t l ed by New Englanders before 

1810 and i n Vermon t v i l l e ,  Michigan ,  d i t t o ,  c i r c a 1837.  We can l earn much 

about  our Midwestern and our popular cu l t u re from the f e s t i v a l s t ha t  

br igh t en the Midwestern coun t rys ide i n suimer .  We can l earn much,  too ,  

about  people ,  about  e t hn i c cu l t u res of t en somewhat  l ess than pure but  no 

l ess c l e a r ,  and about  the ce l ebra t i on of i den t i t i es—Ame r i can ,  Midwestern ,  

and whatever ,  proclaimed w i th pr ide and enthusiams.  (And I do recommend 

the b ra t wu rs t ) .  

The f a i r s ,  the auc t i ons ,  the f e s t i v a l s are the most  c o l o r f u j ,  of t en 

the most  profoundly human man i fes t a t i ons of a cu l t u re Midwestern r eg i ona l i s t s 

and popular c u l t u r a l i s t s can exp l ore together w i th mutual  benef i t ,  but  

there are innumerable other va luab l e oppor t un i t i es :  the cu l t u re of the 

wa t erways— the Great  Lakes and the grea t  r i v e r s ,  of t en w i l d l y and 

beau t i f u l l y p r i m i t i ve and then suddenly cana l i zed and i n d u s t r i a l i z ed ,  

v i v i d s t ud i es i n Midwestern con t r as t s ;  the cur i ous s i m i l a r i t y In sp i t e 

of profound d i f ferences shown by C leveland and Chardon i n what  was once 



Connect icu t ' s Western Reserve;  Henry Ford ' s Ford R i ver Rouge Complex,  

hard by h i s wh i t e ,  suburban Dearborn ,  h i s eccen t r i c genius shown i n h i s 

Greenf i e l d V i l l age nearby;  the Midwestern pyramids,  b l as t  furnaces and 

gra i n e l eva t o rs ;  the Nat ional  Road,  o ld U.S.  40,  from the Ohio R i ver to 

Vanda l i a ,  I l l i n o i s ,  never completed ,  rendered marvelously obsolete by 

I n t e r s t a t e 70,  i t s drama preserved i n m i les tones w i th on one s i de the 

mi leage from i t s beginning i n Cumberland,  Maryland ,  and the other the 

m i l es to the next  town,  i t s cu l t u re seen i n the towns l i k e Old Washington ,  

Ohio,  memorial ized i n the brooding Madonnas of the T r a i l  i n Sp r i ng f i e l d ,  

Ohio,  Richmond,  Ind i ana ,  and Vanda l i a ,  I l l i n o i s ,  preserved ,  too ,  i n Conrad 

R i ch t er ' s memorable t r i l o g y — T h e Trees ,  The F i e l d s ,  The Town.  

There i s much to be learned from the c i t i e s ,  the towns,  and the 

v i l l a g e s ,  rea l  or recrea t ed ;  C lyde ,  Ohio,  transmuted through Sherwood 

Anderson ' s memory,  imag ina t ion ,  and remarkable t a l en t  in t o Winesburg,  

Ohio;  Sauk Cen ter ,  Minnesota,  which gave S i n c l a i r Lewis to American 

l i t e r a t u r e and Main S t ree t  to the na t i ona l  consciousness;  and ,  of course ,  

Chicago,  i nde l i b l y Midwestern ,  Mayor Jane Byrnes ' s recen t  d i sc l a i mer and 

boast  notw i thstand ing;  the van ished ,  recrea ted New Salem,  I l l i n o i s ,  and 

Zoar ,  Ohio;  and the rena i ssance-f l avored urban t ragedy tha t  i s De t ro i t .  

A f i n a l  important  area of fu t ure mutual  concern l i e s i n the s i t e s now 

vanished or t ransposed ,  memor ial ized or forgo t t en ,  of those n ine teen th-

cen tury at tempts a t  founding Midwestern U top ias :  t ha t  of George Rapp 's 

Rapp i tes ,  more proper ly Harmonists ,  who f l oa t ed down the Ohio to found 

Harmony,  Ind i ana ,  l a t e r New Harmony;  t ha t  of the Community of True I nsp i r a t i on ,  

founded a t  Amana,  Iowa,  i n 1854,  now best  known f o r Be t t y Furness ' s micro 

wave oven commercials;  of the Morman drama a t  K i rk l and ,  Ohio,  and Nauvoo,  

I l l i n o i s ;  of the o t hers ,  now remembered va r i ous l y as the exc l us i ve ShaJcer 

Heigh ts ,  Ohio,  and Petroleum V.  Nasby 's New Jerusalem a t  Confederate '  



Crossroads ,  Ohio.  Utopia was popular but  e l us i ve i n the Midwest  as 

elsewhere i n the n ineteen th cen tury and i n the t wen t i e t h ,  and we have 

much to l earn about  the v i s i o n ,  the r e a l i t y ,  the f a i l u r e of the dream.  

The new reg i ona l i sm and the study of American popular cu l t u re have 

come of age i n recen t  yea rs ,  but  w i th the cons t i t u t i ona l  reduct ion of 

s t a t u t ory ma j or i t y ,  both man i fes t  a vigorous l a t e adolescence ,  and both 

have much work ahead,  a good deal  of which can be done together .  The 

dimensions of the Midwest  a lone ,  whether popu lar ,  reg i ona l ,  or a l og i ca l  

merging of both ,  provide the substance of s u f f i c i e n t  research ,  search ,  

syn t hes i s ,  t r u t h ,  and understanding to delay the scho l ar l y s e n i l i t y of 

t r ad i t i on f o r both d i s c i p l i n es i n d e f i n i t e l y ,  and change i n the regions 

acce l era t es .  The areas of mutual  concern I have suggested are m icro-

cosm i ca l l y represen t a t i ve of a whole beyond the imaginat ion ,  and 1 con-

clude w i th the admoni t ion to you young people to get  busy;  the prospects 

are almost  enough to make me wish I were t h i r t y years younger .  

Michigan S t a t e Un i vers i t y 



Lansing ' s Forgot ten Nove l i s t  

of the Los t  Generat ion 

W i l l i am Mc Cann 

John Herrmann,  a l i t e r a r y expa t r i a t e of the 1920 ' s,  belonged to 

what  Gertrude S t e i n ca l l ed the " l os t  generat ion ." His name and ach i eve-

ments,  al though not  as i l l u s t r i o u s as those of Hemingway,  T.S.  E l i o t ,  

F.  Sco t t  F i t zge r a l d ,  or Ezra Pound,  were s i g n i f i c a n t  never the l ess and 

ought  not  recede i n t o ob l i v i on .  

Herrmann came from a we l l -es t ab l i shed Lans ing ,  Michigan fam i l y .  

When he was born i n 1900,  h i s f a t he r ,  Henry Herrmann,  and uncle Ch r i s t i an 

Herrmann,  ran a t a i l o r i n g estab l ishmen t  on Lansing ' s North Washington 

Avenue.  John at tended Cen t ra l  high schoo l ,  was on the school  debat ing 

team,  and worked as a par t - t ime repor t er for the Lansing S t a t e Journa l .  

A f t e r graduat ion he went  on to the Un i vers i t y of Michigan ,  and l a t e r 

s tud ied a t  George Washington Un i ve rs i t y and the Un i vers i t y of Munich i n 

Germany.  For a wh i l e he was a Washington newspaper corresponden t ,  reputed 

to be the youngest  member of the press g a l l e r y .  

Herrmann went  abroad ea r l y i n the 1920 's w i th high l i t e r a r y asp i r a t i ons .  

In 1925 he met  and marr ied Joseph ine Herbst  (1897-1969) ,  who he r se l f 

became an accompl ished w r i t e r ,  w i th novels l i k e P i t y i s Not  Enough (1933) 

and The Watcher Wi th the Horn (1955) .  Shor t l y a f t e r t he i r marr iage ,  

John went  to work on the s t a f f of t r a n s i t i o n ,  the l i t e r a r y monthly founded 

by E l l i o t  Paul  and Eugene Jo l as .  H is f i r s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  w r i t i ng appeared 

i n an anthology pub l ished i n Pa r i s along w i th wr i t i ngs by James Joyce ,  

Pound,  Ford Madox Ford ,  and Hemingway.  
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Herrmann ' s f i r s t  book.  What  Happened (1926) ,  was descr ibed l a t e r  by 

i t s pub l i sher ,  Robert  McAlmon,  as a "boyish and ,  for the presen t  day,  a 

na i ve l y innocen t  book." However,  i t  was refused en t ry a t  New York for 

i t s a l l eged indecencies and thus gained a t t en t i on and readersh ip i t  might  

not  have rece ived o therw i se .  

In 1932,  Herrmann ' s shor t  nove l .  B ig Shor t  T r i p ,  shared w i th Thomas 

Wolfe ' s A P o r t r a i t  of Bascom Hawk the $5,000 p r i ze offered i n a con t es t  

sponsored by Scr i bner ' s magazine.  Herrmann ' s s t ory descr ibes the f i n a l  

t r i p made by a t r a v e l l i n g j ewe l ry salesman before re t i remen t .  I t  cur i ous l y 

an t i c i pa t es i n some ways Ar thur M i l l e r ' s "Death of A Salesman" (1949) .  

The e l de r l y salesman ,  i l l  w i th a hear t  a i lmen t  tha t  u l t i ma t e l y k i l l s him,  

faces the dec l i n i ng sa l es of the Depression years and worr i es about  a 

rad i ca l  son who decides to v i s i t  Sov i e t  Russ ia ins tead of tak ing a long 

vaca t i on h i s fa t her has planned f o r them to take together .  

"He's got  rad i ca l  i deas , " the fa t her sa i d ,  "regu l ar Bo lshev ik ideas .  

I f  he be l i eves i n t ha t ,  every th ink I ' ve worked f o r seems wrong." 

When he was f i f t e e n ,  John Herrmann had h imse l f gone on the road dur ing 

the summer months,  when school  was ou t ,  peddl ing garden seeds ,  j ewe l ry ,  

and books.  And he was l a t e r  to hold " r a d i c a l , " Marx i s t  ideas t ha t  h i s 

f a t he r ,  Henry Herrmann,  doub t less viewed w i th l i t t l e sympathy.  In 1927,  

John and Joseph ine Herbst  at tended the meet ing of the In t erna t i ona l  Bureau 

of Revolu t ionary Wr i t ers a t  Kharkov,  i n the U.S.S.R. ,  along w i th Michael  

Gold ,  W i l l i am Gropper,  and o ther "sympathet ic" w r i t e r s .  

The se t t i ng of Herrmann ' s t h i r d nove l .  Summer I s Ended (1932) i s 

pa r t l y i n the Lans ing-Eas t  Lansing area ,  which the author c a l l s "Denton" 

and "Eas t  Denton." When one of the cha r ac t e r s . s t a r t s co l l ege ,  "she went  

out  to Eas t  Denton to the s t a t e co l l ege . " In h i s study The Modern American 

Novel  (1935) Har lan Hatcher ,  l a t e r  to be Pres iden t  of the Un i ve rs i t y of 
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Michigan ,  c l a s s i f i e d Herrmann w i th James T.  F a r r e l l  and W.R.  Burne t t  as 

"hard-boi led r e a l i s t s . " of Summer I s Ended Hatcher wrote ,  "the nar ra t i ve 

i s s t ark and the express ion l acon i c ;  i t  ach ieves occas iona l  f l ashes of 

power and a l so s t re t ches of the f l a t t e s t  monotony,  . . .  i n a too eager 

e f f o r t  to be i r on i c and hard" .  

Herrmann ' s l a s t  nove l ,  "The Salesman" (1939) ,  i s the s t ory of a 

t r a v e l l i n g salesman ,  a hard-working one named Robert  Crawford ,  who worr i es 

about  h i s job and about  balancing the fam i l y budget  on h i s meager earn ings .  

Herrmann wrote l i t t l e a f t e r 1940.  In a l e t t e r to Corey Ford ,  F.  Sco t t  

F i t zge ra l d ra t her unchar i t ab l y refer red to him as a "one-opus gen ius ,  l i k e 

W i l l i am Saroyan ." Herrmann re turned to the U.S.  and dur ing World War  H.  

served i n the Coast  Guard i n Greenland and elsewhere .  His hea l th dec l ined 

a f t e r the war and he spent  the l a s t  ten years of h i s l i f e i n Mexico w i th 

h i s second w i f e ,  Ruth ,  having been d ivorced from Josephine Herbst .  By 

t h i s t ime dr i nk i ng had become a ser i ous problem f o r him.  

A handsome,  good-humored man,  Herrmann was we l l  l i ked by h i s con-

temporar ies .  Morley Cal laghan ,  the Canadian au thor ,  ca l l ed him a " t a l l ,  

laugh ing man." Wr i t er Edward Dahlberg ,  who descr ibed him as having "a 

long frame and a handsome face , " thought  t ha t ,  desp i t e h i s expa t r i a t e 

exper iences and soph i s t i ca t i on ,  Herrmann ac t ua l l y "pined f o r the red barns 

of the o ld buco l i c Amer ica ,  the Ohio and Ind iana of Sherwood And|^rson 

and Dre i ser . " And Dahlberg concluded t ha t  h i s f r i end somehow d idn ' t  "know 

how to use h i s l i f e and h i s marvelous ,  e r r i ng t a l en t . " 

A l f red Kazin r e c a l l s tha t  once when Joseph ine Herbst  and Herrmann 

were f i sh i ng w i th Hemingway o f f the F l o r i da keys ,  Hemingway l o s t  h i s 

temper because John wasn ' t  ge t t i ng enough i ce to keep t he i r ca tch f r esh ,  

and kept  grousing a t  him.  John took i t  good-humoredly but  h i s w i fe sa i d ,  

f i n a l l y ,  "Hem,  i f you don ' t  stop I ' l l  take your p i s t o l  and shoot  you ." 



On Ap r i l  9,  1959,  John Herrmann d ied of a hear t  a t t ack i n Guada la j ara ,  

Mexico.  He was 59.  H is body was sen t  back to Lansing f o r bu r i a l  i n Mt.  

Hope cemetery.  An ob i tuary was ca r r i ed i n h i s o ld paper ,  the S t a t e Jou rna l ,  

on Ap r i l  17.  I t  was not  u n t i l  May 19,  when h i s widow,  Ruth ,  re turned to 

New York C i t y w i th her young son ,  John ,  t ha t  Herrmann ' s death was repor ted 

i n the N.Y.  Times.  

When word reached New York ,  Edward Dahlberg wrote movingly to Josephine 

Herbst :  "When I heard t ha t  John d ied I was shaken;  you had come to my 

apartment  years ago w i th John ,  both of you such v i r i l e and handsome persons.  

When I met  him again i n New Or leans ( t en years or more ago) ,  he was broken 

but  not  sn i v e l i ng ,  s e l l i n g Venet ian b l i nds .  Bob McAlmon,  too ,  as you 

know,  so ld t russes i n E l  Paso.  A l l  f a l l e n now,  they and us ." 


