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The American Novel Belween Two Wars

BY MAXWELL GEISMAR

This book shbws how Lardner, Heming-
way, Dos Passos, Wolfe, Faulkner, and
Steinbeck were influenced by — and influ-
enced — American life of the last two dec-
ades. To read it is to re-view, through the
creative eye, the golden twenties and the
frightened thirties.

The book opens with Ring Lardner, who
summarizes the values of the nineteen twen-
ties, the boom period, and the jazz age of
American industrial culture. It closes with
John Steinbeck, who illuminates the new so-
cial values of the nineteen forties. The in-
credible difference between those two Amer-
icas illustrates the range of experience
through which we have passed during this
period of turmoil.

Between Lardner and Steinbeck, we see what
happened to the work of Ernest Heming-
way, John Dos Passos, William Faulkner,
and Thomas Wolfe. Never before has the
American writer been subject to so many
changing social pressures within so short a
period. In showing how he has reacted, Mr.
Geismar has taken criticism from the study
and made it part of life.

Edmlénd Wilson says of this book: ‘As I
write literary criticism myself, I rarely con-
sider reading it a treat; but this book of
Maxwell Geismar’s has really roused me out
of my apathy. Tt seems to me the best book
of criticism I have read on a contemporary
American subject ’
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Preface

THIS IS A STUDY of the changing beliefs of the contem-
porary American novelist in our period of social crisis. More
accurately, perhaps, it is a study of the changing beliefs of our
period as they are reflected in the writers. Our time is the true
protagonist of such an examination, and the artists are the wit-
nesses at the investigation. I am using Ring Lardner to sum-:
marize the values of the nineteen-twenties, the boom period and
jazz age of the American industrial culture which prefaced our
present situation. The volume closes with John Steinbeck, who
illuminates the new societal values of the nineteen-forties as
fully as Lardner the twenties. The difference between these
two Americans will illustrate the range of experience we have
passed through in a decade of turmoil.

Between Lardner and Steinbeck, we shall see also what hap-
pens to the work of Ernest Hemingway, John Dos Passos, Wil-
liam Faulkner, and Thomas Wolfe. Viewing each of these
writers in some detail against the epoch of prosperity, the de-
pression, and our present moment of stress, I am attempting to
portray the full growth of the modern novelist in his own terms
and in those of his culture. The book will therefore concentrate
on a few key figures of our time, and through their history show
the shifting directions, the creative conflicts, and social impact
of the rest of our writers. And ours is a particularly interesting
time to study art. Never before, perhaps, has the American
writer been subject to so many changing pressures within so
short a period.

The bias of the book is democratic, its belief is in the potential
of democratic society, and especially American society, as the
only mature form of our communal life. The point of view is
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thus critical but not negative. Our studies of these major nov-
elists, in fact, will reveal that the depression of the nineteen-
thirties, seemingly so destructive and despairing, was actually
a time of regeneration for the writer. We shall see all too fully
the aversion of the American author to the industrial era of 29,
this playtime of a frantic finance. The age of prosperity ends
up in the red. The report on America, Incorporated, is nega-
tive, closing with Ring Lardner’s dead-end, with Ernest Hem-
ingway’s African safari and belated return. As the time grows
closer to our own, and the epoch of Midas joins that of Mars, we
see in John Dos Passos an author who comes back to the United
States at the start rather than at the height of his career. Yet
Dos Passos’s work is still so conditioned by the estranged emo-
tions of the twenties that only in the forties again do we find a
true rather than a formal American view, an integrated artist
rather than a hostile critic; and only then does the resemblance
to living American institutions in Dos Passos’s novels become
more than purely coincidental. And with William Faulkner we
see in turn that the writer’s hatred for the deep South of *29 (as
for Hemingway’s Michigan woods, the Manhattan Transfer of
Dos Passos, and the Long Island of Lardner’s ‘highpolloi’ who
had children when they couldn’t afford dogs) reaches the point
of portraying modern maturity only in terms of perversion.

So the Lardnerian epoch, across whose gaudy heaven, fixed
and immutable, glowed the mystic sign of the dollar, and in
which every pen was golden, alienated its literary talent. The
dazzling materialism of the American twenties led, among our
authors at least, to spiritual frustration. By contrast, the social
crisis of the thirties brought to the writers a spiritual positive
based, as it were, on the actual collapse of their society. The
conversion, however late or imperfect, of Hemingway, the fus-
ing of Dos Passos’s ‘two nations,’ the astonishing development
of Thomas Wolfe, and the typical evolution of John Steinbeck
all point this up. Too long we had traveled Whitman’s roads
‘all even and peaceful,’ and learned on the whole too little from
our joys. Now we were learning from crises of anguish. And in
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crisis the American writer has gained stature, a sense of his own
societal function (which in a democracy, as Whitman knew
also, is vital), a new meaning for his work, and a faith which can
move men as well as mountains.

In outline, this is the conclusion to be drawn from the investi-
gation of our writers in a period of social change which we are
about to begin: the departure of familiar ways of life, the arrival
of new forms though as yet uncertain; these novelists still wan-
dering between two worlds, one dead, as Matthew Arnold felt,
but the other no longer quite so powerless to be born. We hold
no blithe or fanatic thesis, to be sure. The world-wide ills of
modern civilization, as Wolfe came to realize, are also deeply
rooted in our own land. These studies will attempt, rather, a
more sober estimate of both the corrosive and the creative
strains in the American temperament as they are reflected by
its literary spokesmen. Here I should like to acknowledge the
friendly help of my colleagues at Sarah Lawrence College on
this book, in particular Helen Lynd and the late Henry Ladd.
And I must state my special indebtedness to Robert Linscott
for his editorial advice, and to Maxwell Perkins and Edmund
Wilson for their generous interest in the manuscript.

M. G.
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Chapter One

Ring Lardner : LIKE SOMETHING WAS GOING
TO HAPPEN

1. SUCCESS STORY, *29.  The popular humorist is the
genuine historian. As our jokes reveal our intentions, in the
wit of a culture we may find its basic beliefs. The funnyman of
the nineteen-twenties, Ring Lardner is an authentic com-
mentator on American capitalism in its frantic flowering.
Though neither the era nor the author realized it, Lardner be-
came the mordant chronicler of a moribund social order.
The diversions of a period bent so grimly on pleasure, Lardner
recorded and made into a new literature — this age of specula-
tion and crossword puzzles, of Mah-Jong, Teapot Dome, and
Halitosis, of rising skirts and rising stocks, Pyorrhea and
Peaches Browning, of Mencken and Cabell, and of highballs,
which for the Lardnerian protagonist became a vocation rather
than a diversion.

So particularly its native product, how could Lardner not
portray the epoch of finance? His own history is the Jazz Age’s
myth. Did any small-town boy rise faster, higher? Reporter on
the South Bend Times in 1905, Lardner went to St. Louis, Boston;
and in Chicago started his celebrated sports column. An entire
generation began to follow ‘The Wake of the News’ in the
Tribune, entranced by Lardner’s new language which made most
of the previous attempts at an American style sound rather like
the diction of an Oxford don. Lardner was in the big money,
for Lardner knew Al, and Al was worth a million. Who wants
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knowledge, who thinks of sorrow, there was only Success in the
America of the twenties.

In 1919 we dispensed with our radicals, solved the evils of
liquor by decree in a strange burst of righteousness which inau-
gurated the era of entertainment. Lardner gave up his news-
paper routine. Writing feature articles, stories when he felt
like it, he came East to the provincial’s golden aspiration, The
Big Town. Long Island estate, metropolitan society, literary
figures, theatrical figures (Lardner always loved the stage):
money, friends, fame all tumbled on the boy from Niles, Mich-
igan. Life was all joy in the age of first mortgages, and our
Lardner seemed to have everything. The intellectuals hailed
‘How to Write Short Stories,” recalling Shakespeare in his
popularity and immortality alike. Lardner had before him not
only material success, living the best life of the age in the wealth-
iest nation of the world; he was also a ‘great indigenous
artist.’

He was, at any rate, the big humorist of his era, and in the
tradition of Artemus Ward, Mr. Dooley, “and Sam Slick, in-
ferior only to Mark Twain. Yet thus given the rewards of a
culture unsurpassed in material splendor; sketching in, as Lard-
ner did, the most wonderful fragmcnts of contemporary satire;
such a writer, in fact, as may come along once in a generation,
Lardner came into a sorry fruition. Though he annihilated
Babbitt, while Sinclair Lewis mercly (and somewhat uneasily)
took off our social prototype, Lardner could never have written
a ‘Main Street.” Before Dos Passos, Lardner blasted the Ameri-
can Success Myth, but he could never have written “The Big
Money.’ A score of other figures have been influenced by him
(with Hemingway he helped to change the currents of our lit-
erature), and yet with lesser talent they have often done more
than Lardner with such great gifts. For the factors which con-
tributed to the tragic climax of this fabulous Success Story of
*29, we must now consider Ring Lardner’s history, his age, and
what he tells us about it. Lardner wrote what he saw, and
what did he see?
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2. PARADISE BY PULLMAN. Busying itself so passion-
ately with the here-and-now even while it was in fact momen-
tarily dissolving, “Lardner’s era, like its protagonists whom he so
brilliantly described, had little sense of time, or the strange, or
of truth To 1tself it was unparalleled unique and etcrnal
garage, now and forever, always and amen. “Here was the
blossoming of American materialism, the strange adolescence
of a frontier nation. Everythmg that could be done, Uncle Sam
would do it. Terms: cash. Fixed and immutable, the rising
sun of the post-war decade; glowed the mystic sign of the dollar,
and around it the world of the twenties gyrated breathlessly,
bigger, better, faster than any world that had ever been.

Was there need for a nobler view of man’s activity? What
could be more inspiring than Chrysler’s glistening tower? If
you wanted new felings, you voyaged to new vistas, with Gen-
eral Motors. What institution was solider than Prudential
Llfc, with its Rock of Gibraltar embedded in mortuary statistics?
AftThe identical moment American Tel and Tel could line your
purse and transmit your joy to the corners of the universe. It
was the playtime of streamlining capitalism, evening would
never come, and under this bright, artificial sunlight (by Gen-
eral Electric) Lardner and his U.S.A. saw no shadow in its
passing of Time’s ancient chariot.

Yet what Lardner did.gave evidence of the facts his period
defied. In the older tradition of the artist, he was the vessel
through which the folk-herges of the Jazz Age poured their ela-
tions and depressions to make the history they ignored. In a
Keefe, the busher poet of this busher society, in the anonymous
but astounding ‘American adolescent of ‘I Can’t Breathe,’ in the
detective Fred Gross, whose symbolic frustration it was to own
his own home, ., Lardner has traced the mores of a nation jolting to
its Florida paradise by Pullman. The name of his hero was un-
important to Lardner. He, in fact, usually discarded nomen-
clature for the generalized but omnipotent ‘L.’ Is there any
distinction between the facile Lou Gregg of Modern Pictures,
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Inc., and Broadway’s Conrad Green? They are brothers in
thosc more dubious qualities of the human temperament which
unite us all. Fragmentary and inchoate as the expression of
Lardner’s talent was; the various parts of his writing have thus
their underlying unity. Lardner wrote in effect the outline of a
single work, this history of America in her boom pcrlod and
the work has a single hero. In a variety of gulses, s, and for the
first time so completely, Lardner presents the unknown ‘Mr.’
of the U.S.A. The boxing champ who scores his first knockout
off his lame brother, the rich man who cheats his dead secre-
tary, the society golfer who ‘don’t tip his caddy unless he wins’
— these are the Lardnerian supermen. But they merely dare
to do what Lardner’s Mr. U.S.A. dreams of.
_ As there is no distinction of name in the Lardnerian person-
ages, there is also no hierarchy of class. His American_aris-
tocracy — the ‘highpolloi’ he called them — are simply the
extension of his middle class. Lady Perkins of the Long Island
society whose members had children if they couldn’t afford
dogs, Mrs. Garrett of the bridge élite who, refinement cracking,
disgorges a quite plebeian yowl, the Thayers who imprison
their guests in the calculating cordiality of ‘Liberty Hall’ —
these are souls who, climbing a little faster, are a little more
ostentatious, but no more cultivated than those who are climb-
ing after them. And Lardner’s workers are simply the append-
ages of the rich; the underprivileged who, struggling to better
themselves, succeed, in fact, merely in revealing their betters.
Lardner’s America was the true classless society, for the Amer-
ica of the twenties was middle-class throughout, always in its
beliefs, if not always in its bank account. As the historian of this
society, Lardner marvelously reports its values: its love relation-
ships, business ethics, sports, dinner conversation, education,
and society. He presents its ballplayers, boxers, song-writers,
executives, rotarians, policemen, poets, caddies, soldiers, croon-
ers, the young, and the dying. And in Lardner’s ‘bushers’ he
reaches the core of ’29’s motivation.

Manager Nate of ‘Frameup,” we are told, handled a lot of



RING LARDNER 7

boxers, but he ‘never seen one yet that despised himself.? In
the entire range of his writing Lardner also handled a lot of
Americans, but he too never saw one that defied Manager
Nate’s dictum. This is the Lardnerian refrain, always implicit
and usually expressed, which runs through his studies of Amer-
ica in affluence. This conceit is the center of Lardner’s human-
ity. The U.S. champion, master of one field, believed himself
master of all, and the U.S. mediocrity believed himself a cham-
pion. In Lardner’s view, the bombastic American ego always
aspired to exceed its own potentlalmcs, and all other pQ,tcnnalL
ties too. Beside this contemporary conqueror, Marlowe’s
mighty Tamburlaine was an Elizabethan ne’er-do-well. Pri-
vate Keefe, actually a good ballplayer, and in his own fan-
tasies a great lover, artist, ‘poultry writer,’ soldier and tactician,
plans to advise Pershing on ‘military stragety’ and learns
French so that he in person can win the First World War —

..if I am an officer by that time which it looks like a cinch I
will be one by that time at the outside why suppose I was standing
by 1 of our genls. and a French genl. wanted to tell him what was
what and etc. but couldn’t talk nothing but French and our genl.
couldn’t make head or tales of it then I could act like and inter-
preter between the both of them and the first thing you know all
the high monkey monks when they want to talk back and forth
will be pageing Capt. Keefe or Major Keefe or whatever officer
I am by that time.

To Major Keefe or ‘Genl. Keefe’ or whatever officer he is by
this time at the outside, the war was simply another occasion
to exhibit his own manifold talents — this moronic Da Vinci
of the Dollar! Just this way, the last busher, the Danny of ‘Lose
with a Smile,” knows he will become a great ‘groaner’ like Rudy
Vallee. The bellowing amateur Elliott will be, he is equally
positive, a sensation on the stage. The caddy Dick is certain,
along with all the countless would-be geniuses whom Lardner
addresses so suavely in ‘How to Write Short Stories,” that he
will instantaneously learn the ‘nag of writeing.” Stealing his
melodies from the masters, the popular composer Harry Hart
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persuades himself he is a Yankee Beethoven, and Follies come-
dian Ralston of ‘The Big Town’ views himself as the supreme
playwright of the twentieth century. Don Quixote is the pale
archetype of Lardner’s commercial supermen, enthusiastic
visionaries of the pocketbook, pursuing a lofty but impractical
materialism, utterly regardless of their spiritual interests, tilting
at Packards.

This overwhelming narcissism destroys all sense of proportion.
Because they are forever trying to be something else, Lardner’s
people can never accept themselves as they are. Quick to sus-
pect danger to their swollen vanity, they are quicker to resent
the most casual of incidents. ‘Flatfoot’ Gross passes his life
plotting a cheap revenge on the wrong person for an imaginary
insult. This egotism stifles the generosity of Lardner’s char-
acters, their sense of identification with life. In their desire to be
unique individuals (most absurd and terrifying of desires), they
are astounded when their neighbors do to them what they are
continually doing to their neighbors. They break the links bind-
ing them to humanity; in their conceit they grossly break even
the apparent links of their own individual life. For logic and
truth, the outer-world, their given word, have no existence to
them apart from their changing desires. What the Lardnerian
hero says today will contradict what he said yesterday, and to-
morrow’s pledge today’s. Thus Keefe’s famous lease on his
love nest will vary according to the state of his amorous affairs.
When the love nest’s landlord (coarse and plebeian spirit) holds
Keefe to his contract, the landlord becomes a villain and the
lease a gigantic plot against Keefe, or so the busher reasons.
Paranoia has replaced probity.

The tremendous moral transformation brought about by the
impact of the Fascist states on modern life is simply a variation
of this. While for centuries we have preached ethics in ab-
sentia, the preaching being civilizational, it was not too much
to hope that eventually we might act ethically. But the modern
dictator has elevated immorality into a moral virtue, and with
this he has given up the pretense of civilization — the pretense
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which, as the record of evolution shows, must always come in
man’s history some hundreds of years before the fact of civiliza-
tion, but whose symbolic arrival hints at its literal advent, the
breath of it invoking its flesh and blood. That poor pretense of
morality, indeed, which is perhaps all that we have ever had,
but which is the one thing we must continue to have. Before ’29
Lardner saw this, or, at least partly seeing, he showed that
American speech and even the written contract, like the ob-
jective morality they signified, had little meaning to the genuine
desires of the individual. The preposterous (and equally trans-
parent) fabrications of Alibi Ike are merely the explicit por-
trait of this sort of American man, a naive dishonesty fused into
Lardner’s poetry. And like Lardner’s truth, time itself, the
outer-world and its formal chronology, must in a very similar
manner be twisted and distorted into the pattern of the inner-
world and its fantasies. Like their era, Lardner’s people have
no sense of the strange, of another past, and yet another future.
They never hear the clock’s ticking which alters our dear hopes
and every sccond makes us new. As their period slipped away
from them, the more frantically they insisted, like certain of our
own industrialists, that everything must remain as it never
quite was. And Lardner shows us, in ‘The Golden Honey-
moon,’ the sterile old age which results from the narcissistic
passion. All other human feelings fading, the hungry ego be-
comes more ravenous, even as the time which it despised re-
veals the individual’s absurdity with the last proof of death.

As a Thomas Mann has recently been portraying, the basic
human spirit is, in a sense, timeless, the fundamental urges of
mankind behaving now as they behaved in our childhood, and
regressing a step farther, somewhat as they behaved in the
-childhood of the race. Lardner, playing another phrase of this'
motif, tells us also how our more conscious motivation trans-
forms all time into its own hollow nutshell. Lardner’s U.S.A.
egotism, though as a plain American Lardner would have
scoffed at psychological science, is close to the Freudian ‘id.” His
view of human nature merely reveals this ‘id’ in action. And
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very weak too is the control which saves the unconscious from
the follies of its own demands, for to Lardner the final character-
istic of this egotism was that, conquering the intelligence of
his characters, it led them to destruction.

Lardner reminds us that in their vanity his people have no
capacity to learn, nor yet simply to survive. The errors they
commit lead them not to knowledge but to catastrophe. They
never see lying straight before them the chasms into which their
assurance draws them. ‘Things,’ says the busher the day before
he is fired, ‘look pretty good for me, Al,” and General Keefe (or
whatever higher officer he is by now) is so concerned with assert-
ing his superiority in the war that he forgets he may be blown
to pieces by it. Infatuated, Lardner’s lovers are too complacent
to read the letters which are informing them that their love no
longer exists. The Edith Dole of “There Are Smiles’ believes she
is far too adorable to perish in the automobile crash caused Ly
her reckless driving. In her special case beauty will triumph
over brakes, so she thinks. And the protagonists of Lardner’s
last book merely repeat the circle of complacency which
doomed the heroes of Lardner’s first book. This swollen, ever-
present, devouring egotism makes Lardner’s crooks gullible,
and deprives his dupes of their pathos. If in his ‘success’ Lard-
ner’s American is mean, he is sure to fail in the end, and in his
failure he is sure to be meaner.

Destruction itself may often be creative, and even that of
stupidity may gain our sympathy. But here too Lardner, the
image-breaker of the twenties, removed his era’s last hope of
dignity. In the range of his writing there are many catastrophes
but very few tragedies; when he arouses our pity it is merely to
intensify our aversion. Like Kafka in ‘The Castle’ continually
promising us the glimpse of heaven we know will never come,
Lardner, in the destruction of his characters, offers them the
possibilities of human grandeur simply to show us how they
ignore them. The last act of his people’s life, their death, is only
too often consistent with their previous activity. The aviator
fiancé of Katie in ‘Lady Perkins’ has taken an involuntary nose
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dive while testing his new aeroplane. ‘Him and his invention,’
so Mr. tells us, ‘was spilled all over Long Island’ —

Wile I and Ella was getting ready for supper I made the remark
that I s’posed we’d live in a vale of tears for the next few days.
‘No,’ said Ella, ‘Sis is taking it pretty calm. She’s sensible. She
says if that could have happened, why the invention couldn’t of
been no good after all. And the Williamses probably wouldn’t of
give him a plugged dime for it.’

And the great tragic invention of Lardner’s era and ours — the
war — becomes, as it is revealed through the Lardnerian patri-
ots of ‘Treat ’Em Rough’ (heroic doughboys less fearful of the
Huns than of their roommates), another gross and calculating
antic. The only member of his family to die in the war, the
‘Mr.” of ‘Quick Returns’ informs us, was his wife’s profiteering
stepfather, who died of grief because the war ended. ‘I immedi-
ately had a black bandage sewed around my left funnybone, but
when they read us the will I felt all right again and tore it off.”
But perhaps to Lardner’s American his wife’s stepfather is ‘fair
game,’ for it is true that ‘Mr.” has no special reverence for mar-
riage relations. ‘Accordin’ to some authorities,” he advises us,

a person should ought to look up your oppenent’s family tree and
find out what all her relatives died of. But the way I got it fig-
ured out, if you’re sure they did die, the rest of it don’t make no
difference.

Does ‘Mrs.,” the American wife and daughter, have more appro-
priate feelings on the demise of her near ones? She does, to be
sure, hang around her stepfather’s sickroom day after day —
‘in the hopes he would tell her how much he was going to
leave...’ And the Mabelle Gillespie of ‘Some Like Them
Cold’ feels similarly about her father’s passing. ‘Poor old dad,
he died of cancer three years ago, but left enough insurance so
that mother and we girls were well provided for.” To the final
disintegration, death, Lardner accords no greater dignity. If to
Lardner the American life of the twenties was a bonanza quest,
the American deathbed was the jackpot.



12 WRITERS IN CRISIS

From birth to this death indeed Lardner’s critique of the
basic beliefs of ’29 is thorough. A Mark Twain shared some of
the illusions of his period, a Thackeray too many. In the com-
pany of the great, even such satirists as these felt the need to
identify themselves with their society — or at least sometimes
barely to cover their aversion. But Lardner, though he wrote
much that was evasive, basically accepted none of the social
myths which formed his time. Passing from one to another of
the larger American credos of the twenties, he destroys the
smaller ones, too, in transit. ‘We passed through the green
fields of old Virginia,” says Lardner’s Mr. U.S.A., ‘though it
was too dark to tell if they was green or what color.” Under the
heat of Lardner’s increasing anger, the green fields of the post-
war age grew parched, and in the dark despair of Lardner’s
final disillusionment, it became impossible, also, to tell what
color they once had been. The citizens who were entertained
by the various portions of Lardner’s work might have been ap-
palled at its complete significance. And Lardner himself, as we
are to see, noticing these American phenomena so acutely, also
saw them as disparate. In the total view of a writer’s work, the
whole may be greater than the parts, and that of which he is but
imperfectly aware may dominate his conscious articulation.
It was thus, bit by bit, that our Ring Lardner surrounded the
American life of ’29 with a barrier of suspicion, enmity, and at
last, hatred.

3. O KEEP YOUR MOUTH SHUT. So Lardner de-
-scribed the Jazz Age of American finance wisely, and too well.
The values of his era, its myths and beliefs, he now had demon-
strated, a most weary theme without variation, all were empty.
WWhat was left? If the merit of Lardner’s U.S.A. critique was
that it seemed as indigenous as the McCormick reaper, his
solution of the basic problems of 29 was also as much a part of
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our world as the Dust Bowl. For he had none. He refutes the
national faiths. But he has no purpose in his anger, he has no
positive to his hatred, and he has no destination beyond de-
struction.

Under high pressure the Success Myth of the twenties
pumped ambition into the American ego, driving out the other
normal desires, inflating it beyond normal dimensions until it
burst, as Lardner saw. The American individualistic cultural
pattern, growing fiercer toward its close, selecting the competi-
tive and aggressive elements of the human temperament,
forced the ego from a natural survival factor almost into a cata-
strophic force. But of this Lardner had apparently little com-
prehension. Savage history, reflecting the unimportance of the
balancing mind, working through the emotion’s extremes,
brought about this merely preliminary democratic reaction to
the caste system of our ancient and medieval society. Is this the
fate of Tom Paine, Jefferson, and Lincoln? Is this the final
camping ground of our American covered wagon hitched to
the stars? No man must hold himself a slave, yet neither should
all conceive themselves as Napoleonic. History itself will in
time outbreed the outrageous individualism of Lardner’s age —
though must we again suffer new varieties of totalitarian slavery
merely to achieve such moderation? What appeared to Lardner
as eternal was to a large degree sociological, and so transient
that before he died, it had; although its dying convulsions
would find echo in our own era also.

Lardner’s business men, doughboys, athletes all reveal the
intellectual emptiness behind his portraits. Generating such
wonderful criticisms, his imagination had no base to operate
from. And in Lardner’s lovers, a crucial test for any writer,
the case becomes clear. Brilliantly Lardner describes the dis-
organized postscript of American passion in his day. Beside
Lardner’s Mr. U.S.A. the pathological Swann of Proust is a
wholesome cavalier. Perhaps the typical climax of Lardnerian
courtship occurs in ‘The Young Immigrunts.’” The ‘fare bride
and the Lordly glum,’ so ‘little Bill the immigrunt’ informs us,
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are sitting together on the steamship carrying them to Niagara
Falls. ‘Some night,’ says the Lordly glum to his beloved, ‘are
you warm enough?’

I am perfectly comfertible replid the fare bride tho her looks
belid her words what time do we arrive in Buffalo.

9 o’clock said the lordly glum are you warm enough.

I am perfectly comfertible replid the fare bride what time do
we arrive in Buffalo.

9 o’clock said the lordly glum I am afrade it is too cold for you
out here.

Well maybe it is replid the fare bride and without further adieu
they went in the spacius parlers.

And for Lardner this is genial. The rest of his lovers are less
communicative and less agreeable. This indeed is the apothe-
osis of Lardnerian love. Such stammering baseless bliss is
hardly achieved by the protagonists of ‘Some Like Them Cold’
or ‘The Facts’; collapsing in “The Water Cure’ through Lard-
ner’s premise that lovers will not be lovers long if they are
forced to listen to each other; or culminating in the marital
treachery of ‘The Love Nest.” Elliott’s ‘Roomy,’ soliloquizing
as to whether he should help the mad hick marry his girl, sums
up Lardner’s view of the ‘hymeneal twain’:

If she’s all right she’ll take acid in a month — and it’ll be my fault;
but if she’s really stuck on him they must be something wrong
with her too, so what’s the diff’rence?

In Lardner’s version of the Hollywood romance, boy meets girl,
boy loses girl, or boy gets girl. ‘So what’s the diff’rence?” Van-
ity, not affection, is the mirror of love, and in it his personages
see only those sweet curves which enhance their ego and return
to their gaze their own beloved lineaments. ‘Oh, you Violet?
cries the infatuated busher. ‘Oh, you Gertrude, Daisy, Florrie,
Jessie!” The name of his sweetheart and the personality it ex-
presses are irrelevant, for he is in fact forever crying: ‘Oh, you
Keefe!” Sick with self-love he can have little knowledge of any-
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thing or anyone beyond himself, and of himself he has no
knowledge. Love is blind. It is also a blind alley. So to the
adolescent heroine of ‘I Can’t Breathe’ all her swains are
equally adorable, she loves them all, she gets engaged to all, she
is willing to marry them all. To her the matrimonial pledge is
as sacred as a European peace pact. These Lardnerian lovers
come. They see themselves. And they are conquered.

Keefe and all his subsequent Lardnerian compatriots atone,
however, for their deadly sin of narcissism. At their best their
spouses are hardly admirable. It is written into his contract,
Gleason tells us in ‘Al,’ that he ‘is not to talk to no women,” and
similarly the ‘Mr.” of ‘Gullible’ demands who passed the law
that women can’t converse with each other? Are wives people
too? In ‘Say It with Oil’ Lardner admits they are.

Wives is people that always wants to go home when you don’t
and vice versa.

Wives is people that ain’t never satisfied as they are always too
fat or too thin. Of all the wives I ever talked to I never run acrost
one yet that was just right.

Wives is people that ask you what time the 12:55 train gets to
New York. ‘At 1:37 you tell them. ‘How do you know?’ they
ask.

They are people that never have nothing that is fit to wear.

They are people that think when the telephone bell rings it is
against the law to not answer it.

They are people whose watch is always 14 of a hr. off either one
way or the other. But they wouldn’t have no idear what time it
was any way as this daylight savings gets them all balled up.

They are people like Lardner’s Kate who ‘can’t stand the heat.
Or the cold. Or the medium. When it ain’t none of these,’
Kate wishes the weather ‘would do one thing another.’

And at their worst these Violets, Gertrudes, Maybelles be-
come wolves, to prey in the darkness of the male self-adulation
upon the defenseless domains of the ego-bound spirit. Florrie,
the modern Beatrice leading Dante Keefe eternally downward
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through the never-ending circles of extravagance into the
Inferno, strips her consort of money if nothing else. For
although the Lardnerian ladies ravish their lovers financially,
they are not in themselves ravishing. You could not look at
Bess, so Mr. reports in ‘Gullible,” ‘without a slight relapse.’

She had two complexions —A.M. and PM. The P.M.
wasn’t so bad, but she could of put the other in her vanity box for
a mirror. Her nose curved away from the batsman and wasn’t
no wider than Julienne potato, and yet it had to draw in to get
between her eyes. Her teeth was real pretty and she always kept
her lips ajar.

Thus Lardner ends by depriving his heroines of their sex. They
are not deceitful trollops; they are frigid usurers. A good
business woman, Richardson’s Pamela sold her virtue to the
highest bidder. But this chastity, in Richardson’s view the
chief commodity of his heroines, the Lardnerian ladies have
lost, or rather, perhaps, there is no consumer demand for it.
Lardner’s women are a curious mixture of gullibility, avarice,
and sentiment, a mixture often more terrifying than curious,
but which neither possesses nor gives rise to sensuous desire.
They recall Samuel Butler’s prophecy that the future wives of
the race may give birth to pocketbooks to buy their children
with. For them the dollar has replaced desire. Lardner’s
America of ’29 is not so much fast or dissolute like that of
O’Hara’s ‘Appointment in Samarra,” or Dos Passos’s ‘The Big
Money.” It is rather profoundly sterile, sexless in the mere fan-
tasies of its inhabitants, childless in wish, and very often in the
fact. From a Samuel Richardson to Lardner this is one channel
of the middle-class concept of love, and with the advent of
Lardner’s ladies we may no longer even say that in its sexual
ethics this middle-class ethics has been attempting to sell off the
human spirit. For while Bess and Florrie and Jessie and Kate
of ‘The Big Town’ are always scheming, like Pamela, to trap
and marry the rich lord, in their turn the Lardnerian nobility,
unlike Richardson’s, are always frauds. If the chief commodity
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of Lardner’s heroines has run out, the bidders are also bankrupt.

Yet the author who thus annihilates passion hardly knows it.
Lardner beautifully describes the neurotic individualism of his
lovers, their commercialism, their egotism, and their sterility.
But the specialized world which these lovers so sexlessly in-
habit, if it has phenomena which no one noticed better than
Lardner, has for him no pervasive laws. He is apparently un-
aware that what is implicit in his observation must imply some-
thing. He reports almost everything. He infers almost nothing.
As to the economic conditions which define his lovers, as to the
cultural myths which they embodied, as to the larger historical
evolution to which they belonged and which they themselves
were forming, Lardner is ignorant. While Freud in Austria
was completing his researches, while a D. H. Lawrence in Eng-
land was explaining, if sometimes perversely, many of these
same attributes of modern love, in the United States, and in the
very midst of the post-war sexual eruption, Lardner seeks no
causes for his facts, or any possibilities for another future differ-
ent from this dreadful present. What he thus very acutely saw
was no subject for reflection. Blind to the central significance
of what he wrote on sex, Lardner was evasive in the mere use of
an honest terminology. And so with love, so with all of Lard-
ner’s world. If few other contemporary writers, in short, have
so piercingly described the fabric of our life in the boom era, few
others, also, have been apparently so unaware of the conse-
quences of their own work. Hostile to almost every detail of the
society around him, Lardner questions none of its basic con-
cepts. He obliterates the story on the U.S.A. prosperity
chronicle, and clings to the manuscript. He is like a man who
removes each rung of a ladder and goes on climbing it.

In this, Lardner belongs, of course, to the American utili-
tarian view. It was inevitable that a busher culture, intent on
taming a continent, should have as its ethic a single question:
‘Does It Work?” On the depredations and chicanery which
mark so much of our history from 1860, on the industrial rav-
aging of our older Rockefellers, Goulds, and Commodore Van-
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derbilts, America stamped its approval. O.K. ‘If they can get
away with it, more power to them.” What they got away with
was God’s business, and they were not unwilling to bribe Him
too, with their Gothic churches and Chinese missionary soci-
eties. Always concentrating on the thing in action, our modern
Lardner merely represents the negative pole of this utilitarian-
ism. To Lardner nothing worked — and there was the end of
it. Pragmatism is, to be sure, a valuable spiritual weapon when
it is used by thinkers who are more than pragmatic, who em-
ploy it not to solve issues, so to speak, but to avoid solving them.
It is a weapon of delay, a useful evasion, a fact-finding mechan-
ism. But the purely pragmatic is never in the long run practi-
cal, and Lardner, the functioning utilitarian, never reached the
level of philosophical or indeed of conscious pragmatism. Was
the social arrangement of his time producing, in fact, the great-
est unhappiness of the greatest number? Lardner’s answer car-
ried American despair to a new peak, but it did not advance the
cause of American rationalism.

In part Lardner’s earlier works, ‘Al ‘Gullible’s Travels,’
‘Own Your Own Home,’ and the continuations of the Keefe
saga, ‘Treat ’Em Rough’ and ‘The Real Dope,’ are acute stud-
ies of our national mores, in part they are highly entertaining,
but they reward us only in these parts. That they are not com-
plete in their own terms, that coming out of a great imagina-
tion, they are not great and never led to anything more solid, is
due in large measure to this basic block in Lardner’s thinking.
Culturally the causes of his failure are not very difficult to trace.
Lardner was small-town America. The mature writer disap-
proved of his society’s values, but the boy from Niles, Michigan,
had learned no others. Lardner could see through the national
traits which made a Coolidge petty, misquoting what a Frank-
lin had never practiced. He could understand the actual
functioning of such preaching — the degeneration of a tradition
which ran from Luther to Jay Gould to a Harry Sinclair — as it
occurred under the aegis of another provincial Zeus, Warren
Harding. Yet Lardner could not look back to the America of
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Paine, Jefferson, and Lincoln. He could not envision an Amer-
ica neither commercial nor corrupt.

Lardner was puritan America. Taking down the little moral-
ists, the McDonalds who are so redundant with virtue in ‘The
Facts,’ those who neither smoked nor drank nor gambled, Lard-
ner himself remained among those who in their literature evade
all the conventionally ‘sinful’ and basic aspects of human ex-
perience. And even the last remnants of our puritan sensuous-
ness, its hidden salaciousness, the passions it emphasized if only
by denial, Lardner reduces to his ‘genteel spoonin.” As he him-
self dedicated it, always half-knowing and yet unable to gain a
full comprehension, his example of a story with ‘sex appeal’ is
‘The Golden Honeymoon.” And in this chronicle of U.S.A’s
aged ‘Mr.,’ elaborating in his senility the traits which hardly
graced his maturity, the sexual impulses are conspicuously ab-
sent. In youth and age, indeed, how thin are Lardner’s amo-
rous desires as compared with his naked and ferocious power
urges! Lardner’s people have all the brute desires without the
animal pleasures.

Yet even if he had believed that sex had now become a
method of advancement rather than of procreation, he could
hardly have said this in the pages of the Saturday Evening Post.
The big thinkers usually defy the laws they fondly promulgate.
But whatever chances Lardner may have had of escaping his
inheritance were lessened by the third link of his triple bondage.
During the formative, and even the final years of his career he
wrote for the same middle-class audience he satirized. For them
he had contempt, but they had money. Lardner may have
drawn some sources of his power from his popularity; it is just
as certain that through it he blocked himself. There was no
outlet from his busher pragmatism and his puritanism in the
hearts of Mr. and Mrs. America. Ironically they devoured his
stories; ironically they devoured him too. When Lardner at last
(still evasively, uneasily) broke away from literary gentility in
the shiny freedom of The New Yorker, he merely revealed his
origins, and his long captivity.
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This triple bondage resulted in Lardner’s fatal flaw. The
scale of his thinking was too small. Lardner’s Busher Keefe
sailing o’er the Pacific Ocean to Japan (or so the Busher tells
us), by route of ‘swittserland, a hole lot of ilands, Rome and
Paris and Africa and them other countrys,’ is perhaps less in-
formed than his creator as to geographical precision. But he is
no less so as to any sort of historical perspective. For the answer
to Lardner’s U.S.A. critique lay in the patterns of society, the
record of civilization, and beyond these the history of man’s
descent. What Lardner saw as rigid in humanity can be
moulded. If we may never quite become angels, we needn’t
forever remain such brutes. In the pages of Lardner there is
little glimpse of our evolutionary struggle, as indeed in the close
view of humanity there seems to be no struggle. Like water, the
civilizational conflict runs more beneath the ground than above
it; and like boiling springs the veins of our progress come to
sight in specified and perhaps too distant regions of history. For
all its material success, its visions of scientific progress, no such
region was 29 —

(Mah-Jong, Oil scandals and dreadful B.O., Halitosis, Pyorrhea,
and Peaches Browning. ‘Grace, how about a highball?’)

— and Lardner, seeing the present so acutely, saw it also as
absolute. Lardner’s provincial Elliott, his beautiful, reckless
Edith Dole, Lardner’s Nurse Lyons who, in the series of incred-
ible romances which transform her ‘Zone of Quiet’ into an
antiseptic torture chamber, ruins herself as well as her patients
— these personages, so Lardner reminds us, will accept no ad-
vice. In this world we may help no one. ‘Healer, cure thyself.’
For Lardner was as helpless on the deeper meanings of life as
his people about their immediate needs. If he was different
from his characters in the smaller ways, and for that distinction
he despised them, he was after all too close to them in the essen-
tials, and that similarity crushed him.

Since he had no historical perspective, he might have fallen
back on that of his culture, but, world of breath-taking physical
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transformations, his America itself had little spiritual stability.
It was barely a half-century since the land of Lincoln had be-
come that of Morgan — a Herculean effort, which indeed led to
Lardner’s Augean Stable. Too fast, too new, and the American
spirit could not cope with such tremendous change, nor gain
any sense of continuity, nor, in the last analysis, of its own integ-
rity. Who would bother to reflect on virtue when he might be
ransoming the railways of a continent? The writers who turned
away in disgust, a Bronson Alcott, Thoreau, Margaret Fuller,
all the varied Brook Farmers and Transcendentalists, these
were lost too: naked souls fleeing the Calvinist fire, who had their
moment before they faced the bottomless pools of finance cap-
italism. In his lack of fruition Lardner thus belongs to another
indigenous tradition — the American artistic inconsonance
which has parallcled our materialistic conquests. An abundance
of talent. A cultural aridity. An inadequate or malformed
growth. Twain, Howells, Henry Adams. Dreiser, evidencing
the rawness of his society with the crudeness of his own equip-
ment. Even Thomas Wolfe, who was to survive his own or-
deal, as we shall see, is held back and twisted by the supersti-
tions of his society. And our Lardner, with gifts not remote
from those of Swift, producing indeed a ‘Gullible’s Travels’ —
parody not merely of a great title but of his own great poten-
tialities.

Yet what else, being Lardner, could he have done? ‘I don’t
understand it,” says Fred Gross about his nightmare home, ‘but
I quit trying to understand about this here house.” So Lardner
might have said about his own understanding of the civiliza-
tional structure of his age. Lardner had genius without its
training. He could not understand the degree to which the eco-
nomic framework and the social myths of *29 were to blame for
the world he saw around him. His inheritance and environ-
ment had given him no means either to solve or to stand the
facts of the life he presented. He saw no way to help his char-
acters; he could only despise them. He could find no way to
help himself. He began to despise himself.
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Incarnate Success Story of ’29, who wants knowledge,
writing what he saw and landing in the big money, who thinks
of sorrow? Life was a merry-go-round in the age of first
mortgages and our Lardner drew a gold-plated ring. He did
what the times demanded. On the rim of the U.S.A. land-
boom he established his Long Island estate. ‘The Mange’ he
called it, with enough perception. If everything around him
had its price, the choice was of markets, not meanings. Lardner
put himself on sale too. ‘It seems to me,’ says Caddy Dick, dis-
cussing a similar issue with his pal Joe, ‘like $8000 . . . is a pretty
fair reward compared with what some of these people sells their
souls for, and I would like to tell them about it ?

Well said Joe go ahead and tell them but maybe they will tell
you something right back.

What will they tell me?

Well said Joe they might tell you this, that when Mr. Thomas
asks you how many shots he has had and you say 4 when you
know he has had 5, why you are selling your soul for a $1.00 tip.
And when you move Mrs. Doanes ball out of the rut and give it
a good lie, what are you selling your soul for? Just a smile.

O keep your mouth shut I said to him.

I am going to said Joe and would advice you to do the same.

That there was a distinction between selling one’s soul for a
dollar tip and selling one’s soul for a smile does not apparently
occur to Lardner. The only answer to the confusion of his val-
ues was ‘to keep his mouth shut.’ Yet silence is no substitute
for the writer: expression, indeed, is his catharsis.

4. LIKE SOMETHING WAS GOING TO HAPPEN
BUT IT DON’T. Perhaps, as he wrote to Congreve, genius
must be born and never can be taught, but Dryden does not
mention the case of genius which was stillborn because it was
untaught. Yet, if it is melancholy to think what Lardner might
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have done, it is pleasant to see what he managed to do. Was his
last book, ‘Lose With a Smile,” merely a repetitive and feebler
account of a diluted Busher Keefe? Turning in this blind circle
back to his origins, Lardner could still summon his force and
dispose of a thousand saccharine mammy ballads. ‘Onely this
song,” says Danny who aspires to be a ‘grooner’ like Rudy
Vallee, ‘is to pop’:

My dad I love him

My mom she loves him

My sister Edna she loves him my dad
He is a wonder

Will live to be a hundred

And never made a blunder my dad
When I was a lad

If I act it bad mom would scold me
Then I would go to him

And on his lower limbs he would hold me
Theys no one greater

Than my old pater

He is my alma mater my pop.

‘Alma mater and pater are Greek,” Danny adds, and ‘means the
same thing.” What if Danny, his conceit overcoming his sense
precisely as Keefe’s, goes the way we know he will, to the minor
leagues, Lardner’s twentieth-century Limbo for his lost Ameri-
can souls? The original busher lacked Danny the grooner’s
exit lines.

Good night Rudy, aint it just a pity
Good night Rudy sent to Jersey City
After that old 15th of june

Morn night and noon

Weel miss your croon but may be
You will lern a little sence and reason
and be with us once again next season.
Dont steal bases thats occupied

Rudy Doody good night.
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‘Rudy Doody’ Danny was dumb, but the sma*t were not ex-
empt from Lardner’s wit. The sophisticated lyricist also could
be guilty of a faux pas in the writing of ‘Night and Day’:
Night and day under the hide of me
There’s an Oh, such a hungry yearning burning inside of me.

Lardner, trying a few variations, makes the faux pas a fatality.
Night and day under the rind of me
There’s an Oh, such a zeal for spooning ru’ning the mind of me.
and:

Night and day under the fleece of me
There’s an Oh, such a flaming furneth burneth the grease of me.

and:
Night and day under the bark of me
There’s an Oh, such a mob of microbes making a park of me.
and:

Night and day under my cuticle
There’s a love all for you so true it never would do to kill.

and:

Night and day under my dermis, dear
There’s a spot just as hot as coffee kept in a thermos, dear

and:

Night and day under my tegument
There’s a voice telling me I’m he, the good little egg you meant.

In light verse Lardner could make Cole Porter look solemn;
Lardner’s surrealist plays transport us to the outskirts of a
parchesi board; and in prose he could catch inimitably the
sharpness of childhood mingled with its misapprehensions.
‘We will stop at Ypsilanti,” remarks the father of ‘The Young
Immigrunts’ in his unusual calm tones, ‘that is where they have
the state normal school.” The young Bill reflects:

I was glad to hear this and hoped we would get there before
dark as I had always wanted to come in contack with normal
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peaple and see what they are like and just at dusk we entered a
large size town and drove past a large size football field.

Heavens said my mother this must be a abnormal school to
have such a large football field.

My father wore a geer look.

This is not Ypsilanti this is Ann Arbor he crid.

But I thorght you said we would go south of Ann Arbor and
direct to Ypsilanti said my mother with a smirk.

I did say that but I thorght I would surprise you by comeing
into Ann Arbor replid my father with a corse jesture.

And the conclusion of this historic Lardnerian pilgrimage, if
not exactly serene, is less dreadful than that of most of Lardner’s
vacations:

True to our promise we were at the station in Grenitch when
the costly train puled in. ..

Did you have a hard trip my father arsked to our nurse shyly.

Why no she replid with a slite stager.

She did too said my mother they all acted like little devils.
Did you get Davids milk she said turning on my father.

Why no does he like milk my father replid with a gastly smirk.

We got lost mudder I said brokenly.

We did not screened my father and accidently cracked me on
the shins with a stray foot.

This little Bill the ‘Immigrunt’ is one of the few Lardnerian
infants not wholly consumed by ‘collect’ and ignored by his par-
ents. He is indeed one of the few Lardnerian infants. Yet if
Lardner saw his America as sterile, homeless, childless, he had
no desire, like the Mr. of ‘Gullible,” of interfering with any-
body’s ‘hymenial intentions.” Lardner promulgates indeed his
ten rules on ‘how to be a happy marriage in order to prevent
our young singletons from remaining celebrates.” Firstly, so
Lardner decrees, ‘the two members of the marital twain ought
to be of opp. sex if possible. . . . The bride should ought to have
at lease as much money as the groom and a salary of her own.
... The ideal marred life is for the 2 belligerents to live in the
same town so as when they feel like a brawl they won’t be no
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toll charges. . . . Both partys should try (like the fare bride and
lordly glum) to talk about subjects that the other is interested in,
though in most familys its too cold to set up late....” Marred
life is a job ‘just the same as like a telegraph operator or a em-
balmer,’ so ‘try and forget once in a wile that you are marred
and go out somewheres together for a good time.’

Thus Lardner encourages the young celebrates ‘so that they
should ought to assume the connubial yokel.” If he flayed the
‘opposing gender, the squalling sex,’ in his portrait of Florrie
and those who followed in her footsteps of avarice, if the dis-
traught and drunken Harry Burton of ‘Dinner’ records their
fluttering chatter in seven incomparable pages of acid recalling
Swift’s treatise on polite conversation, women after all are home
makers, and home, Lardner admits

...is where you can take off your shoes. Its where you can
have more soup. Its where you don’t half to say nothing when
they’s nothing to say. ... Its where you don’t half to listen. Its
where they don’t smear everything with cheese dressing.

Home after all is less exhausting than the smart vacation resorts
that Lardner took off in ‘Gullible’ and elaborated into the fine
descriptions of ‘Lady Perkins,” following the account of those
husbands who go down to Business, but ‘who don’t never go to
work.” In a phrase Lardner illuminates the entire social struc-
ture of the twenties. Here he repays us for the sometimes tedi-
ous chronicle of Ella and her Mr. in the wilds of the metrop-
olis, just as his marvellous description of Ralston’s play redeems
the dragging close of ‘The Big Town.” And is Ralston’s flop
very different from the successful Follies, with its hit song (inter-
preted by Lardner) on hangnails —

But my most exclusive token
Is a little hangnail broken
Off the girl from Gussie’s School for Manicures?

Here Lardner’s imagination, freeing itself from the spite which
made him the moralist of ‘Haircut,” ‘Champion,’ or ‘The Mays-
ville Minstrel,” making the obvious flagrant for a manifestly
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stupid audience, flourished. As it did again in ‘What of It?
when he proposes to Segregate the Fats. ‘That is, they would
be towns in every state set aside for the exclusive use of fat folks
only, where it would be vs. the law for a skinny person to set
their ft.” The doors, sidewalks, streets, beds, chairs, etc. ‘of fat
towns will be widened, while in skinny towns the same articles
could be shrank to fit the leans.” Coping with the magnitude
of the flesh, Lardner reveals magnificently the magnitude of
his own fancy; and again in the ‘sears and yellow’ he man-
aged, with a certain release of his previous repressions, to view
even the symptoms of thirty-five with equanimity:

Like for inst. a few wks back I was up in Boston where I got a
young and beautiful sister in law. When it came time to part from
she and her husband she kissed me 6 times which was suppose
to be once for me and once apiece for the Mrs. and 4 kiddies.
Well T thought it was pretty nice and got kind of excited about
it till I looked at her husband to see how he took it. He took it
without batting an eye. To him it was like as if she was kissing an
old cab horse on a bet for the benefit of the Red Cross. And when
I had left and they was alone together, instead of lepping at her
throat with a terrible curse he probably says ‘Janey, you're a
good game gal,” and she gave him a kiss that meant something.

Too late, ‘reaching his dottage, losing his foliage, his plummage
on the egg, no longer a larva and leave bad enough alone for his
slogum,” Lardner saw the allure of the love he had scorned and
feared, and in this last moment of renunciation he attained per-
haps the sort of spiritual grandeur he himself had removed from
the American scene.

In his light moments Lardner was thus our greatest comic
personality, in his serious work an incomparable artist, and for
his new American literature Lardner fashioned a new American
language. After him refined English can never be quite so re-
spectable. Lardner the puritan scoffed at one immaculate con-
ception: he deflowered the virgin word. As a Joyce is elaborat-
ing a new vocabulary from the top of our knowledge up, on-
ward, beyond the esoteric, Lardner made one from the bottom,
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from the talk of the people, from the genuine base, and not the
theoretical one, of our society. Here at least he cut through the
binding of his birth and time. Those who hesitate to group
together the scholar and the untutored sports reporter might
look again at Lardner’s true-meaning words, his ladies shaking
like an ‘aspirin leaf,’ his pointed language to compare with the
‘woebecanned and the funferall, the agonbite of inwit, the all
zed and done’ of the poetic and pedantic Irishman. But ‘good
riddance is rubbish,’ as the busher says, and to his creator there
was in the end also no good or final riddance of his thwarted
destiny. What Lardner did was marvelous, but after all he
could not do enough. The dynamite of his talent gave forth
only fireworks. He could not see a way to change his time, and
the myth-breaker of 29 came to his last point when he ceased
to believe in himself.

For at the last, of course, we live mainly through our pleasure
in living. In a period of such crisis as Lardner’s was for him,
and ours again is for us, when we may no longer follow the pre-
vailing beliefs of our time and are yet unable to formulate satis-
factory new ones, we must fall back upon this standard mini-
mum requirement of our individual existence — this personal
faith in our own separate lives, this obtuse but vital conceit, the
blind belief in our own progress even while the larger social
sphere around us cracks and crumbles. This is indeed the last
and only genuine base of men’s actions everywhere, writers no
more than grocers, plumbers, undertakers; those who are igno-
rant, untrained, those who may be aware and yet unable to de-
cide; those who if they have chosen their faith may yet be un-
able to cast their activity into one or another of the larger social
credos. At the last the larger world does not count. We at the
last may not count. ‘I must count.’

Absurd, selfish, even ruinous, this personal faith is, however,
the expression of the great myth which transcends the particular
and temporal ones, the wish of the race to endure. In time eco-
nomic, political systems, religious and nationalistic frame-
works, small and large chauvinisms of all natures die too. Col-
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lective man continues merely because the individual members, in
confidence or in despair or obliviously, go on living — continue
believing, that is to say, in the noteworthy significance of their
own individual action, whether they happen to be, in our cur-
rent nomenclature, Fascist or Socialist or Capitalist or nothing
at all, whether they are full of pomp or stricken and in exile.
Reduced to ghettos, defiled in concentration camps, oppressed
in slums, homeless, without work or stature in the world, each
particular individual counts still. While Rome burns we fiddle
— and indeed we should fiddle.

But to Lardner the minimum and basic belief in his own sig-
nificance became impossible. Increasingly inimical to the Suc-
cess Myth and the conceit it engendered in the individual, he
grew too suspicious of its manifestations, including those in him-
self, and finally including those which it was necessary for him
to live by. If as in Lardner’s American, our vanity, replacing
our intelligence, may lead us to catastrophe, an excess of intelli-
gence even more surely will bring us to ruin. ‘I count’ Who
can say such a thing soberly and believe it? The rational esti-
mation of the conditions of our existence, our origins, duration,
and probable destination, would lead us to negation. The full
and frank use of our intellect would probably discourage us
from any further use of it. It is only because we assume these
limitations of our fate so fully as in effect to ignore them that we
live at all and make whatever advances we do. By this blind
and vital conceit we exist, and do our work of importance in
the belief that we can achieve the impossible: if the belief is
strong enough, it is not impossible that we may do so. The
egotism that Lardner revealed and abhorred in his characters
was, in this sense, more correct than his own intelligence which
now, in himself, broke down his necessary faith in his own life
as he had previously destroyed the meaning of American life
around him.

For was he not precisely that to which he had denied all
merit? In a variety of stories he had showed the compromises,
the evasions, the pretensions of the popular artist. Throughout
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his work he had condemned the entire pattern of the American
Success Story — the egotism, the commercialism, the false am-
bition, the lack of balance, generosity, humanity, the sacrifice
of all personal values for a ‘reward’ which itself only empha-
sized the sterile traits necessary for its fruitless culmination.
Certainly Lardner had shown the theatrical magnate ‘Conrad
Green’ and his cinema twin of ‘The Love Nest’; the big-time
boxers in ‘Champion’ and ‘Frameup’; the hit songwriters in
‘Nora’; the prosperous business men in ‘Mr. Frisbie,” ‘Confer-
ence,” and ‘Ex Parte’; the highpolloi in ‘Liberty Hall,’ the
bridge élite in ‘Contract,’ the big-league ballplayers in ‘Horse-
shoes,” and a hundred other tales. These were the successes of
’29, and who would emulate them, or wish to? But what of the
successful story-writer? Lardner was also occupying the throne
he was disestablishing. He himself was the image he was
breaking.

This psychological paradox explains in part the pattern of
Lardner’s hatred shown throughout his work: the hatred which
Clifton Fadiman first fully comprehended. Striking at these
‘successes’ with a series of blows that only a fine imagination
could conceive, Lardner makes them at the same time so insen-
sitive that they cannot be hurt. In a sort of compulsive design
Lardner creates indestructible characters whom he vainly
attempts to destroy. Devising new tortures for his people, he
reveals their new defenses. Here is a ceaseless masochism
which illuminates the painfully divided personality of an author
continually tearing down what he is in the process of building
up, who, in short, is unable to accept what he has made of him-
self. Hatred can be for the writer a cogent and emancipating
weapon. To Lardner it was enslaving. In it he found no
catharsis, merely the endless mirrors of his confusion. Subject
and object in one, it seems, he saw in his work continual new
methods of torment: as if the artist used his art form to scourge
himself.

This is, of course, a highly complex issue, about which in the
end we can have no certainty. There must be taken into ac-
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count the purely psychological elements of Lardner’s despair.
What were the hidden conflicts which led into this deep and
dark bitterness? There are also the facts of his mature life, his
human relations, the financial difficulties, the physical sickness
of the last years. The relationship of the inherited to the en-
vironmental, the physical to the psychic, the economic and the
sociological to the temperamental — these delicate, haunting,
and interwoven patterns form the biographer’s despair. It is
safe only to say that if we follow any one strand of this inter-
acting pattern, we shall lead ourselves to absurdity. What we
are showing here is rather the impact of the sociological pres-
_sures of Lardner’s time upon his temperament; and we read the
‘social history of his disintegration. (His portrait, again, of his
age is surely colored by his own distemper.) Yet seeing Lardner
thus in the context of his time, the issues we have traced are
still the dominant ones. Nor did they only affect Lardner: they
find echoes in the writers to follow him, and in the American
writers who led up to him. Comparing, indeed, Lardner’s his-
tory with the impact of Mark Twain’s age, as Van Wyck Brooks
has described it, upon the earlier humorist, we find many re-
semblances. Both T'wain and Lardner were highly gifted, both
immensely popular, both accepted the credo of American
materialistic success which in their own spirits they could
barely tolerate. Both accepted the restraints and inhibitions of
that credo. And both, without historical perspective or socio-
logical resources, ended their lives in hatred and black despair.
The eventual ‘philosophy’ which Mark Twain evolved was a
memento of his society’s prejudices and ignorances. And as for
Lardner, there evolved no philosophy.

How else shall we explain the frustration which forms the
dominant pattern of Lardner’s humor? In its prevailing form,
he continually builds up to optimistic climaxes, which hardly
ever occur, and if they do are hardly welcome. Lardner’s Mr.
and Mrs. U.S.A. are forever starting out on glorious vacations,
which fizzle out, interminably, dreadfully. ‘A trail of venge-
ance,” Lardner remarks about ‘Horseshoes,’ ‘ruthless and sin-
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ister, is uncovered to its hidden source by a flat-footed detective.
If the Lardnerian hero does not exist, and even his villains
hardly survive, Lardner’s boredom with his characters conquer-
ing his anger at them, this flat-footed detective becomes the true
Lardnerian protagonist. As Lardner’s unpleasant Boswell, the
‘Miss Sarah E. Spooldripper’ who introduces his last volumes,
informs us, Lardner was a great radio enthusiast, designing his
own set:

At first he was unable to get any station at all, and this condi-
tion held good up to the day of his death. But he was always try-
ing to tune in on Glens Falls, N.Y., and it was only in last illness
that he found out there was no broadcasting station at that place.

American life became for Lardner Glens Falls, New York, and
Glens Falls was silent, and then he realized there was nothing
there. The double or even the triple anticlimax became for
Lardner superior to the single: frustration the more frustrated.
In all his humor there was never any broadcasting station at
that place — and perhaps we may add, in all his life. Saturday
nights, the Mr. of the ‘Big Town’ remarks about his expensive
hotel life, ‘everybody puts on their evening clothes, like some-
thing was going to happen. But it don’t.’ This is the verdict of
Lardner on his time, and not his alone, as we shall see; this is the
verdict of Lardner on himself.

To attempt to escape from this psychological impasse, more-
over, would be simply to display the obverse of the egotistic suc-
cess pattern that Lardner was at once attacking and personify-
ing. Was it not typical of the American champion, that master
of one field, he believed himself master of all, the bombastic
American ego aspiring to outdistance Marlowe’s Elizabethan
conqueror? Every writer, like every business man, boxer, and
caddy, thought himself the discovery of the age, and was it he,
Ring Lardner, who actually, in fact, was? Remembering mili-
tary ‘stragetist’ Keefe, the ‘grooner’ Danny, the inordinate opin-
ion of comedian Ralston as to his own serious dramaturgy, re-
membering that in the entire range of his Americans, there was
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apparently none who did not feel himself competent to be im-
mortal, Lardner renounced his serious intentions. It's a wise
Jester who does not play Hamlet. -

He was a popular entertainer with no pretensions. Lardner
insisted on this throughout his work, flatly, and then brutally.
Here, he would not be guilty of false practice any longer;
through himself he obliterated the Success Story of his era.
Could he, unlike his Ralstons and Harry Harts, and the Mays-
ville Minstrels of every sort, have been great? He crushed his
ambition in the self-abuse, the cheap humor, the lame and
heavy clowning which runs through his autobiographical ma-
terial and prefatory notes. In the record of letters is there an-
other volume as fine as ‘How to Write Short Stories’ which is so
profoundly minimized by its author? ‘Frameup’ is an example
‘of what can be done with a stub pen.’ ‘Champion’ is an exam-
ple of the mystery story. ‘The mystery is how it came to get
printed.” The true title of ‘What of It?”” Lardner suggests,
should have been ‘Hash,’ as though there is much to choose be-
tween in these double phrases of self-denial. ‘Zone of Quiet’ was
written outdoors during the equinoctial gales. ‘Nearly every
other sheet of copy was blown away or destroyed by stray dogs.’
But the dogs were hardly stray, and it’s a sorry Hamlet that
plays the Jester. Uneasy, apologetic, Lardner propitiates the
reader, while he negates himself. If it was typical of his Ameri-
can monomaniac that he would never accept his own limita-
tions, it was characteristic of Lardner that he refused to grasp
the extent of his own potentialities.

In these prefaces and self-commentary, moreover, comes the
worst of Lardner’s humor, his cheap irrelevancies which often
culminate in blank unintelligibility, his sadism (to be precise,
this is the essence of his humor, which was disguised and made
civilized in Lardner’s text, and here is made quite clear). The
forewords of his later volumes become cheaper, crueler; by 1926
the sadism assumes its genuine face of masochism; images of
death and destruction come in more heavily, and very shortly
cease to be mere images. In Lardner’s ‘autobiography,” ‘The
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Story of a Wonderman’ (notice how the title itself illuminates
our thesis), this disintegrative process reaches its climax. De-
coyed into his publisher’s office, as Lardner explains the origin
of his autobiography, he was ‘bashed in the stomach by some
blunt instrument’:

When I regained consciousness I was laying on my back in the
gun room while the head of a midiron had been shoved into my
mouth with the heel resting vs. the roof of same and the toe on
my tongue, and a Mr. Perkins the manager had began to pull my
teeth with some blunt instrument.

Even the instruments of Lardner’s self-torture, we see, are
blunt; and when this had got past ‘the amusing stage,” Lardner
tells his publisher he will write his autobiography provided the
work is not published prior to his death. ¢ “That suits us,” said
the boss, “if you’ll promise to die by the Fourth of July.” > Sur-
rounding Lardner, the spectators take up this refrain:

If you’ll promise to die
By the fourth of July.

In his own recording, at least, Lardner shortly thereafter does
die, and ‘Miss Sarah E. Spooldripper,’ the grotesque apparition
of Lardner’s prefaces, describes his final agonies in ‘The Love
Nest.” Miss Spooldripper hopes, she says, to dispel the general
illusion that Lardner was just

a tiresome old man induced by financial calamity and a fond-
ness for narcotics to harp constantly on the futility of life on a
branch line of the Long Island Railroad.

And thus revealing the general illusion of himself that pre-
vailed in Lardner’s own mind, Miss Spooldripper proceeds to
picture some ‘irresistible traits of The Master.” Lardner always
bolted his food, she says. ‘He was afraid the rats would get it.’
Every so often Lardner and his friends would become maudlin,
‘or, better still, inaudible.’ (A strange confession for a great
artist to make, whose catharsis lies in expression!) The chief
interest of Lardner’s life, Miss Spooldripper continues, was
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‘the wolf.’ (And strange companions for this popular artist of
the twenties, given every gift of a society unsurpassed in ma-
terial splendor.) Lardner, having unfortunately contracted a
cold, so Miss Spooldripper concludes her account of our most
talented author in the twenties, is dying of conchoid, ‘a disease
which is superinduced by a rush of seashells to the auricle or
outer ear.’

Present during the last hours were only myself and the wolf,
Junior (Lardner’s name for the wife in these episodes), having
chosen this time to get a shampoo and a wave in preparation for
the series of dinner dances that were bound to follow.

Under such auspices and surrounded by such companions,
,Lardner, so he wishes us to believe, and like John Donne having
carried his bitterness beyond the grave, passes to his eternal
reward.

“The Master,” Miss Spooldripper records, ‘is gone, and who
will succeed him? Perhaps some writer still unborn. Perhaps
one who will never be born. That is what I hope.” Stripping
his dignity from his own death, as he had from that of his era,
Lardner may indeed have wished that he had never been born.
Without perspective on the social values of °29, holding the pain
of genius without its freedom, he fiercely played the Jester. But
his endless hatred found its catharsis when at last he disestab-
lished his own throne with such poor comedy. In his thoughts
of serious literary achievement, so he warned himself in these
prefaces to his work, he was merely following the American
national fantasy of ’29 — this egotistical nightmare nourished
by the Success Myth, moving through which every other
boxer, business man, artist also thought himself unique, always
dressing up ‘like something was going to happen —’

(Mah-Jong, oil scandals, dreadful B.O., Halitosis, Pyorrhea, and
Peaches Browning. ‘Grace, I'd like another highball.’)

‘But it don’t’ And who would wish to emulate the Successes
of the twenties? Was it he, Ring Lardner, the truly unique one?
Echoing Hemingway’s Nada (Hail nothing, full of nothing,
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nothing is with thee), Lardner heaped abuse on his own claims
to greatness, smothered them with lame comedy, obliterating
the age in himself, until Miss Sarah E. Spooldripper, this vir-
ginal, sterile Hyde to Lardner’s Jekyll, buried them and him
too. For after Miss Spooldripper’s advent, Lardner in effect
wrote no more fine tales. Yet the joke, said Lardner, turning in
upon himself once more and for the last time, refusing to toler-
ate even this distorted fragment of his genius, was on Miss
Spooldripper. ‘For she is gone too’:

Two months ago she was found dead in the garage, her body cov-
ered by wolf bites left there by her former ward who had probably
forgotten where he had left them.

Except that to Ring Lardner, we must understand, something
did happen after all.
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Chapter Two

Ernest Hemingway * YOU COULD ALWAYS
COME BACK

1. THERE AND BACK. ‘You could always come back,’
said the Hemingway who stood in exile among the green hills of
Africa, about the American culture he had renounced. And it
is with a writer who left us and came back that we must deal.
With Ring Lardner we saw the history of an artist so much a
part of his society that he could imagine no other; and who ends
by condemning that society so completely that he must also
question his own work and life. In Hemingway we have the
artist who starts with Lardner’s conclusion. Here we take up
our history at the point which formed the tragic termination
of ’29’s favorite child. For the basis of Hemingway’s early writ-
ing is a total renunciation of all social frameworks; the separa-.
tion of the writer from the common activity of his time; the ac-
ceptance of a profound isolation as the basis for the writer’s
achievement.

This voyage of Hemingway to the extremes of solitude and
back has its drama. In many ways it is a spiritual act as cour-
ageous and bold as any of his famous, violent episodes.: It has
its enigmas. Beneath the ‘discipline’ of Hemingway’s style, the
strictly modulated feelings, the flat tones which were to impress
themselves upon a section of American prose, there lies a tem-
perament that is fresh and new in literature. Hemingway’s
character is deep and complex. ruled over by a sort of rigidity,
an iron restraint which, however, allows the spirit’s true visions
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to slip through from moment to moment, to tear themselves out
from under his discipline, to emerge and create the wonderful
tension of his best work. His temperament has its weakness
also, its temptations, forebodings, and fears. Does it seem
strange to talk of Hemingway in these terms? This writer who
is to travel alone into the shadows of death, the author who has

given us so many immortal studies of strength, the story-teller
specializing in toughness, the advocate of the boxer, the mata-

dor, the revolutionary, and the killer? The artist who has above

all proclaimed courage as his supreme value in life, the daring
hunter of big game who, with his writer-protagonist of “The

Snows of Kilimanjaro,” may equally declare he has ‘sold vital-

ity, in one form or another, all his life’> To these dilemmas do
our hidden forces bring us.

Like Lardner, Hemingway is another western American boy,

a doctor’s son, born in Illinois in 1898. His youth was spent in
the Michigan woods whose quality he catches so nicely in his

early tales of our last stretch of frontier. In Hemingway’s first

book, ‘In Our Time,” we meet the young Nick, his family, the
hunting and fishing trips in these Michigan forests, the en-

counters with Indians, Nick’s introduction to reading, drinking,

first friendships and early love — a wonderfully idyllic_youtly
that Hemingway does not forget. He went to a Michigan high

school, no further formal education; like Lardner, too, he be-

came the journalist of a small-town newspaper. During the

First World War Hemingway enlisted with the Italians; saw,

recorded, and was wounded. The impact of this experience

coming directly upon his adolescence was to condition a part of
his writing; there are other factors, however, operating beneath

this. There was a sharp break now with his environment/
Europe in 1921, and we see the middle-western boy surrounded

by Parisian bohemians, among them those who believed the

salvation of literature lay in the lack of punctuation, Gertrude

Stein, Ezra Pound, Ford Madox Ford, and William Bird who

published the work of the young Hemingway, sometimes re-

jected by others as merely ‘sketches.” These were exciting times
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in Paris, Ford tells us. ‘Young America from the limitless
prairies leapt, released, on Paris. They stampeded with the
madness of colts when you let down the slip-rails between dried
pasture and green,” We are to suppose that the dried pasture
was the United States of the twenties; there was certainly
enough stampeding. Among the new aesthetes Hemingway
would advance, with ‘rather the aspect of an Eton-Oxford,
husky-ish young captain of a midland regiment of His Britannic
Majesty . . . balancing on the point of his toes, feinting at my
head with hands as large as hams, and relating sinister stories of
Paris landlords.” Fiestas and Spanish bullfights, the trailing of
the kudu in Africa, and there came the long decade of Heming-
way’s rebellion, isolation, and search for the méanings of death.
In his writing now there was the abrupt transition from the
‘Nada,” echoing his despair, to the Florida of Lardnerian
yachtsmen still grimly bent on pleasure. Hemingway was home
again. Home; and then he was in the midst of the Spanish
Civil War; the isolated chronicler of man’s fatal impulses trans-
formed into the Cassandra of social crisis.

Living this life with its twisting turns and sudden reverses,
and apparently so remote from our own manners and shores,
Hemingway must be seen as a typical figure. The underlying
causes of his art are, I believe, particularly American. In his
evolution Hemingway is to anticipate the new literature of the
nineteen-thirties, the transition from Lardner’s dead end to new
faiths — however extreme, erratic, or, as with Hemingway him-
self, imperfectly realized, faiths which were nevertheless to form
the dominant literary tradition of America in social change.
But Hemingway is more than typical. Our written patterns do
not altogether define him. There is a sort of magic touch with
him, an inherited depth and reaching awareness in the midst of
his obvious and sometimes exasperating limitations. Magic is a
delicate adjective nowadays, an embarrassing admission for the
literary analyst to propound. And yet at the end of Heming-
way as at the start, we can do little better than admit it: a con-
fession, an evasion perhaps, and with these we have a sense of



42 WRITERS IN CRISIS

gratitude that in the age of formulas we are still allowed to feel
some mysteries of creation.

2. WOODS OF MICHIGAN TO CAPORETTO. It has
been the common view to attribute the solitary position which
is at the bottom of Hemingway’s work to the post-war reaction,
and to class him with other social rebels as the English D. H.
Lawrence, the French Jean Giono, or the German Rainer
Maria Rilke, those who during or after the World War moved
away from a society whose international murder they could no
longer tolerate. We cannot deny the importance of the war in
Hemingway. With his first collection of stories, ‘In Our Time,’
published in 1925, Hemingway himself established such a pat-
tern. In the series of alternating episodes which comprise the
volume we see first the adventures of a sensitive American ado-
lescent; one without, however, the typical traits of most literary
adolescents. It is almost impossible to convey the admirable
quality of these early Hemingway stories, seeming so light in
their fiber and yet so rich in feeling, the tone which marks ‘The
End of Something’ or ‘The Doctor and the Doctor’s Wife.’
And in a lighter vein we have such sections as the incomparable,
if inebriated, ‘Three Day Blow’:

‘What are you reading?

¢ “Richard Feverel.”’

‘It’s all right.. .. It ain’t a bad book, Wemedge.’

‘What else have you got I haven’t read?’ Nick asked.

‘Did you read the “Forest Lovers”?’

‘Yup. That’s the one where they go to bed every night with
the naked sword between them.’

‘That’s a good book, Wemedge.’

‘It’s a swell book. What I couldn’t ever understand was what
good the sword would do. It would have to stay edge up all the
time because if it went over flat you could roll over it and it
wouldn’t make any trouble.’

‘It’s a symbol,’ Bill said.

‘Sure,’ said Nick, ‘but it isn’t practical.’
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In these plain tones, of course, is heralded the new style, the
new manner, the new philosophy which, along with Lardner,
would influence a generation. This is literary revolution as
well as literary criticism.

The contrast with the alternate half of ‘In Our Time’ is
startling, and intended so. The juxtaposition with these early,
lyrical sketches already represents the full reaction of Heming;
way as the war novelist. Quite abruptly as the volume indi-
cates, the war scenes placed directly against the Michigan
woods, Nick is plunged into horror. Here in this new world of
battle, suffering, and death, every accent is tortured. Pain no
longer emphasizes the peace of living; now indeed there is no
peace to balance or even to intrude upon the province of pain,
as if it were immutable, immemorial. The entire structure of
this new world, the anatomy of war, all its tissues are saturated
with suffering:

They shot the six cabinet ministers at half-past six in the morn-
ing against the wall of a hospital. There were pools of water in
the courtyard. ... One of the ministers was sick with typhoid.
Two soldiers carried him downstairs and out into the rain. They
tried to hold him up against the wall but he sat down in a puddle
of water. The other five stood very quietly against the wall.
Finally the officer told the soldiers it was no good trying to make
him stand up. When they fired the first volley he was sitting
down in the water with his head on his knees.

No protest could be much more effective, no rhetoric more elo-
quent, I suppose, than this impartial, expressionless recording of
‘facts’ in wartime. It is only, indeed, by noticing that these
facts recur endlessly, that the monotone of terror never changes,
that we may fully realize the intention of Hemingway’s ob-
jective, almost statistical diagram of things as they are.

The quality of Hemingway’s war reaction becomes, however,
somewhat curious. Its emphasis comés 5 Tést not on intelli-
gence, or action to avert such scenes or to eliminate their future
possibility; nor on any moral intention to renounce such horror
as incompatible with all human effort. There is rather a sort
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of inevitable acceptance of it. The recording of war scenes, so
intense, is also, as it were, motionless. The maimed, bleeding,
sick human beings; the army mules, their forelegs broken, who
must drown slowly in water hardly deep enough for drowning;
the water too with its ‘nice things’ floating around in it; these
humans and animals and the scene of warfare itself are shown as
if frozen, as though the writer were doing a ‘still’ of them which
has no continuation, and does not even culminate in death but
remains fixed in its endless dying. The scenes of horror are indel-
ible. If there is a protest in their recording, it is a protest which
itself must continue endlessly. Both the sickness in the world
outside the writer, and the sickness within him as he observes
the world, will continue in their rigid, static relationship, in this
equation of pain which has no equivalent.

Thus, while the early Nick was in the midst of his life, how-
ever casual it may have been, the later Nick, in the midst of
extreme tension, has withdrawn. While the young Nick was
functioning, if only to read and drink and hunt, the older Nick
is watching. (Itis a terrible sort of watching, to be sure, insist-
ent, an observation which is almost compulsive in its fixed
stare.) We may see this more clearly if we recall the larger body
of war literature in which Hemingway belongs, the work of
Arnold Zweig or Erich Remarque, for example, H. G. Wells, or
Henri Barbusse, or Jules Romains. If these writers do not often
compare with Hemingway in their statement of the war’s shock,
their accent lies more fruitfully on human effort rather than
Hemingway’s rigid embracing of disaster; on the human will if
it is only to question the inevitability of Hemingway’s scene.
And in the weaker sections of Hemingway’s new craft we may
see more clearly what in its perfection we suspect. In his over-
emphasis, sometimes flippant or ostentatiously virile, or with a
sort of disdainful bravado, Hemingway shows us his defenses.
‘It was a pleasant business. My word yes a most pleasant busi-
ness.’ This is just a little too jolly, and in these phrases we may
often see Hemingway’s post-war attitude in the process of con-
struction. Such an attitude, of course — at its best, this intense
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but immobile observation, and often descending into a callous
acceptance of a mannered boredom — is understandable both’
in its moral and psychological aspects. The latter runs into the
‘weariness’ of the post-war generation; a weariness resulting
from the extremes of the war experience itself; in the face of
which the psyche must retreat to protect itself, and after which
the routine existence of civilized society — a life operating
under the usual conventions and restrictions — could make lit-
tle impression. The activities of peace, all the complex rela-
tionships and tensions of normal life were no longer vital. And
in moral terms, the artist, having assumed Hemingway’s
r6le of the spectator, disclaims his responsibility for the war
world of horror and agony which he, certainly, had never
made. RIS

A variety of later stories — “The Revolutionist,” ‘In Another
Country,’ ‘A Simple Enquiry,” ‘Now I Lay Me,’” ‘A Way You’ll
Never Be’ — affirm the various phases of Hemingway’s thesis:
the suffering of the war, the resistances and defenses of his
people, their ways of ignoring the scene around them which ap-
parently they cannot control. Perhaps no other contemporary
writer, in fact, has brought us so many vivid studies of the war’s
impact on the defenseless human temperament; the almost un-
bearable episode which closes ‘A Natural History of the Dead’
is typical of these. In ‘Soldier’s Home,’ one of the earliest of his
stories and still perhaps the best of them, we have the story of
Krebs, who went to the war from a Methodist College in Kan-
sas, and returns after the war to his home town. The town, the
family and friends of Krebs, even his father’s car are still the
same. ‘Nothing was changed in the town except that the young
girls had grown up.” But Krebs was changed. He no longer
had the desire to become part of the town’s life. Even the at-
tra' tive young girls who appealed to him now lived ‘in such a
complicated world of already defined alliances. .. that Krebs
did not feel the energy or the courage to break into it.” From a
distance, from his front porch as they walked on the other side
of the street, Krebs liked to watch the young girls in their round

“or
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Dutch collars and silk stockings, but when he was next to them
‘their appeal to him was not very strong’:

He did not like them when he saw them in the Greek’s ice cream
parlor. He did not want them themselves really. They were too
complicated. . . . He did not want to get into the intrigue and the
politics. He did not want to have to do any more courting. He
did not want to tell any more lies. It wan’t worth it. ... He did
not want any consequences. He did not want any consequences
ever again. He wanted to live along without consequences.

Nowhere more clearly than in the story of Krebs has Heming-
way given us his underlying attitude — this living along with-
out consequences, the emotional withdrawal from experience
and moral renunciation of life’s responsibilities; this looking at
things henceforth from a variety of porches rather than partici-
pating in all the streets of life. And ‘A Farewell to Arms,’ four
years after Krebs, gives the unified history of the events which
led up to such a conclusion.

Returning to read the famous novel after all the prefaces by
Parisian bohemians like Ford Madox Ford, and the excitement
of the American popular reception, is, I believe, still a fine
experience. For the book is without doubt as fresh today as in
1929, as gay and moving. Against the gaiety, the warmth of ‘A
Farewell to Arms,” Hemingway portrays, of course, the cumu-
lative degeneration of the human temperament under the con-
ditions of war. The novel is a series of human defeats within one
continuous and terrible sequence: the rains, the cholera, the
soldiers who mutilate themselves rather than go on fighting, the
growing weariness of the Italian army which led up to Capo-
retto, the degeneration of Rinaldi himself who is symptomatic of
the novel’s pattern, and at its start is so quick and alive. Con-
trasted against this in turn, in the love of Lieutenant Henry and
Catherine Barkley we have another antithesis of increasing joy.
The love and the despair are constantly related, intensely inter-
twined, and in the end almost gain the feeling of life and death
themselves: the death preying upon the living organism of the
lovers’ hope, eating into the flesh and destroying the form from
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page to page. Yet each change of form, each advance of de-
struction makes the life of the novel more vital, the life we
know must yield, but in the manner of its yielding asserting
itself beyond its destruction.

‘A Farewell to Arms’ in this sense lies quite outside of the
pattern of Hemingway’s development which we have been
showing. For the feeling of tragedy in the novel comes precisely
from the struggle to participate in life despite all the odds, from
the efforts of the lovers to fulfill themselves in a sterile world,
from the exact impact of the human will which Hemingway
has negated. Yet even here we must notice that Lieutenant
Henry turns his back upon our society after Caporetto. Follow-
ing his personal objectives he abandons his friends, his responsi-
bilities as an officer, the entire complex of organized social life
represented by the army and the war. This farewell to arms
is accomplished without request or permission. Lieutenant
Henry, in fact, deserts, and his action is prophetic of his author’s
own future movement.” “You and me,’ says Nick to the Rinaldi
of ‘In Our Time,” ‘we’ve made a separate peace.” And Hem-
ingway’s separate peace was to embrace the woods of Michigan
as well as Caporetto, the activities of normal times as well as
war, and even at last the ordinary purposes of the individual’s
life within his society, as well as the collective purposes of society
as a whole.

Hemingway’s withdrawal from experience and denial of
human responsibility, in short, are to run their course in his work
from Nick and Krebs of ‘In Our Time’ for some ten years until
“The Green Hills of Africa’ in 1935. The implications of this
appear throughout his stories for the decade. His work has little
significance, indeed, without the framework of revolt and isola-
tion which gives it unity. That it has sometimes been misinter-
preted in this respect, his novels seen from an immediate or frag-
mentary view, is due primarily, I believe, to the fact that Hem-
ingway gives so little articulation to his dominant attitude. Itis
rather by piecing together his fragments of editorial expression
that we may approach anything like a logical statement of his
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position. It was only in ‘The Green Hills of Africa’ that he him-
self gave a fuller view of the matter:

If you serve time for society, democracy, and the other things
quite young, and declining any further enlistment make yourself
responsible only to yourself, you exchange the pleasant, comfort-
ing stench of comrades for something you can never feel in any
other way than by yourself. That something I cannot yet define
completely but the feeling comes. .. when, on the sea, you are
alone with it and know that this Gulf Stream you are living with,
knowing, learning about, and loving, has moved, as it moves,
since before man, and that it has gone by the shoreline of that
long, beautiful, unhappy island since before Columbus sighted
it and that the things you find out about it, and those that have
always lived in it are permanent and of value because that stream
will flow, as it has flowed, after the Indians, after the Spaniards,
after the British, after the Americans and after all the Cubans
and all the systems of governments, the richness, the poverty, the
martyrdom, the sacrifice and the venality and the cruelty are all
gone as the high-piled scow of garbage, bright-colored, white-
flecked, ill-smelling, now tilted on its side, spills off its load into the
blue water, turning it a pale green to a depth of four or five fath-
oms as the load spreads across the surface, the sinkable part going
down and the flotsam of palm fronds, corks, bottles, and used
electric light globes, seasoned with an occasional condom or a
deep floating corset, the torn leaves of a student’s exercise book, a
well-inflated dog, the occasional rat, the no-longer-distinguished
cat; all this well shepherded by the boats of the garbage pickers
who pluck their prizes with long poles, as interested, as intelli-
gent, and as accurate as historians; they have the viewpoint; the
stream, with no visible flow, takes five loads of this a day when
things are going well in La Habana and in ten miles along the
coast it is as clear and blue and unimpressed as it was ever before
the tug hauled out the scow; and the palm fronds of our victories,
the worn light bulbs of our discoveries and the empty condoms of
our great loves float with no significance against one single,
lasting thing — the stream.

We notice, moreover, that if this view of Hemingway’s position
is more complete than any other statement of his, it is still in
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effect one sentence. Such a sentence to be sure! So complex
and modulated, and representing so much of the bewilderment
and despair of the post-war decade: consigning us, and all our
works, our victories, discoveries, and great loves, to oblivion in
these haunting and elegiac cadences; and holding in its rhythms
again so much of the passive, the drifting, and solitary individ-
ual on the unfathomable waters of existence. And as Heming-
way with such a statement left behind him the European frame-
work of society, this the final fruit of Lieutenant Henry’s deser-
tion at Caporetto, he also abandons his own American culture.
Again we generally perceive this as a fact rather than a mani-
festo, marked not by Hemingway’s references to America but
rather his lack of references. We shall notice a little later the
factors leading to this decision; here we see only the statement
which Hemingway gives us on his decision:

It is easier to keep well in a good country by taking simple pre-
cautions than to pretend that a country which is finished is still
good. . .. Our people went to America because that was the place
to go then. It had been a good country and we had made a
bloody mess of it and I would go, now, somewhere else as we had
always had the right to go somewhere else and as we had always
gone. You could always come back. Let the others come to
America who did not know that they had come too late. Our
people had seen it at its best and fought for it when it was well
worth fighting for. Now I would go somewhere else. We always
went in the old days and there were still good places to go.

As Hemingway had previously condemned all our work to
the depths of the Gulf Stream, blue and unimpressed, now he
has added our continent itself. What a tremendous renuncia-
tion of human effort this is, which can sweep away a continent,
as rich, as young, as powerful as ever! What a supreme and
final contempt for the common existence of humanity, our cus-
toms, songs, and land! And so renouncing the smells of peace
as well as the ‘comforting stench’ of comrades in war, the land
of his birth as well as that of his adoption, our native earth in
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addition to our social patterns, Hemingway is to follow alone the
narrow and tortuous path of the rebel.

Such, then, is the reaction of our American wnter, in the in-
terpretation of Hemingway’s art which sees him primarily as the
product of the post-war disillusionment. It is our belief, how-
ever, that to remain content with the interpretation of Heming-
way as the war novelist is somewhat limited. We intend to
show that in terms of his own personality Hemingway’s rebel-
lion against society is more complex than this, deeper, and ante-
cedent to the war itself; and that the sociological factors condi-
tioning this rebellion are also more profound. To accomplish
this we must follow him along the path of his exile for the middle
period of his writing. We must consider him, as Hemingway
himself might insist that every human being be considered,
without benefit of society, a single individual on a spiritual ex-
pedition, indeed, to avoid all societies. It is, to be sure, a long
and perhaps dangerous search for the critic, as for the author
whom we follow; a solitary excursion of the psyche into the last
enigmas and shadows of life. Yet to avoid it is to lessen the
meaning of Hemingway. What are the truer causes, what are
the consequences of Hemingway’s safari into the haunted and
isolated regions of the spirit’s darkness?

3. THE MATADOR AND THE KUDU. “The day of
death,’ we are told in the wisdom of the Preacher, ‘is better than
the day of one’s birth’; and perhaps no American writer has
come to explore the ultimate truth of Ecclesiastes more deeply
than Hemingway. It is indeed this ‘day of death’ which was to
preoccupy him steadily from now on, and was to fill the bulk of
his mature work; a day of doubt and torment which was to last
a decade.

In the transition from the Hemingway who is defined by the
boundaries of the European war to the new Hemingway who
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has renounced the boundaries of society, we may notice, first of
all, what our more strictly Marxian critics have rather conven-
iently ignored: how often the ‘sociological’ patterns of Heming-
way seem to reflect a particular temperamental stress. The
actual passages we use so convincingly to establish the disillu-
sionment of Hemingway themselves indicate a sense of futility
which is earlier and stronger than the war. In the midst of
Hemingway’s war action, we may feel the elements of an inter-
nal struggle more crucial perhaps than that which Hemingway
is describing:

It was a frightfully hot day. We’d jammed an absolutely per-
fect barricade across the bridge. It was simply priceless. A big
old wrought-iron grating from the front of a house. Too heavy to
lift and you could shoot through it and they would have to climb
over it. It was absolutely topping. They tried to get over it, and
we potted them from forty yards. They rushed it, and officers

came out alone and worked on it. It was an absolutely perfect
obstacle.

But this ‘absolutely perfect obstacle’ is to appear and reappear
so often in Hemingway’s work, sometimes changing its shape
but never its meaning until we are tempted to speculate whether
life itself is for the writer Hemingway simply a larger sort of
absolutely perfect obstacle. We cannot dismiss it as a symbol of
merely external action. The battles of the war, themselves the
expression of the larger strain of the era of modern industrial-
ism, were also for Hemingway the convenient framework for
the manifestations of a spirit itself in the throes of conflict.
Again the post-war reaction of resignation and of renuncia-
tion that Hemingway expressed in the story of Krebs, and
which, as we saw, became his own dominant attitude, corre-
sponds to an inner reality. We may hazard the speculation that
the secret of ‘The Sun Also Rises’ lies here — in the exact and
rare meeting of the writer’s individual temperament with the
ostensible demands of his subject. For if ‘A Farewell to Arms’
is Hemingway’s master work of the war itself, ‘The Sun Also
Rises’ is that of the epoch which followed. What portrait of the
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‘lost generation’ is more convincing, eloquent, accurate, full of
sympathy which does not soften its perceptions? In ‘Antic Hay’
or ‘Point Counter Point’ Aldous Huxley has the intelligence
of Hemingway but hardly the feeling. The ‘Rainbow’ vol-
umes of D. H. Lawrence, whose post-war studies approximate
Hemingway’s, lacks the incisiveness of ‘The Sun Also Rises,’ the
clear purpose and the craft which fulfills it. Has it been ques-
tioned, as Thomas Wolfe was to question and turn the phrase
in a new direction, whether there ever was in fact a lost gener-
ation? After ‘The Sun Also Rises’ there had to be one. All of us
have known our own Lady Bretts and Jakes, these gifted and
despairing souls, revealing their disillusion in a variety of nu-
ances in the vain hope that perhaps they also were out of Hem-
ingway. Vainly we say, for it was only in a novel that a lost
generation could feel its plight with such intensity and live it
out with magnificence. Yet paradoxically the novel was so real
that it took us another generation to discover that being lost
was a delicate art in itself; and our own Lady Brett Ashleys, so
beguiling in literature, were apt to be boring in life.

For in this union of Hemingway’s temperament with the post-
war attitude, it is the writer’s beliefs which very subtly control
his people’s; which dominate his setting and, using it as the per-
fect projection of his feeling, carry it beyond his private con-
victions into the realm of universal connotations. Why must
these modern lovers continually nourish the passion that is
denied them? Rather like reversing the ancient fable of Pyg-
malion, Brett is the perfect woman who has turned to marble,
for Jake at least; but why must Jake continue moulding this
marble; as all the personages of the novel constantly emphasize
the methods of their own destruction? The lightest conversa-
tion in ‘The Sun Also Rises’ seems quite inevitably to turn the
screw upon the wounded spirits of this group of pleasure-seekers.
And we see finally how the entire action of the novel — this tor-
turing and self-torture — takes place in Parisian cafés, along
the fishing streams of the Basque country, and, as its climax, in
the orgiastic rejoicing of a southern fiesta — in a setting, that
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is to say, of almost absolute pleasure. Yet, if this is the life of
joy, it seems we might do better through deliberately seeking
pain.

We see, in fact, that the lost generation is, in the end, much
more than lost. Just as none of us could live up to the disillusion-
ment of Hemingway’s people, none of us, or few, could be so
overwhelmingly ineffectual. Hemingway’s post-war generation
is frustrate with an intensity and cunning of purpose, with a
natural and unconscious knowledge of the best methods to
defeat itself, with an almost diabolical sense of frustration. If
these people are meant to be representative, they must derive
not merely from a disorganized society but from, so to speak, an
entire genealogy of frustrated ancestors, from a race of the dis-
illusioned. What we have in ‘The Sun Also Rises,” as a matter
of fact, rather than an ‘objective’ history of the lost generation,
is the functioning of an immensely delicate imagination guiding
these people so skillfully that they seem to be genuine, inde-
pendent personalities — an imagination tormented as well as
intricate which in the actions of its characters is revealing the
depths and the shades of its own anguish. ‘The Sun Also Rises’"
is a complete and beautiful treatise on this sort of anguish,
physical and spiritual, profound and light, intentional and ac-
cidental, delivered upon others and self-determined. Towara
this every episode, almost every line in the novel contributes its
exact weight, the most careless gesture or phrase of Heming-
way’s characters seeming to provide the one stroke in the pat-
tern hitherto missing. That is what the novel is, really, and as
we know, reality is neither quite so accurate nor artistic. There
is, indeed, only one thing the matter with ‘The Sun Also Rises.’
It is not like life.

That it was like Hemingway, however, the years following it
were to show. After this novel, Hemingway’s theme becomes
more sharply defined. The sequels to ‘The Sun Also Rises’ and
to all of Hemingway’s war novels reveal even more clearly that,
in the precarious interaction of the temperamental and the en-
vironmental which we are tracing, the balance seems to lie with
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the factors of Hemingway’s personality. For now it is the nine-
teen-thirties. Now the war and the post-war have both slipped
away to give us that moment of peace in our time, the illusion
of permanence in which so many tragic historical errors were
committed simply because the wish of men was for perma-
nence, thus refusing to see, what was clearly shown, that under
these conditions there could be no peace. And what is our
writer saying? ‘Death in the Afternoon’ (1932), ‘The Green
Hills of Africa’ (1935), and the bulk of Hemingway’s mature
stories are to tell us, and their answer is, I think, unmistakable.
The war affected Hemingway, surely, yet many other tempera-
ments were affected and recovered. With him the impression
was so deep, so natural and final as to make it seem that the war
experience released his energies rather than inhibited them.
We may almost say, to paraphrase Voltaire, that if there had
been no war, it would have been necessary for Hemingway to
invent one.

Of these works, ‘Death in the Afternoon’ is often described as
the most absurd, perhaps, of Hemingway’s works. What is this
major writer doing, with his consuming passion for bullfighting
to which he seems to subordinate everything else in his life?
We must agree with many of the objections raised by the crit-
ics. Here certainly are the imperfect attributes of Hemingway,
the braggadocio, the rather sophomoric, sophisticated smart-
ness which marked his earlier work. There are the mannerisms
into which Hemingway sometimes falls. Yet these are the re-
flection of something more central, the marks of an uneasy
spirit. Hemingway protests rather too constantly (as he was to
do again in ‘The Green Hills of Africa’) the significance of his
achievement, and his own pleasure, and the ignorance of those
who would doubt his importance and pleasure. And there is a
misplaced irritation which runs through the book, of which we
never seem to find the true object; all the unhappy evidences of
a morality which is disputing, by all sorts of indirection, its own
moral values. The tone of ‘Death in the Afternoon’ is hence
often wrong, denying and accusing, wrangling and quibbling;
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yet again often rich and amusing, and including some of Hem-
ingway’s sharpest studies of the human constitution.

But what sort of constitution? In these transparently bad mo-
ments, and in his superbly good ones, what after all is the enemy
Hemingway is attacking, the friend he embraces? It is the con-
ception of the matador, we may say, that has caught Heming-
way’s admiration: the dignity, courage, discipline, and honor,
all these traits which are embraced in the Spanish ‘pundonor.’
‘Bullfighting is the only art in which the artist is in danger of
death and in which the degree of brilliance in“the performance
is left to the fighter’s honor.” This dignity and courage, how-
ever, the sense of man’s virtue, comes out infrequently and
against large odds: the fickle crowd, the sacrifice of the horses
with their horrid disembowelings, the diseases, too, and sorts of
death which overtake the matadors, the commercialism of the
sport as a whole, the easy tricks and the commercialism of the
matadors themselves. And the sense of man’s virtue, rare, com-
posed of such dubious components, lasts for only a moment: the
moment when the matador and the bull are both ready for the
kill; not when victory is easy; but when it is one strength against
another, one skill, one will meeting its counterpart in the brief
seconds of the last act of the bullfight.

In the final moment of decisiveness, then, which evidences
the grand style of man, the bull is equally important; in a sense,
more so. As the matador gains his dignity by facing death, and
in the end, in one form or another, sooner or later, almost inev-
itably succumbing to it, the bull, even more surely, has less
chance to escape it, and so gains a greater sense of crisis and
tragedy. He is the victim, the sacrifice, the sufferer. He dies
the death, not remotely or by chance, but through purpose here
and now. Thusthe actorsof ‘Death in the Afternoon’ are double.
The matador and the bull are united in the moment of fusion;
they become one; the one who suffers and the one who makes
suffer, to use Edmund Wilson’s discerning phrase; the active
and the passive elements in Hemingway’s fundamental thesis;
the matador who gains his power by killing and the bull
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through being killed. And beneath the formalized murder
which joins these curious lovers lies the true protagonist of the
book, death itself — ‘death uniting the two figures in the emo-
tional, aesthetic, and artistic climax of the fight.” As ‘The Sun
Also Rises,’ despite the narrative, was in fact a single treatise on
the destructive instincts of the human temperament, ‘Death in
the Afternoon,’ while it is ostensibly a text on bullfighting, is an-
other such treatise on these destructive instincts carried to their
ultimate conclusion. For the ‘death’ which Hemingway is here
describing with such skill and brilliance is not merely the good
death, but very often the evil death; not the physical, but the
spiritual death; and not, of course, the final and big death
alone, but all the little deaths we die from moment to moment
— those of cowardice and frustration, of hatred, of guilt and
expiation; of all our obscure longings for defeat and destruction
which, like an immense and submerged antiphony answering
and often guiding all our life instincts, run through the human
temperament. In the pretty play of the matador and the bull
which forms the core of ‘Death in the Afternoon,” Hemingway,
in short, has gathered together an elaborate and meticulous
compendium, perhaps uniquely in the Anglo-Saxon literary
tradition, of dissolution.

But while in his earlier work Hemingway’s meaning came out
clearly, here there are evasions. Hemingway is uncertain both
about his audience’s reaction and his own. What he could ad-
mit about our destructive impulses in their lesser form, he can-
not altogether admit about their extension. It is the uneasiness
as to his own purpose which brings forth the justifications, the
complaints, evasions, denials which give ‘Death in the After-
noon’ its broken form:

Killing cleanly [Hemingway says] and in a way which gives you
aesthetic pleasure and pride has always been one of the greatest
enjoyments of a part of the human race.

But Hemingway never quite reaches into the profound causes
which make this killing the ‘greatest enjoyment’ for a very large
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part of the human race. And we must notice how many of the
descriptions in the book are in reality not those of ‘clean’ killing
with the attendant emotions of ‘pleasure’ and ‘pride’ and ‘en-
joyment.” Perhaps rather the opposite, and perhaps the major-
ity of Hemingway’s descriptions. ‘Death in the Afternoon’ is
indeed, if you like, a text of unclean killings, of the horrors and
diseases and various uglinesses of death, such as that of Gitanillo
and other matadors and animals. The entire structure of the
bullfight, with its ‘classical form,’ its strict requirements which
Hemingway constantly stresses, in this sense is a sort of moral
justification for Hemingway’s concern with death, a concern
which often breaks through his defensive structures and shows
the very meaning to which he denies validity. The fact that
Hemingway must so often stress the ‘rules’ of bullfighting — his
contempt for the man or beast who breaks them, sometimes in
what seem to the uninitiated very sensible ways — indicates his
fear of the opposing forces within him. He must again defend
his study of death in terms of Spanish ethics as opposed to
Anglo-Saxon:

Because they [the Spaniards] have pride they do not mind killing;
feeling that they are worthy to give this gift. As they have com-
mon sense they are interested in death and do not spend their
lives avoiding the thought of it and hoping that it does not exist
only to discover it when they come to die.

What a curious statement, like so many others found here,
formed of confusion and perception! What is the ‘pride’ which
grants death, the death which is a ‘gift’ (as indeed it will come
to be in the deep feeling of Hemingway)? It is certainly not
wise to avoid the thought of death in our life. Neither is it wise
to avoid the thought of living in the midst of death. And that
‘Death in the Afternoon’ does this in effect, that Hemingway’s
concern with death is a little more than the Spaniard’s ‘inter-
est’ in it, is obvious by now. The Spaniards, Hemingway adds,
are not preoccupied by death. ‘It has no fascination for them.’
Can the writer say as much for himself? It was only a little later
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that Hemingway’s protagonist in ‘The Snows of Kilimanjaro’
was to admit that with him death had been an obsession.

Then why must Hemingway deny his fundamental concern
with the darker elements of the human temperament — with
this pain and torment and suffering, with these destructive im-
pulses common to us all, and commonly vented from moment to
moment upon ourselves and our environment, unpleasant per-
haps but powerful? If it is only in our modern era we have
come to a more systematized knowledge of these forces, we have
not come to this knowledge by falsifying our intention, or again
by minimizing the forces. Yet, despite the uncertain self-reali-
zation of his theme, Hemingway’s conflicts conditioning the
volume, ‘Death in the Afternoon,’ is nevertheless a central book
in Hemingway’s development. For here at last he has accepted
his true métier. During the period of his war writings there was
around Hemingway the pressure of his immediate environment,
forcing suffering and destruction upon him, and, so to speak,
legitimizing it. ‘The only place where you could see life and
death, i.e., violent death,” Hemingway says, ‘now that the wars
were over, was in the bull ring.” We have seen that in effect
Hemingway’s ‘life’ is merely the brief prelude to his death. And
now that the wars were over, seeking this death of his own wish,
affirming it from his own convictions, he makes it truly his own.
If death no longer generally exists, he must seek it out; battles
being over, the bull ring must do, or the jungles of Africa, the
matador or the kudu.

That he does seek it, and finds it, all of Hemingway’s mature
work bears witness. ‘The Green Hills of Africa’ in 1935 con-
tains again the same central-trinity of the hunter, the hunted,
and death as the only resolution of the hunt. And despite the
flat, invariable thesis of his own, Hemingway’s, happiness which
accompanies the record of his hunting of the kudu, we have
such passages as this:

Highly humorous was the hyena obscenely loping, full belly
dragging at daylight on the plain, who, shot from the stern, skit-
tered on into speed to tumble end over end. Mirth provoking
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was the hyena that stopped out of range by an alkali lake to look
back and, hit in the chest, went over on his back, his four feet and
his full belly in the air. Nothing could be more jolly than the
hyena coming suddenly wedge-headed and stinking out of high
grass by a donga, hit at ten yards, who raced his tail in three¢ nar-
rowing, scampering circles until he died.

It was funny to M’Cola to see a hyena shot at close range.
There was that comic slap of the bullet and the hyena’s agitated
surprise to find death inside of him. It was funnier to see a hyena
shot at a great distance, in the heat shimmer of the plain, to see
him go over backwards, to see him start that frantic circle, to see
that electric speed that meant that he was racing the little nick-
elled death inside him. But the great joke of all, the thing M’Cola
waved his hands across his face about, and turned away and
shook his head and laughed, ashamed even of the hyena; the pin-
nacle of hyenic humor, was the hyena, the classic hyena, that hit
too far back while running, would circle madly, snapping and
tearing at himself until he pulled his own intestines out, and
then stood there, jerking them out and eating them with relish.

‘Fisi,) M’Cola would say and shake his head in delighted sor-
row at there being such an awful beast. Fisi, the hyena, hermaph-
roditic, self-eating devourer of the dead, trailer of calving cows,
ham-stringer, potential biter-off of your face at night while you
slept, sad yowler, camp-follower, stinking, foul, with jaws that
crack the bones the lion leaves, belly dragging, loping away on
the brown plain, looking back, mongrel dog-smart in the face;
whack from the little Mannlicher and then the horrid circle
starting. ‘Fisi M’Cola laughed, ashamed of him, shakmg his
bald black head. ‘Fisi. Eats himself. Fisi.

A magnificent passage again, of which we may say, as with all
the best of Hemingway, that any amount of rationalization,
both self-deception and the projection of this outward, while
hardly deceiving himself to assuage his readers, is worth its
price. And we notice how this ‘comic’ hyena seems to compress
into one the trinity of death which Hemingway has been de-
scribing, this view of man’s hidden motivation which in the
Spanish arena had elements of dignity, at least, and here seems
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more dubious. The hyena is the killer and the one killed. He is
the hunter, now become a scavenger, who is being hunted. And
caught, traveling in his ‘frantic circles’ (rather like our own), he
snaps unaware at his own vitality. Impelled by the ‘little nick-
elled death’ within him (which, I suppose, we also carry in one
form or another), he performs his ironic réle, eating himself out
in the fond illusion he is nourishing himself. We often hardly do
better.

The hyena is typical of many other such dark and brilliant
passages which form the center of Hemingway’s work over this
period. The choice is neither limited nor the passages acci-
dental. Of Hemingway’s stories, almost all the later ones con-
firm this; certainly the last four contained in “The Fifth Column
and the First Forty-Nine Stories.” If it is profitable to isolate
the best of these, we may mention ‘The Short Happy Life of
Francis Macomber’ or ‘The Capital of the World.” And if it is
possible to surpass them, we may mention “The Snows of Kili-
manjaro.” Perhaps indeed no story written by an American has
a more profound and pervasive sense of dissolution than this.
And here, more directly than before, Hemingway gives us —
in an incomparable burst of disturbed emotion — the human
guilt, the frustrations, the acts of destruction, the series of little
deaths we cause or are stricken by, the losses we suffer by chance
and by design before the final one, which are the truer elements
of the pattern of destructive behavior he has been recording.
For thus, always seeking the patterns of death in life, Heming-
way has very seldom given us their full nature. His basic theme
reaches us only in fragments. His truths do emerge in his work.
But they break through it. They are hardly ever directly
faced and dealt with. The human emotions which in Heming-
way center around his search for death have their logic as well
as their phenomena. Though we do not yet know all about
them, or even perhaps very much about them, we know more
— and almost every major writer dealing with them has known
more — than Hemingway tells us. A play like Eugene O’Neill’s
‘Days Without End’ is artistically uneven, yet it does make a full
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effort to understand the destructive impulses of its protagonist
who is not unlike one of Hemingway’s figures. Except in ‘The
Snows of Kilimanjaro,’ there is hardly with Hemingway such a
sustained and whole attempt to reach into the annihilation
which he has embraced as his own.

Our long and uneasy development from inanimate to organic
matter, the evolution of the race, the history of man under civ-
ilizational restraints, the study of human maladjustment, all

“teach us differently. The death instincts at the center of Hem-
ingway’s creation are not at all so broken and causeless as he
would seem to have them. Though we seek to destroy perhaps
more often than we should like to believe, we do not seek to
destroy without reason: some very good reasons. If Heming-
way’s element of destruction, very much like his ‘little nickelled
death,’ resides in all of us also, making us, like the animal, both
hunters and hunted, unlike the animal we have, at any rate, a
fuller consciousness of the forces which urge us into our devour-
ing and self-devouring actions. If modern man is still unfortu-
nately governed by these deep, fatal, irrational feelings, his little
triumph is that now at least he recognizes himself. Yet Heming-
way’s people, so concerned with suffering as in ‘In Our Time,’
so engaged in torment as in “The Sun Also Rises,” and finally so
obsessed with death in ‘The Green Hills of Africa’ and ‘Death
in the Afternoon’ — these people and Hemingway himself give
us no adequate motivation for their dominant concern. So real,
so full of life, however destructive, so convincing in all their out-
ward movement, they are yet like puppets in their true internal
action: drawn upon the strings of forces which neither they nor
their author seem to understand. With Hemingway, the de-
structive impulses are unchanging and causeless. Pretending to
such power, such omnipotence, they are also impotent to under-
stand themselves.

In bis descriptions of these dark and submerged factors of the
human temperament, Hemingway is easily comparable with the
major writers before him who have also dealt with them — the
Shakespeare of ‘King Lear’ or “Timon of Athens,’ or the Ibsen
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of the later plays, a Kafka, Proust, James Joyce, and particu-
larly perhaps the Russian Dostoevsky. But we see that Hem-
ingway describes these depths of our motivation in a reportorial
iense. He is without the comprehension of the Europeans, with-
out their fuller freedom of search and speculation. And if
among these other writers he seems closest to the Russian, play-
ing upon the same themes of guilt, expiation, and death, Hem-
ingway is also a peculiarly Nordic Dostoevsky. For his writing
is almost compulsive as well as reportorial. The absence of free-
dom and knowledge of his theme is less significant, I believe,
than his wish to remain in ignorance; his writing, as it often
seems, as if against his own will. Much of Hemingway’s work
seems emblematic of a conflict between his desires and rejec-
tions. A portion of the writer is unable or unwilling to deal
with the other parts of his temperament. So we have the series
of rationalizations, the protestations, the apologies and evasions
which we have already noticed. Much of Hemingway’s best
achievement also, the dramatic tension marking his work,
springs from his personal conflicts: this temperament so deep
and so complex, tortured and inhibited, ruled over by a sort of
iron discipline. And yet its true visions slip through from mo-
ment to moment, breaking through its restraints to emerge am-
biguously, equivocally, themselves in torment. With other
writers the word is a catharsis. With Hemingway it seems
rather a weapon of coercion. In his work the reason, or the con-
scious and moral standards, fight against these visions of catas-
trophe rather than work with them; or retreat from them; or
again in a sort of burst of frenzied effort attempt to destroy
them. The boy in ‘God Rest You Merry Gentlemen,” who
mutilates himself rather than continue to endure his sexual
desires, is symptomatic of the many other Hemingway protag-
onists who eliminate their problems rather than solve them.
And once we have reached the disturbed source of Heming-
way’s creation, we see the significance of his two dominant
artistic effects. There is first the emphasis on action, virile and
violent, which runs through his work. Yet the quality of this
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vitality is enigmatic also. It is an action so utterly self-en-
grossed, so heedless of consequences, as to suggest that it is a
confession rather than an affirmation. In our lives such bold
action is necessary at particular junctures. In Hemingway’s
work these junctures occur from moment to moment. The
Robert Cohn of ‘The Sun Also Rises’ who answers all criticism
with an uppercut is another typical Hemingway protagonist,
and in Cohn this virility is not a rational value but rather the
expression of an emotional weakness. Hemingway’s courage is
often that of desperation rather than reflection. It is really as if
he were attempting something like the ancient ordeal by fire
which sought to establish innocence through its immunity to
flame. And thus, in the pattern of Hemingway’s creative pro-
cess, his constant emphasis on virile action accomplishes its
double function. It at once reassures the writer as to his appar-
ent fear of thinking through the basic problems of his work, and
at the same time obviously removes the opportunity to think.
It was Henri Bergson who advised his pupils to think like men
of action and act like men of thought. With Hemingway the
axiom has been somewhat simplified. His people act as if
thought were unthinkable.

And we notice how the other dominant mood of Hemingway
fits into the pattern, the scenes of blank despair running par-
allel to those of concentrated action. Throughout Heming-
way’s work how many protagonists there are like the punch-
drunk ‘Battler,” the condemned victim of ‘The Killers,’ the
veterans of ‘To Have and Have Not’ — those whom ‘circum-
stances’ place beyond the possibilities of thinking! Reflection
and now even action are impossible for them. They await their
fate with a magnificent but impotent resignation. We remem-
ber the Billy Campbell of ‘A Pursuit Race’ who, at last aban-
doning the effort to keep up with life, has shot himself full of
dope and retired to his bed. ‘They got a cure for that,’ says his
manager. ‘No,” William Campbell says. ‘They haven’t got a
cure for anything.’ The Hemingway figure, his moment of
blind and frenzied struggle against the forces of life having
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dropped away, places himself in the true and final position of
drugging himself against the knowledge of these forces. Hem-
ingway’s emphasis on action is itself, of course, a sort of drug;
here the pattern emerges without evasion. How full, indeed, of
opiates is Hemingway’s work; this emphasis which is sum-
marized so eloquently in Frazer’s monologue in “The Gambler,
the Nun, and the Radio.’ Usually Frazer avoided thinking,
Hemingway tells us, ‘except when he was writing.” But now he
meditates on the remark of the Mexican Marxist: ‘Religion is
the opium of the people. ..

Yes, and music is the opium of the people. Old mount-to-the-
head hadn’t thought of that. And now economics is the opium of
the people; along with patriotism the opium of the people in
Italy and Germany. What about sexual intercourse; was that
an opium of the people? Of some of the people. Of some of the
best of the people. But drink was a sovereign opium of the
people, oh, an excellent opium. Although some prefer the radio,
another opium of the people, a cheap one he had just been using.
Along with these went gambling, an opium of the people if there
ever was one, one of the oldest. Ambition was another . .. along
with a belief in any new form of government. . . . But what was
the real one? What was the real, the actual opium of the people?
He knew it very well. It was gone just a little way around the
corner in that well-lighted part of his mind that was there after
two or more drinks in the evening; that he knew was there (it was
not really there of course). What was it? He knew very well.
What was it? Of course; bread was the opium of the people.
Would he remember that and would it make sense in the day-
light? Bread is the opium of the people.

The true meaning of Hemingway’s dominant artistic mood
becomes clear. The emphasis on frenzied action which char-
acterizes his work is merely the masculine counterpart of the
passive emphasis on opiates, until all forms of life are seen as
themselves drugs to soothe us rather than any sort of stimulant
toward knowledge, or intelligent behavior. Whatever we may
try to do, or be, is in the end an action to avoid the fact. And
this passage anticipates too the final ‘solution’ of Hemingway’s
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conflicts, caught as he is between the major working of his
temperament toward the destructive instincts of man and the
restraints of his spirit which apparently prevent him from fol-
lowing through this effort to any full conclusion. In ‘A Clean,
Well-Lighted Place’ Hemingway reaches this solution in an-
other of these magnificent, despairing passages. It is late in the
café where the story takes place. The old man who is drunk
wants to stay on. The young waiter is impatient, but the other
waiter agrees with the old man. ‘I too,’ the other waiter says,
‘am of those who like to stay late at the café. ... With all those
who do not want to go to bed. With all those who need a light
for the night.” And each night, the older waiter continues, he is
reluctant to close the café because there may be someone who
needs it —

‘Hombre, there are bodegas open all night long.’

‘You do not understand. This is a clean and pleasant café. It
is well lighted. The light is very good, and also, now, there are
shadows of the leaves.’

‘Good night,’ said the younger waiter.

‘Good night,’ the older waiter says, and he, like the Frazer of
the previous story, continues the discussion in his own mind:

‘It is the light of course but it is necessary that the place be
clean and pleasant. You do not want music. Certainly you do
not want music. Nor can you stand before a bar with dignity
although that is all that is provided for these hours. What did he
fear? It was not fear or dread. It was a nothing that he knew too
well. It was all a nothing and a man was nothing too. It was
only that and light was all it needed and a certain cleanness and
order. Some lived in it and never felt it but he knew it all was
nada y pues nada y nada y pues nada. Our nada who art in nada,
nada be thy name thy kingdom nada thy will be nada in nada
as it is in nada. Give us this nada our daily nada and nada us
our nada we nada our nadas and nada us not into nada but
deliver us from nada; pues nada. Hail nothing full of nothing,
nothing is with thee. He smiled and stood before a bar with a
shining steam pressure coffee machine.’

‘What’s yours?’ asked the barman.

‘Nada.’
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But the ‘nada’ is not in itself a clear or positive solution. It
has been the considered verdict of many other writers, starting
with Ecclesiastes, whom in so many respects our Hemingway
resembles, that life is vain. Yet it has never been with the others
so causelessly, so completely vain, a nothingness so blind and so
blank: a despair without past or future, both so artistically in-
comparable and intellectually incomprehensible. We have
noticed the apparent increase of Hemingway’s conflict as in
his work he came steadily closer to the central meaning of it.
We must conclude that he was unable to follow through his di-
rection. For the true illumination of the destructive impulses
in life, he has substituted the emphasis on meaningless action,
the reliance on the drugged consciousness to avoid thought, and
now the final nada — the emptiness which covers the frustra-
tion of the writer who is unable to cope with his true material.
This is the opiate of the spirit which, unable to reach solutions
for its own turmoil, projects itself outward to declare that the
world itself offers nothing to be solved. This is the nada which
denies meaning because it has been unable to discover it: the
nada which is a final spiritual death of the writer who for so
long has been searching for the secrets of death.

For with Hemingway’s nada we come to the conclusion of his
safari into the wilderness of our life alone. Beyond war and
peace, the collective organisms of security, beyond continents
and customs, our discoveries, songs, laws, and loves, here is the
solution offered us by our author in his pursuit of meaning, and
like Ring Lardner so richly endowed with life’s favors. ‘Hail
nothing, full of nothing, nothing is with thee.” And in his next
novel, ‘To Have and Have Not,” in 1937, Hemingway carries
the lesson of ‘A Clean, Well-Lighted Place’ to its own end.
Here in turn is a nothingness gone brutal, callous. ‘To Have
and Have Not’ offers a portrait of suffering in which the writer
has given up his attempt to understand suffering. The book is
a sort of apotheosis of stale horror, a Walpurgis-night of delirious
and sadistic orgies within a strictly ignoble framework. It might
be difficult to reconcile this destruction, both so extravagant
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and trivial, with the careful and deep work of Hemingway at
his best, if we did not realize that “To Have and Have Not’ is in
this respect thg last point of Hemingway’s long isolation and
rebellion. It is a release of the blocked and despairing tempera-
ment; but a release that is a surrender. The literary mind no
longer wishes to understand or control itself. The all-consum-
ing sense of nothingness has at last struck at the temperament
which has been so beautifully projecting it. And in this way the
lessening of Hemingway’s craft which marks ‘To Have and
Have Not’ seems to add to the total disillusionment of the novel.
Itis almost as if the final remaining stability of the writer, his art,
so brilliant, so magnificent, always so much the product of an
iron will, as if his art itself had now crumbled before the advanc-
ing corrosion of his thesis. And why should it not? Surely the
nada which applied to all life must also apply to the art which
records life?

Yet we notice that after these many years of solitary struggle,
‘To Have and Have Not’ is placed within the setting of the mod-
ern United States. ‘You could always come back,’ the African
Hemingway said of the America he was deserting, and now he
has. The biographer of the matador, the artist of Parisian cafés,
the hunter of kudus, has returned from foreign boulevards and
savage hills. With his return to the boundaries of states and
societies, to all the social complexity he had renounced, we
realize that ‘To Have and Have Not’ represents a crisis novel
for Hemingway. Like the ‘Mice and Men’ of John Steinbeck,
as we shall see a little later, this novel of negation is both a death
and a resurrection.

4. NO MAN ALONE. Hemingway’s temperament is thus
curiously contradictory; yet when we look for its causes we find
they are more than temperamental. The interpretation of him
as the war novelist seems inadequate to explain the deep ten-
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sions of his art. And in the midst of our preoccupation with
him as a unique personality, we may not ignore the sociological
pressures antecedent to the war which helped to form this per-
sonality. We must remember that Hemingway is one of the few
writers of the depths — of the buried forces of guilt, destruction,
and death, our primitive impulses, the inversions and psychic
aberrations, which we have been treating — to emerge from the
American tradition: from our modern industrial ethics which,
as we saw with Ring Lardner and will see again with Thomas
Wolfe, reinforced the harsh mould of our puritan, pioneer, and
provincial patterns.

In our past and present literature, indeed, we can think of
few Americans to compare with Hemingway in his intention
and achievement. Through our eagerness to compensate for
the lack of these deeper values in our heritage we have, I be-
lieve, rather overinterpreted Herman Melville. Edgar Allan
Poe, concerned with many of Hemingway’s themes, and so be-
coming the model of the French Symbolists while relatively
ignored in America, was often condemned to a false release of
his talent. Hawthorne is in many ways perhaps the closest of
these to Hemingway — with his ‘cloudy veil’ which stretched
‘over the abyss of my nature.” And Hawthorne, arousing our
intense interest with his studies of guilt and expiation, does not
strike at our feelings, as Hemingway surely does. It is interest-
ing to notice that these three who most closely perhaps approach
Hemingway’s métier are working somewhat apart from the
strict American pioneer culture and before the deep impression
of contemporary industrial society.

That both of these cultural pressures left their mark on the
early Hemingway, ‘The Torrents of Spring,” his second work,
provides us with sufficient proof. Usually ignored, certainly the
weakest of his books, “The Torrents of Spring’ is nevertheless one
of the most illuminating in respect to Hemingway’s creative
motivation, for it provides us with an unequivocal judgment on
the America of Hemingway’s youth. Often uncertain in its
satiric touch, the novel is a sort of mélange of Hemingway’s
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early aversions, pertinent and irrelevant, deep or trivial. The
somewhat infantile, the smart, the snobbish elements which dis-
turb Hemingway’s work are shown here. What concerns us
primarily, however, is the novel’s portrait of the American ethics.
Scripps O’Neil, the hero, travels amongst the paraphernalia of
the industrial age. He meditates profoundly, though with no
appreciable effect, upon the locomotive, the barber shop, the tel-
egraph office, the dynamo. In his youth he remembers being
entranced by a fascinating electric sign in three colors: ‘Let
Hartman Feather Your Nest.” Feathering his nest to Scripps is
making money. ‘Ah yes, there was big money to be made in the
furniture business if you knew how to go about it. He, Scripps,
knew all the wrinkles of that game.” As with Ring Lardner, the
Success Myth of the twenties has transformed our national spirit
into this sterile refrain. ‘Ah, these drummers,” Scripps thinks,
meeting a salesman who to him is the essence of our culture —

Going up and down over the face of this great America of ours.
These drummers kept their eyes open. They were no fools.
‘Listen,” the drummer said. He pushed his derby hat off his
brow and leaning forward, spat into the tall brass cuspidor that
stood beside his stool. ‘I want to tell you about a pretty beautiful
thing that happened to me once in Bay City.’

Ironic echo of the American fate which Thomas Wolfe was to
redeem from this context and return to us! And again Scripps,
or Hemingway, meditates on the great sweep of America:

Near there Gary, Indiana, where were the great steel mills.
Near there Hammond, Indiana. Near there Michigan City,
Indiana. Further beyond, there would be Indianapolis, Indiana,
where Booth Tarkington lived. He had the wrong dope, that
fellow. Further down there would be Cincinnati, Ohio.. .. Ah!
there was grand sweep to this America of ours.

But this ‘grand sweep’ of our land, we know very well, is in the
end limited to steel mills, flashing electric signs, the furniture
business, drummers, Indiana metropolises, and Booth Tark-
ington. Scripps works in the ‘Peerless Pounder Pump’ factory.
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He dines at Brown’s Beanery, ‘Best by Test.” After ‘an endless
succession of days of dull piston-collaring,’ he meets a strange
waitress; together they pursue the life of the mind, and fall in
love. But there are no decent human relationships possible
in this social context, according to the young Hemingway.
Though Scripps finds his best friends among the Indians, even
these primitives, we realize, have been affected by the blight of
the machine age. If Hemingway has often returned to his
Michigan scene with tendefness, that of ‘The Torrents of
Spring’ has been corrupted by the factory. The American
earth itself — the primal forest, the virgin land whose quality
Hemingway catches so beautifully in his Michigan stories, the
fishing streams and woodland haunts, the scenes of his young
hunting and reading and drinking and early loves — has
yielded its nourishment to feed the new mechanical colossus
whose body tends the conveyor belt and whose spirit is ab-
sorbed in the fabrication of such dazzling electric advertise-
ments. Perhaps it was not ‘the passing of a great race’ which
Hemingway tells us is mourned by ‘The Torrents of Spring.’
But it was certainly for Hemingway the passing of the American
land he had so early loved and which, now under the imprint of
industrial society, he was here renouncing.

This background, so closely affecting his youth as Heming-
way shows it, was obviously no support for the work he was
intent upon. T}xg American physical effort, so Hemingway
felt here, was too much like Scripps O’Neil’s ‘endless succession
of days of dull piston-collaring.” The America of spiritual
effort was too much like Brown’s Beanery, the ‘best by test’
perhaps, but hardly sufficient for the artist of the depths. The
American background denied Hemingway by and large the
values which he needed for his exploration of the deeper in-
stincts of man. When we notice in Hemingway’s work the per-
sistent impulses toward Catholicism, these impulses denied, tor-
mented and recurrent, the issue becomes clearer. For the ethics
of Catholicism include the elements of human nature which are
omitted by Hemingway’s own American environment. Thus
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Hemingway is in’a stace of ‘creative ambivalence. He is the
writer concerned with the shadows and enigmas of man’s life,
arising from the American tradition outlined in ‘The Torrents
of Spring’ — tougher, harder, practical, more elementary in
its values, less observant of the areas of human motivation with
which Hemingway is concerned, perhaps more ‘sensible’ and
certainly less truthful. He is the writer close to the final mys-
teries of life who comes out of the society which has exploited
the Indian and exalted the Engine.

That Hemingway was himself aware of this in his later work
as well as in ‘The Torrents of Spring’ we recall from his state-
ment that the Spaniards .‘are interested in death and do not
spend their lives avoiding the thought of it and hoping it does
not exist.” Unlike the Americans. Yet we remember also the
uneasy and evasive tone qf this realization: Hemingway’s inabil-
ity to state the full nature of his own concerns. His American
background, not only unequal to his demands as a writer, was
often indeed in direct opposition to it. It not only withheld from
him the freedom of thought, the knowledge, the spiritual values -
which he needed for his central purpose. It increased, I be-
lieve, the actual conflict we have noticed in his work. The re-
pressions which seem to block Hemingway from the full compre-
hension of his material have, of course, a particularly ‘Ameri-
can’ ring to them. They too echo a society which, with its eni-
phasis on work and material achievement, had little time for
these disturbing factors of our behavior. American society has
uneasily pushed Hemingway’s problems away from its own
consciousness in the hope, perhaps, often like that of Heming-
way himself, that by ignoring them we may solve them. (Even
now, I dare say, wé may consider the dominant concerns of
Hemingway’s work as rather more ‘Russian’ than American.)
That Hemingway must break away from his native tradition
was inevitable. But then it had already conditioned him more
perhaps than he realized; and that working in exile as he did,
he could only reach his ultimate purpose in fragmentary, if
sometimes quite superb forms, seems almost as inevitable.
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The conviction of “The Torrents of Spring,” moreover — that
the meanings of life with which Hemingway was dealing lie
outside of the American framework — persists through his work.
In ‘A Very Short Story,” which was the early outline for ‘A
Farewell to Arms,’ the original hero comes to an ignominious
end in the United States:

A short time after he contracted gonorrhea from a salesgirl in
a loop department store while riding in a taxicab through Lin-
coln Park.

This, we see, is the American equivalent for the love of Lieu-
tenant Henry and Catherine Barkley, so warm and rich and
touching on a foreign shore! Or if Hemingway will grant us
the echoes of genuine tragedy in ‘One Reader Writes,” it is a
tragedy that is incoherent and unaware. ‘Maybe he can tell me
what’s right to do,’ the heroine thinks, after writing to a news-
paper columnist about her husband’s syphilis:

Maybe he can tell me. In the picture in the paper he looks like
he’d know. He looks smart, all right. ... He ought to know. I
want to do whatever is right. It’s such a long time though. It’s
a long time. And it’s been a long time. My Christ, it’s been a
long time.

It was a long time, too, between ‘The Torrents of Spring’ and
‘To Have and Have Not’ where Hemingway returns to the
American scene — the decade of rebellion and exile which we
have been tracing. Yet in his second novel on the United
States, the quality of Hemingway’s American reaction remains
essentially the same. Here indeed he renders his harshest judg-
ment on the past patterns of our society, summarized perhaps
in his statement on American love as the focus for our human
relationships. ‘Love is the greatest thing, isn’t it?’ says Richard
Gordon’s wife in the novel:

Slop. Love is just another dirty lie. Love is ergoapiol pills to
make me come around because you were afraid to have a baby.
Love is quinine and quinine and quinine until I’'m deaf with it.
Love is that dirty aborting horror that you took me to. Love is my
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insides all messed up. It’s half catheters and half whirling

douches. I know about love. Love always hangs up behind the

bathroom door. It smells like lysol. To hell with love.
‘The happiest. of Hemingway’s human relationships has no
happy end, we know, the most intense as well as the most tran-
sient of them resulting alike in the inevitable nada. Yet it is
doubtful whether anywhere else in his work Hemingway’s con-
ception of a human passion is quite as frightful as this, so
mechanical and sterile, detached from all human feeling. The
‘rummies’ and ‘vets’ who fill the pages of ‘To Have and Have
Not’ are another illustration of the American tragedy which is
perhaps best described in the legalistic phrase as ‘incompetent,
irrelevant, and immaterial.” But the sharpest example of its
essentially broken nature comes with the Mrs. Tracy of the
novel. Her husband brought home to her dead, she screams,
‘Albert! Albert! Oh, my God, where’s Albert?” In her despair
and agitation she falls off the dock into the water, loses her
dental plate, emerges to wail: ‘Basards! Bishes!... Alber.
Whersh Alber?’

It seems evident that in Hemingway’s search for the dark and
tragic abysses of the human spirit, there was no place for his
work in America. And the only positive Hemingway could
find to place against the power of the destructive instincts, the
sense of man’s dignity which was realized in the Spanish mata-
dor, also did not reside in America’s commercial order. With
Hemingway as with Lardner, the American meaning is blurred,
bathos too often supplanting sorrow. ‘I losht my plate,” says
Mrs. Tracy in the midst of her tragedy. What single image
could better convey Hemingway’s judgment than this, itself so
Lardnerian in tone? And for Hemingway it is our national
dental plate, as it were, which has been swept away by the
flowing and unperturbed waters of the Gulf Stream. In this
respect the American nada is emptier than any other. What-
ever has been in it of man’s struggle, his courage, dignity, and
grand style, transient at best and inevitably doomed, is here
rendered indistinct by the prevailing pattern of our society.
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Here in America the rare and few accents of humanity’s divine
articulation have been reduced to a sort of grotesque mumbling.

The similarity of Hemingway’s verdict with Lardner’s, ex-
tending even into the quality of their imagery, is of course
marked. Isit curious that these twa of the distinguished talents
of ’°29, and in some ways twé such distinct talents, should come
to an identical agreement on their time? It is illuminating.
And with other corroboratlons, both in these writers and their
successors, it is almost conclusive. For it is essentially the ethics
of the twenties which Hemingway is dealing with in ‘To Have
and Have Not.” This is still the Florida of Lardnerian million-
aires, playboys, and yachtsmen, sp grimly intent on entertain-
ment. ‘In this framework Hemingway places his protagonist
Harry Morgan. Morgan fights to make a living for himself and
. his family against the encroaching forces of the depression.
Single-handed he plays against the odds, living out in his own
struggle the individualistic code of the °29 era. But his career is
an ever-sharpening disintegration. Morgan’s jobs grow more
dangerous; he himself grows more reckless; his final defeat is
implicit, although the manner of it may still shock us. The
individualistic motivation fails him. And in a scene which is
saturated with the orgiastic destruction marking the novel,
Morgan pronounces his final words on his own struggle. Shot in
a fight with Cuban revolutionaries, he has been rescued by a
Coast Guard cutter. The men standing around him are trying
to learn the facts of the shooting. ‘A man,” Morgan says —

‘Sure,’ said the captain. ‘Go on.’

‘A man,’ said Harry Morgan, very slowly. ‘Ain’t got no hasn’t
got any can’t really isn’t any way out.’ ...

‘Go on, Harry,’ said the captain. ‘Tell us who did it. How
did it happen, boy? ...

‘Who did it, Harry?’ the mate asked.

Harry looked at him.

‘Don’t fool yourself,’ he said. The captain and the mate both
bent over him. Now it was coming. ‘Like trying to pass cars on
the top of hills. On that road in Cuba. On any road. Any-
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where. Just like that. I mean how things are. The way that
they been gomg For a while yes sure all right. Maybe with
luck. A man.’ He stopped! The captain shook his head at the
mate again. Harry Morgan looked at him flatly. The captain
wet Harry’s lips again. They made a bloody mark on the towel.

‘A man,” Harry Morgan said, lookmg at them both. ‘One man
alone ain’t got. No man alone now.” He stopped. ‘No matter
how a man alone ain’t got no bloody . .. chance.’

He shut his eyes. It had taken him a long time to get it out
and it had taken him all of his life to learn it.

With these, words, of course, Hemingway might have been
passing judgment on the egotistic morality of 29 which Harry
Morgan embodied; on all the Lardnerian unique individuals.
The last quarter of the novel, indeed, dealing with the Lard-
nerian aristocrats of the prosperity decade, is a superb satirical
elegy on the passing of the age: Wallace Johnston, a yachtsman
who had originally defrauded Harry Morgan, ‘38 years old,
M.A. Harvard, composer, money from silk mills, unmarried,
interdit de séjour in Paris, well known from Algiers to Biskra.’
His guest, Henry Carpenter, ‘36, M.A. Harvard, money now
two hundred a month in trust fund from his mother, formerly
four hundred and fifty a month,” who ‘with his rather special
pleasures’ is now postponing ‘his inevitable suicide by a matter
of weeks if not of months.” The sixty-year-old grain merchant
who lies awake, on his handsome, black, barkentine-rigged
threemaster, worrying about the report from the Internal Rev-
enue Bureau which is pronouncing the end of his sensational
sucoess as a speculator. — These and others of the American
industrial élite are showing the ravages worked on their lives by
the new age of crisis. And their decline is marked in a memo-
rable epitaph for >29:

Some made the long drop from the apartment or the office win-
dow; some took it quietly in two-car garages with the motor run-
ning; some used the native tradition of the Colt or Smith and
Wesson; those well-constructed implements that end insomnia,
terminate remorse, cure cancer, avoid bankruptcy, and blast an
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exit from intolerable positions by the pressure of a finger; those
admirable American instruments so easily carried, so sure of
effect, so well designed to end the American dream when it be-
comes a nightmare, their only drawback the mess they leave for
relatives to clean up.

Thus the final word on the unique and miraculous age of ma-
terial power which Lardner and his fellows had thought so
absolute and eternal. Lardner’s nightmare had preceded that
of his time by only a few short years.

‘To Have and Have Not,’ then, records the disintegration of
Lardner’s age of individualism. But for Hemingway the novel
is critical in a double sense. Simultaneously, as the first of his
new works dealing with modern social problems, it records
Hemingway’s farewell to the solitary course he himself has been
pursuing. ‘No matter how a man alone ain’t got no bloody
chance.” With these words also Hemingway might have been
judging his own decade of isolation. In this respect ‘To Have
and Have Not’ is the projection into artistic form of Heming-
way’s personal struggle, and the decision of the writer to move
henceforth in new directions. Equally with his protagonist
Harry Morgan, Hemingway might say it has taken him a long
time to deliver such a verdict upon his own life, upon his own
single-handed revolt against country and culture and the con-
tinents of man’s work. Like Morgan, Hemingway has also been
‘the man alone.” And now, seeing the error of his isolation, he
may almost say in turn that, if his judgment was long in coming,
‘it had taken him all his life to learn it.’

With the return of the expatriate artist and the rebellious
individualist to the land of his birth and the patterns of society,
we may ask ourselves how much of the frustration which
marked the end of Hemingway’s isolation was emphasized by
the solitary nature of his search. In themselves, as we know, all
such explorations as Hemingway’s of the destructive impulses
of human nature are very delicate. Our normal ignorance of
these forces and our normal desire to remain in ignorance are
perhaps dictated in part by Nature’s long-tried wisdom. For
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most of us it is safer here as elsewhere to know too little rather
than too much. And when such explorations are conducted,
as by Hemingway, with no balancing forces of culture and
country, it is little wonder the stress upon the artist becomes
acute, the despair more pronounced, the sense of human weak-
ness in the face of such enigmas greater. We may wonder how
much of the futility, the lack of meaning in life which Heming-
way summarized so eloquently in his nada, was not merely the
product of his own inability to reach these meanings, but also
of his sense that there was no purpose in reaching them? How
much of the emptiness he saw before him in man’s life was in
fact the emptiness he felt behind him in his own life?

There are, moreover, other even more curious connections
between the writer and the society he had repudiated. It is
somewhat ironic to realize that in his total rejection of it Hem-
ingway seems often to embody the fundamental motivation of
post-war America. What is Hemingway’s complete individ-
ualism as an artist but the extension of that which marked Lard-
ner’s commercial egotist? The ‘I’ which for so many years was
the single star to guide Hemingway over foreign boulevards
and African junglcs is not, after all, very different from the self-
absorption of the typical man of America’s boom era. The
artistic métier was simply replacing the economic. In the
method of his renunciation Hemingway bears the sign of the
society he is renouncing. Disowning his social and his human
obligations in favor of ‘art,” Hemingway was in the end very
close to the business man of the twenties who spoke in similar
terms of his own commercial achievement. There is a distinc-
tion, obviously, between Hemingway’s genuine devotion to his
craft and that of Lardner’s commercial superman to himself.
Yet this qualifies rather than alters the essential similarity of
their patterns. The illimitable desert of pure individualism is
the same wherever its boundaries may lie. Even the artist may
not pursue the rich fruits of his unique temperament too far. In
the midst of the ‘I’ there must still be the ‘we.” He, like the rest
of humanity, must lose his soul to save it.
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And that in his method of opposition to his age often Heming-
way proves himself typical of it is, I think, clear. The rejection
of the American twenties need not imply, as it did with Heming-
way, the rejection of America. The rebellion against one society
does not necessarily imply a rebellion against all society. In
Hemingway’s apparent ignorance of this, his feeling so much
like Lardner’s that such a transient age as ’29 was permanent,
in the extremes of his reaction into almost total isolation, Hem-
ingway is characteristic. And in the failure of his total individ-
ualism, however spiritual its objectives, we may see the final
comment on the Lardnerian epoch. What could certainly
never ‘work’ in the sphere of material achievement (we use the
terms of American pragmatism by intention) could not work
either in the realm of the spirit. This is the last and most pro-
found death of ’29: the true end of the age’s egotism.

And so our rebellious, anti-social, and uniquely aesthetic in-
dividual, the artist Hemingway, must be viewed as something
of a sociological phenomenon even at the moment of his total
escape from society. It is usually so. The more desperately
we shake off the chains of our humanity, the more they cling to
us. No one is of no value to society however much he may try to
be. Attempt as we may to cut through it, the circle of our hu-
man heritage moves around us. The omniscient Lord of the
mediaevalists, scrutinizing every little blade of grass as well as
monarchs of the realm, was merely the materialization of man’s
growing perception of the indivisibility of man. Yet if Heming-
way reached the end of ’29 in his own flight from it, he came
back to record the age’s death and his new birth. In ‘To Have
and Have Not’ the rebel returned to all the human works he
had condemned. And from now on Hemingway will deal with
the crucial aspects of the contemporary world he has so often,
and often so brilliantly, negated. His next novel and the play
which formed its prologue show a major reorientation of his
values. As the outlines of the prosperity decade gave place to
those of exile, these in turn have brought us to a new social
framework. So in his own career Hemingway will illustrate the
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transition of the American writer in the depression of the nine-
teen-thirties, the turning from Ring Lardner’s dead-end toward
new beliefs.

5. RETURN OF THE NATIVES. It is within the entire
pattern of Hemingway’s renunciation, exile, and return that his
latest and most popular novel, ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls,” must
be appraised. Its limitations come directly out of the series of
crises and transitions which have marked Hemingway to this
point, his career embracing so much spiritual turbulence and
seeming to include in it the decisions of an entire generation.
For when we compare ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’ with com-
parable works of its own genre, the revolutionary novels of
André Malraux, for example, or the anti-Fascist work of
Ignazio Silone, the difference in quality becomes apparent.
‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’ hardly reaches into the depths and
nuances of its theme. The protagonist of the novel, Robert
Jordan, is fighting for ‘th¢ dignity of man,’ for the Spanish Loy-
alists against the oppressive forces of native and foreign Fas-
cism. But beyond the broad outlines of the Spanish Civil War,
we are given relatively little of the impact of the struggle in
either sociological or personal terms. Malraux’s ‘Man’s Fate,’
Silone’s ‘Bread and Wine,’ or lately Arthur Koestler’s ‘Dark-
ness at Noon’ — these works are filled with penetrating insights
on the patterns of social crisis, the gains and losses worked by
such crisis upon the human temperament, the problems of hu-
man behavior today when individuals and societies are making
inestimable decisions as to the future. Silone’s ‘School for Dic-
tators,” again, reveals the background of specialized thinking
which both the Frenchman and the Italian have poured into
their human narrative. By contrast, the new concern of Hem-
ingway with this material often seems romantic or immature
for the writer of a major work of art. How could this not be
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true, after Hemingway’s long isolation from precisely this sort
of material? He has shown us his contempt for the ‘folitics’ or
the ‘economics’ or the great sociological movements which form
the background for his new novel. Everything we might say on
this issue, in fact, is admitted by the protagonist of ‘For Whom
the Bells Tolls.” The Spanish Civil War is his education, Robert
Jordan continually emphasizes. ‘It is part of one’s educa-
tion. It will be quite an education when it’s finished. You
learn in this war if you listen. You most certainly did.’ In
terms of Hemingway’s own development we may surmise that
the Spanish War was also a central part of his own education, or
re-education, as a member of society. As the returning indi-
vidualist, the knowledge which Hemingway gained often seems
too new, too complex and foreign for him to integrate fully into
the artistic structure of ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls.” And the
strain of his transition from the rebellious individualist seems
to interfere with Hemingway’s artistic achievement. Robert
Jordan is not only an untutored apprentice, he is more or less
undistinguished. Maria is on the whole more theatrical than
substantial. She is a sort of compendium of the virtues of the
modern proletarian mistress. She emerges to the heights of ro-
mance from the depths of the class-struggle. Yet despite the
horrors heaped upon her and the fortitude with which she bears
them, she is in the end hardly as appealing as some of Heming-
way’s more typical, vain, trivial, and quite. useless leisure-class
ladies.

The merit of ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’ often resides, in fact,
in the material which Hemingway has previously dealt with.
The Spanish peasants and anarchists, the bullfighters and ban-
dits — these lesser personages hold us where the major figures
fail. So too in the novel there are the familiar forces of Heming-
way’s despair, of the destruction which for so many years has
preoccupied him. If he is now fighting for the good life, Jordan
is nevertheless surrounded by the omens of death which marked
the doomed protagonist of ‘The Snows of Kilimanjaro.” The
pillaging of the Fascist town is more coldly brutal perhaps than
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any previous episode in Hemingway’s work. The dynamiting
of the bridge, which forms the plot of ‘For Whom the Bell
Tolls,” is hardly a creative act to begin with. And progressively
more frustrating, it becomes an act of complex destruction
worthy of the best Hemingway of the past. As Hemingway used
the framework of the First World War to project his own emo-
tional tensions, here again he often finds the destruction and
death marking the Spanish War appropriate for his present
concern with these negative forces of our temperament. And
certainly in the ethics and practices of civil war he finds many
suitable outlets.

Yet in the past, if Hemingway’s expression of these elements
was sometimes limited, its purpose was clear. Here it is am-
biguous. At the center of ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’ there is a
basic confusion of Hemingway’s intention. The novel at-
tempts to be a constructive statement on human life. Yet
Hemingway’s underlying sense of destruction often contradicts
this. As the story progresses, in fact, the older Hemingway
accents of futility seem to increase. The ‘yes’ of Robert Jordan
is progressively minimized by the submerged nada of his cre-
ator. Hemingway is thus still apparently caught between his
previous and future purposes. Intellectually, his affirmation of
man and his life have become clear, but his emotions have not
altogether accepted the mind’s dictate. The patterns of nega-
tive belief which Hemingway has built up over his long period
of isolation are not so easy to modify: the nada has left its im-
print upon Hemingway’s new positives. The conversion of our
writer in crisis is, after all, not quite so simple. We can hardly
remake the temperament of a lifetime by a single affirmation,
however insistent, or loud. As we see in Hemingway’s novel, the
buried feelings may yet use, despite all our good intentions, our
new intellectual transformation for their older purpose. This
then is the last and most crucial dilemma for Hemingway’s
future, and that of some of his followers in the new period. Here
is the last price that the prosperity era of American post-war
society has demanded of its high talent — this luxury time, so
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splendid in materialistic vanity, so unique and changeless in its
own eyes, priceless, and demanding such a high price of its
artists; casting the blight of its gilded glory over its writers even
in the midst of the new age of chaos which rang out its dazzling
and empty splendor. ‘You could always come back,” but you
also paid for the trip.

Yet, stating this of Hemingway — and this is, I believe, the
crux of his future work — and of ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls,” we
do not intend to minimize the book, its effect on its society, or,
with these limitations, its importance in the growth of Heming-
way himself. If the novel remains inchoate in its comprehen-
sion of the central social issues of our time, and sometimes inar-
ticulate in its expression of them, it represents nevertheless a
transitional step beyond that of ‘To Have and Have Not’ and
the embryonic ‘Fifth Column.” And this third step on the path
of Hemingway’s return to humanity expresses the possibilities
inherent in Hemingway. If the study of the individualist Pablo
remains perhaps the most effective single portrait in the novel,
it is nevertheless a study of Pablo’s conflict betwcen self and
society: a new theme for Hemingway, a rich theme for the
artist who in his former period hardly considered such a thesis
worthy of attention. With Pablo’s statement after his desertion
from his fellow Spaniards (‘Having done such a thing there is a
loneliness that cannot be borne’) we perceive that Hemingway,
the advocate of Lieutenant Henry’s desertion at Caporetto
with no such conflict, has come near to the source of much of
his own previous feeling of corrosive solitude. In General Golz,
again, Hemingway has achieved the outlines of a genuine
tragic protagonist — Golz who ends the novel still ‘believing
in how things could be, even if they never were,” and who
replies, on being told the Spanish offensive is futile: ‘Bon. Nous
ferons notre petit possible.’

These are close to the potentialities of Hemingway’s reorien-
tation of values. We are not asking that he become a rotarian
optimist or a party propagandist. Yet the true sense of man’s,
depths and his tragedy, first denied to Hemingway by the social
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patterns of ’°29 and then in turn thwarted by his isolation, the
tragedy of Ecclesiastes which at his best Hemingway so magnif-
icently approaches, is possible only within the framework of
man’s effort. The supreme renunciation of The Preacher him-
self came, not from any withdrawal from experience, but from
the middle of it. It was the verdict on man’s struggle, not on
its absence. And that this sense of high tragedy has been con-
spicuously missing from much modern art may lie precisely in
the fact that Hemingway, like other moderns, could not find the
materials for genuine tragedy in the ’29 era, nor ultimately in
isolation. With his return now to the common fate and the
common lot Hemingway is thus enriching the potentialities of
his work.

And if as yet much of this transformation of Hemingway man-
ifests itself in merely intellectual affirmations, what surprising
affirmations they are! Itis Anselmo — the sweet man of peace
in the midst of the war’s horrors, the soldier who wishes to con-
vert all and shoot none, Anselmo who is perhaps the purest
example of the basic tenderness of Hemingway, so often twisted
and warped into bitterness and here freed — who most sharply
contrasts the old and the new Hemingway as he rebukes the
guerrilla leader, Pablo:

Now we come for something of consummate importance and
thee, with thy dwelling place to be undisturbed, puts thy fox-hole
before the interests of humanity.

A strange statement indeed for our own writer individualist, our
hunter in the lonesome hills, the despairing spectator of man’s
fruitless struggle; the tormented follower of fiestas who eschewed
the sweat of comrades on the battlefield for his African solitude;
who consigned our works and loves and willing achievement to
waters of oblivion for the residence in his own fox-hole of ab-
stract art. The interests of humanity! A curious conclusion to
be born from the passing of >29’s industrial fiesta, its own savage
jungles of commercial ethics and floridian paradises: the inter-
ests.of humanity rising from the death of an age where interest
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meant only dividends, and humanity was the material for
exploitation.

Whatever the imperfections of ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls,’ it
must be seen as the decisive step in Hemingway’s circuit of es-
cape from the trap of the American twenties. Doing this, Hem-
ingway has illustrated the direction of our writers in the thirties
from Ring Lardner’s impasse to new beliefs which are them-
selves based on the elements of social conflict whose culmination
Hemingway has recorded in terms of the Spanish scene — be-
liefs, however erratic or extreme, or, as with Hemingway, im-
perfectly fulfilled, which are to be the dominant tradition of
the new age of American expression in crisis. And it is no coin-
cidence that with Hemingway the first step of his transformation
took place in “To Have and Have Not’ which simultanecously
recorded the end of the prosperity era. The death of ’29 accom-
plished what apparently its life could not. To Hemingway and
his successors whom we are now about to discuss, the American
depression, changing the face of our culture within a decade,
came as a sort of salvation. Making the writers of the thirties
aware of the transience of our materialistic power which they
had felt so inimical to creative values, the crisis gave them new
directions. Like Hemingway they were willing to return to a
society in chaos where, in one form or another, they had fled
from its aspect of permanence. For chaos implied transition.
And the transition held in it the hope, at least, of a new system
of social values less rigid and less empty than those of the
twenties. The cultural optimism of *29 produced the nothing-
ness of Lardner and the early Hemingway. The crisis of the
thirties brought in the new faith of the later Hemingway, Wolfe,
Dos Passos, Steinbeck, a rising cycle of belief in our future, a
restatement of the vision of Jefferson and Lincoln rather than
that of Jay Gould and Henry Ford. The dissolution of our ma-
terial splendor cut away, for the first time in a century quite so
sharply, the spiritual blight which the advent of the industrial
order laid, in 1860, upon these earlier meanings of American
society. Filled as it was with social distress, the new era was to
be one of spiritual affirmatives.
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The depression of the nineteen-thirties was thus a sort of
shock to our writers, rather like the insulin treatment in modern
therapy, which brought them back from the shadows of apathy
to American life at best, and active hostility at worst. This
much of the expression of the thirties Hemingway anticipates
in his own withdrawal and return to our common life, though
the pattern will vary with our other literary figures, and with
John Dos Passos and William Faulkner we have both an appar-
ent exception to the rule and a real one. But we cannot deny
that if the return to social sanity through shock is better than no
return, it is in the end a method of desperation rather than a
counsel of perfection. Our Americans are also to show its effect
in their work of the decade, as Hemingway has already. The
crisis of the new age has caught him well along in his career.
Can he discover, who has discovered so much and left much
unsaid, the genuine method of unifying his work and his times,
the fusion of the ‘I’ and the ‘we’ which will further illuminate
the tragic impulses he has made his own? We recall the phrase
which summarized Hemingway’s solitary position: ‘a way
yow’ll never be.” With such native capacities, the inheritance
of wisdom and eloquence, the sense of bottomless intuitions we
often have with Hemingway, the prophetic texture which marks
his talent, will Hemingway now find a way to be? For what a
marvelous teacher Hemingway is, with all the restrictions of
temperament and environment which so far define his work!
What could he not show us of living as well as dying, of the pos-
itives in our being as well as our destroying forces, of ‘gracc
under pressure’ and the grace we need with no pressures, of
ordinary life-giving actions along with those superb last gestures
of doomed exiles!
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Chapter Three

John Dos Passos : CONVERSION OF A HERO

1. THE RATIONAL MAN. ‘You were a fool, if you im-
agined yourself a rational man, to pray to God,” J. B. Priestley
has remarked, summarizing the movement of modern thought,
‘then afterwards it turned out you were a fool even to imagine
yourself a rational man.’ We have noticed with Hemingway
the buried depths, the dark and destructive intuitions of the
race within the artist. In contrast, John Dos Passos is the arche-
type of the rational writer within our tradition, the conscious,
moral, progressive writer, the embodiment, not of the destruc-
tive rebel, but of all our communal and civilizational aspira-
tions.

The two Americans standing so at opposite poles of the
artist’s function, it is interesting that both should start their
work at almost the same psychological, and precisely the same
geographical point. Both the early Dos Passos and Heming-
way are motivated by the post-war disenchantment. There is,
as we shall see, the same central evocation of a detached and
remote hero drifting on the tides of social renunciation. Both
writers, retreating from the ethics of twentieth-century Amer-
ican society, found in Republican Spain the sense of pleasure,
vitality, of dignit