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Tuis Book was originally planned as a companion
volume to my Classics and Commercials: A Literary
Chronicle of the Forties: a similar selection from my
literary articles published during the twenties and thirties;
but it has turned into something rather different. I have
aimed in the present collection to present a kind of
panorama of the books and the ideas, the movements and
the literary life, of a period that was very much livelier
and had a much more exciting development than the
war-darkened years of the fortics. I have therefore in-
cluded some youthful stuff that can only, if at all, be of
interest from an historical point of view—in showing
how it looked to a contemporary; and I have not confined
myself, as in the earlier volume, to essays and reviews,
but have admitted dialogues, jeux desprit, satires, short
sketches and personal letters. I have even put in a few
pieces that do not deal with writing at all, but these, too,
are intended to contribute to a general picture of the
culture of a recklessly unspecialized cra, when minds and
imaginations were exploring in all directions. I have sup-
pressed the worst of my aberrations, and I have thor-
oughly revised almost everything, sometimes trimming
and toning down what I originally wrote and sometimes
expanding it with material taken from my old notes. In
the case of some articles that had been hastily written,
I have found it a satisfaction to get them into better
shape, even after twenty or thirty years. In this volume, I

ix



X FOREWORD

have not arranged the pieces in strictly chronological
order, but have sometimes grouped them in such a way as
to put together pieces on the same subject or to bring
out some special aspect of the period.

The reader may find here, as I have done, attitudes
that surprise or amuse him; but I have generally refrained
from comment and leave him to do his own discounting.
The self-assertive approach of the twenties, which seems
rather brash today, I have not always been able to elim-
inate. We had grown up on the journalism of Shaw and
Chesterton, Belloc and Max Beerbohm, and later, in the
United States, of the Mencken and Nathan of the Smart
Set and the Woollcott and Broun of the World. All these
writers were everlastingly saying “I”: the exploitation of
personality had become an integral part of criticism. It
all stemmed, I suppose, from Oscar Wilde, who had a
genius for self-dramatization and who was imitated in
this respect by Bernard Shaw. In the twenties a young
man who was still nobody made a point of saying “I"—
“I don’t like so-and-so,” “I can’t read so-and-so,” “I have
always thought so-and-so,”—in the hope of being taken
for somebody. Now the habit has gone out of fashion.
Aside from this personal emphasis, however, I have not
reprinted here very much that I disapprove of, as of the
date when it was first written—though, of course, I see
some things today in a somewhat different perspective:
in the light of the author’s subsequent work or of my
own better information. I have sometimes had to leave
in passages that are more or less duplicated in my other
books, but I do not suppose that this will worry anybody.
I apologize for printing documents in which other writers
pay me compliments, but this is part of this ancient his-
tory, too, and I have offset them by putting in others in
which I am taken to task. I have added a few pieces of
later date, whose presence explains itself.
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Of these nhlety-seve;l pieces, seventy-three first ap-
peared in the New Republic. Christian Gauss as a
Teacher of Literature was first printed in the American
Scholar; The Literary Worker’s Polonius in the Atlantic
Monthly; F. Scott Fitzgerald in the Bookman; Marxism
at the End of the Thirties in the New York Call; The
Classics on the Soviet Stage in the Moscow Daily News;
Mr. E. A. Robinson's Moonlight, “A Lost Lady,” Byron
and His Biographers, Late Violets from the Nineties,
Sherwood Anderson’s “Many Marriages,” Ring Lardner’s
American Characters, Mr. Hemingway’s Dry-Points and
“The Seven Lively Arts” in the Dial; The Pleasures of Lit-
erature and Edna St. Vincent Millay in the Nation; “The
Great Audience,” “Things As They Are,” Dream Poetry
and the second article, of which part is given under Talk-
ing United States, in the New Yorker; The New Byron
Letters in the New York Tribune; and “One of Ours”
and Eugene O'Neill as Prose Writer in Vanity Fair. The
following pieces were included, after their first periodical
publication, in collections of essays by various hands: F.
Scott Fitzgerald in The Literary Spotlight, published by
George H. Doran in 1924; The All-Star Literary Vaude-
ville in American Criticism, published by Harcourt, Brace
in 1926; and Notes on Babbitt and More in The Critique
of Humanism, published by Brewer & Warren in 1930.
The Satire of Samuel Butler appeared in my book The
Triple Thinkers, published by Harcourt, Brace in 1938,
but was removed in a later edition to make room for new
material. The two Imaginary Dialogues are reprinted
from a book of mine, Discordant Encounters, published
by Albert & Charles Boni in 1926.

I have to thank Mr. Ernest Hemingway, Mr. Henry
Miller, M. André Malraux and Mr. John Crowe Ransom
for permission to print their letters; Mr. Leonard Woolf
for permission to reprint a letter of Virginia Woolf; Miss
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Norma Millay for permission to print two letters of Edna
St. Vincent Millay; Mr. Harold R. Medina for permis-
sion to reprint his tribute to Christian Gauss from the
Princeton Alumni Weekly; Brandt & Brandt for per-
mission to include To Love Impuissant from A Few Figs
From Thistles, published by Harper & Brothers, copy-
right 1920, 1948, by Edna St. Vincent Millay, and
Portrait from The Buck in the Snow, published by
Harper & Brothers, copyright 1928 by Edna St. Vincent
Millay; and Mr. Philip Horton for permission to include
a quotation from a letter of Hart Crane included in his
biography Hart Crane. The words and music of Wed-
ding Joy are reprinted by permission from the Botsford
Collection of Folk Songs, copyright 1929 by G. Schirmer,

Inc.
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PROLOGUE, 1952

Christian Gauss as a Teacher of Literature

WHEN Christian Gauss of Princeton died on November
3, 1951, I was asked hy the Princeton Alumni Weekly to
write something for a set of tributes that were to appear
in the issue of December 7. I sent the editor, who wanted
a column, only part of what I had written in response
to this request, and even this was much cut before it was
printed. I have now further elaborated my original
memoir, and I am including it here to serve as a sort of
prologue, for it indicates to some extent the point of view
from which I started off in my criticism of the twenties.

I have been asked to write about Christian Gauss as an
influence on my generation at Princeton. Since we knew
him as a teacher of literature only—I was in the class of
1916, and he did not become dean of the college till
1925—1I shall speak mainly of this side of his activity.

As a professor of French and Italian, then, one of the
qualities that distinguished Gauss was the unusual fluidity
of mind that he preserved through his whole career. A
teacher like Irving Babbitt was a dogmatist who either
imposed his dogma or provoked a strong opposition.
Christian Gauss was a teacher of a different kind—the
kind who starts trains of thought that he does not him-

3



4 . THE SHORES OF LIGHT

self guide to conclusions but leaves in the hands of his
students to be carried on by themselves. The student
might develop, extend them, transpose them into differ-
ent terms, build out of them constructions of his own.
Gauss never imposed, he suggested; and his own ideas
on any subject were always taking new turns: the light
in which he saw it would be shifted, it would range itself
in some new context. It bored him, in his course on
French Romanticism, to teach the same texts year after
year; and with the writers that he could not get away
from, he would vary the works read. With the less in-
dispensable ones, he would change the repertory alto-
gether. If Alfred de Vigny, for example, had been fea-
tured in the course when you took it, you might come
back a few years later and find that he had been pushed
into the background by Stendhal. Christian would have
been reading up Stendhal, and his interest in him would
seem almost as fresh as if he had never read him before.
He would have some new insights about him, and he
would pass these on to you when you came to see him, as
he was doing to his students in class. I know from my
own experience how the lightly dropped seeds from his
lectures could take root and unfold in another’s mind;
and, while occupied in writing this memoir, I have hap-
pened to find striking evidence of the persistence of this
vital gift in the testimony of a student of Romance lan-
guages who sat under Gauss twenty years later, and who
has told me that, in preparing his doctor’s thesis, he had
at first been exhilarated by an illusion of developing
original ideas, only to find the whole thing in germ in
his old notes on Gauss’s lectures. But though his influ-
ence on his students was so penetrating, Gauss founded
no school of teaching—not even, I suppose, an academic
tradition—because, as one of his colleagues pointed out
to me, he had no communicable body of doctrine and
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no pedagogicdl method that other teachers could learn to
apply. If one went back to Princeton to see him, as I
more or less regularly did, after one had got out of col-
lege, one’s memory of his old preceptorials (relatively in-
formal discussions with groups of five or six students)
would seem prolonged, without interruptions, into one’s
more recent conversations, as if it had all been a long con-
versation that had extended, off and on, through the
years: a commentary that, on Christian’s part, never
seemed to be trying to prove anything in any overwhelm-
ing way, a voyage of speculation that aimed rather to
survey the world than to fix a convincing vision. In his
role of the least didactic of sages, the most accessible of
talkers, he seemed a part of that good eighteenth-century
Princeton which has always managed to flourish between
the pressures of a narrow Presbyterianism and a rich
man’s suburbanism. It is probable that Christian was at
home in Princeton as he would not have been anywhere
else. He was delightful in the days of his deanship, in
the solid and compact and ample yellow-and-white Joseph
Henry house, built in 1837, where there was always,
during the weekends, a constant going and coming of
visitors, who could pick up with him any topic, literary,
historical or collegiate, and pursue it till someone else
came and the thread was left suspended. Though by this
time so important a local figure, he seemed always, also,
international. He had been born of German parents in
Michigan, and German had been his first language. In
his youth he had spent a good deal of time in France. He
had no foreign accent in English, and, so far as I was able
to judge, spoke all his languages correctly and fluently;
but French, Italian and English, at any rate, with a
deliberate articulation, never running the words together,
as if they were not native to him. One did not learn a
bad accent from him, but one did not learn to speak the
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Romance languages as they are spoken ‘in their own
countries. On the other hand, the very uniformity of his
candid tone, his unhurried pace and his scrupulous pre-
cision, with his slightly drawling intonations, made a
kind of neutral medium in which everything in the world
seemed soluble. I have never known anyone like him in
any academic community. He gave the impression of
keeping in touch, without the slightest effort—he must
have examined all the printed matter that came into the
university library—with everything that was going on
everywhere, as well as everything that had ever gone on.
It used to amuse me sometimes to try him out on unlikely
subjects. If one asked him a question about the Middle
Ages, one absolutely got the impression that he had lived
in Europe then and knew it at firsthand.

This extreme flexibility and enormous range were, of
course, a feature of his lectures. He was able to explain
and appreciate almost any kind of work of literature from
almost any period. He would show you what the author
was aiming at and the methods he had adopted to achieve
his ends. He was wonderful at comparative literature, for
his reading had covered the whole of the West, ancient,
medieval and modern, and his memory was truly Macau-
layan (an adjective sometimes assigned too cheaply). He
seemed to be able to summon almost anything he
wanted in prose or verse, as if he were taking down the
book from the shelf. (Ie told me once that, in his
younger days, he had sct out to write something about
Rabelais and had presently begun to grow suspicious of
what he suw coming out. On looking up Taine's essay on
Rabelais, he found that he had been transcribing whole
paragraphs from it, his unconscious doing the work of
translation.) He was brilliant at revealing the assump-
tions, social, acsthetic and moral, implicit in, say, a scene
from a romantic play as contrasted with a scene from a
Greek tragedy, or in the significance of a character in
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Dante as distinguished from the significance of a char-
acter in Shakespeare. 1 remember his later quoting with
approval A. N. Whitchead’s statement, in Science and
the Modern World, that, “when you are criticizing the
philosophy of an epoch,” you should “not chiefly direct
your attention to those intellectual positions which its
exponents fecl it necessary explicitly to defend. There
will be some fundamental assumptions which adherents
of all the variant systems within the epoch unconsciously
presuppose. Such assumptions appear so obvious that
people do not know what they are assuming because no
other way of putting things has ever occurred to them.”
Gauss had always had a special sense of this. But he was
interested also in individuals and liked to bring out the
traits of a literary personality. His commentary on a
poem of Victor Hugo's—Le Mendiant from Les Con-
templations—would run along something like this: “A
poor man is passing in the frost and rain, and Victor
Hugo asks him in. He opens the door ‘d'une fagon civile’
—he is always democratic, of course. ‘Entrez, brave
homme," he says, and he tells the man to warm himself
and has a bowl of milk brought him—as anybody, of
course, would do. He makes him take off his cloak—
‘tout mangé des vers, et jadis blew'—and he hangs it on a
nail, where the fire shines through its holes, so that it
looks like a night illumined by stars.

Et, pendant qu'il séchait ce haillon désol¢
D’otr ruisselaient le pluie et 'eau des fondrieres,
Je songeais que cet homme était plein de pricres.
Et je regardais, sourd & ce que nous disions,

Sa bure ot je voyais des constellations.

“This sounds impressive, but what docs it mean? Not
a thing. We have not been told anything that would indi-
cate that the old man is full of prayers. It is a gratuitous
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assumption on the part of Hugo. That the cloak with its
holes reminded him of a heaven with constellations has
no moral significance whatever. Yet with his mastery of
verse and his rhetoric, Victor Hugo manages to carry
it off. —I don’t mean,” he would add, “that he was in-
sincere. Rather than live under Louis Napoleon, he went
into voluntary exile—at considerable personal incon-
venience—for almost twenty years.* He lived up to his
democratic principles, but he was always a bit theatrical,
and he was not very profound.”

I include such reminiscences of the classroom in the
hope that they may be of interest in putting on record
Gauss’s methods as a teacher, for the work of a great
teacher who is not, as Gauss was not, a great writer is
almost as likely to be irrecoverable as the work of a great
actor. Not that Christian was ever in the least histrionic,
as some of the popular professors of the time were. On
the contrary, for all the friendliness of one’s relations with
him outside class when one eventually got to know him,
his tone was sober and quiet, his attitude detached and
impersonal. This was partly due to shyness, no doubt;
but the impression he made was formidable. He would
come into the classroom without looking at us, and im-
mediately begin to lecture, with his eyes dropped to his
notes, presenting a mask that was almost Dantesque and
levelling on us only occasionally the clear gaze that came
through his eyeglasses. When he made us recite in Dante,
he would sometimes pace to and fro between the desk
and the window, with his hands behind his back, rarely
consulting the text, which he apparently knew by heart.
In the case of some appalling error, he would turn with
a stare of ironic amazement and remonstrate in a tone
of mock grief: “You thought that barretry was the same
as banditry? O-ooh, Mr. X, that's too-oo ba-a-ad!” This
last exclamation, drawled out, was his only way of in-
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dicating disapproval. His voice was always low and even,
except at those moments when he became aware that the
class was falling asleep, when he would turn on another
voice, loud, nasal, declamatory and pitilessly distinct,
which would be likely to begin in the middle of a sen-
tence for the sake of the shock-value, I think, and in
order to dissociate this special effect from whatever he
happened to be saying—which might be something no
more blood-curdling than a statement that André Chénier
had brought to the classical forms a nuance of romantic
feeling. When this voice would be heard in the class next
door—for it penetrated the partition like a fire-siren—it
always made people laugh; but for the students in
Gauss's own room, it seemed to saw right through the
base of the spine and made them sit forward intently.
When it had had this effect, it would cease. He was
never sarcastic and never bullied; but the discipline he
maintained was perfect. Any signs of disorder were si-
lenced by one straight and stern look.

Nevertheless, though Christian’s methods were non-
dramatic, he had a knack of fixing in one’s mind key
passages and key facts. His handling of Rousseau, for
example, was most effective in building up the importance
of a writer whom we might otherwise find boring. (In
this case, he has left something that can be used by his
successors in his volume of Selections from Rousseau,
published by the Princeton University Press—though, as
usual with Gauss’s writing, the introduction and notes
have little of the peculiar effectiveness of his lecture-
room presentation.) He would start off by planting, as it
were, in our vision of the panorama of history that critical
moment of Rousseau’s life which, since he did not in-
clude it in the Confessions, having already described it
in the first of his letters to M. de Malesherbes, is likely

to be overlooked or insufficiently emphasized (compare
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Saintsbury’s slurring-over of this incident and its con-
sequences for Western thought, in his Encyclopaedia
Britannica article): the moment, almost as momentous as
that of Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus,
when Jean-Jacques, then thirty-seven, was walking from
Paris to Vincennes, where he was going to see Diderot in
prison, and happened to read the announcement that the
Academy of Dijon was offering a prize for the best essay
on the question, “Has the progress of the arts and sciences
contributed to corrupt or to purify society?” Such an
incident Gauss made memorable, invested with reverber-
ating significance, by a series of incisive strokes that in-
volved no embroidery or dramatics. It was, in fact, as if
the glamor of legend, the grandeur of history, had evap-
orated and left him exposed to our passing gaze, the
dusty and sunstruck Jean-Jacques—the clockmaker’s son
of Geneva, the ill-used apprentice, the thieving lackey,
the vagabond of the roads—sinking down under a tree
and dazzled by the revelation that all the shames and mis-
fortunes of his life had been the fault of the society that
had bred him—that “man is naturally good and that it is
only through institutions that men have become wicked.”
In the same way, he made us feel the pathos and the
psychological importance of the moment when the six-
teen-year-old apprentice, returning from a walk in the
country, found for the third time the gates of Geneva
locked against him, and decided that he would never go
back.

Christian admired the romantics and expounded them
with the liveliest appreciation; but the romantic ideal in
literature was not his own ideal. In spite of his imag-
inative gift for entering into other people’s points of
view, he was devoted to a certain conception of art that
inevitably asserted itself and that had a tremendous in-
fluence on the students with literary interests who were
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exposed to Gauss’s teaching. Let me try to define this
ideal. Christian had first known Europe at firsthand as a
foreign correspondent in the Paris of the late nineties,
and he had always kept a certain loyalty to the “aesthet-
icism” of the end of the century. There was a legend
that seemed almost incredible of a young Christian
Gauss with long yellow hair—in our time he was almost
completely bald—who had worn a green velvet jacket;*
and he would surprise you from time to time by telling
you of some conversation he had had with Oscar Wilde
or describing some such bohemian character as Bibi-La-
Purée. It was rumored—though I never dared ask him
about this—that he had once set out to experiment one
by one with all the drugs mentioned in Baudelaire’s Les
Paradis Artificiels. He rather admired Wilde, with whom
he had talked in cafés, where the latter was sitting alone
and running up high piles of saucers. He had given
Christian copies of his books, inscribed; and Christian
used to tell me, with evident respect, that Wilde in his
last days had kept only three volumes: a copy of Walter
Pater's The Renaissance that had been given him by
Pater, Flaubert's La Tentation de Saint Antoine and
Swinburne’s Atalanta in Calydon. And it was always
Gauss’s great advantage over the school of Babbitt and
More that he understood the artist'’s morality as some-
thing that expressed itself in different terms than the
churchgoer’s or the citizen’s morality; the fidelity to a
kind of truth that is rendered by the discipline of aesthetic
form, as distinct from that of the professional moralist:
the explicit communication of a “message.” But there
was nothing in his attitude of the truculent pose, the
defiance of the bourgeoisie, that had been characteristic

®T learn from Mrs. Gauss, who has shown me a photograph,
that the realities behind this legend were a head of blond bushy
hair and a jacket which, though green, was not velvet.
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of the fin de siécle and that that other professor of the
Romance languages, Gauss’s near-contemporary, Ezra
Pound, was to sustain through his whole career. How
fundamental to his point of view, how much a thing to
be taken for granted, this attitude had become, was
shown clearly in a conversation I had with him, on some
occasion when I had come back after college, when, in
reply to some antinomian attitude of mine, or one that
he imputed to me, he said, “But you were saying just
now that you would have to rewrite something before it
could be published. That implies a moral obligation.”
And his sense of the world and the scope of art was, of
course, something very much bigger than was common
among the aesthetes and the symbolists.

Partly perhaps as a heritage from the age of Wilde
but, more deeply, as a logical consequence of his con-
tinental origin and culture, he showed a pronounced
though discreet parti pris against the literature of the
Anglo-Saxon countries. In our time, he carried on a
continual feud—partly humorous, yet basically serious
—with the canons of the English department. I remember
his telling me, with sly satisfaction, about a visiting French
professor, who had asked, when it was explained to him
that someone was an authority on Chaucer, “Il est intelli-
gent tout de méme?” Certain classical English writers he
patronized—in some cases, rightly, I think. Robert Brown-
ing, in particular, he abominated. The author of Pippa
Passes was one of the very few writers about whom I
thought his opinions intemperate. “That Philistine beef-
eating Englishman,” he would bait his colleagues in Eng-
lish, “—what did he know about art? He writes lines like
‘Irks care the crop-full bird? Frets doubt the maw-
crammed beast?’ ” When I tried to find out once why
Browning moved Christian to such special indignation,
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he told me, a little darkly, that he had greatly admired
him in boyhood and had learned from him “a lot of bad
doctrine.” He said that the irregular love affairs in Brown-
ing were made to seem too jolly and simple, and insisted
that the situation of the self-frustrated lovers of The
Statue and the Bust had never been faced by Browning:
If “the end in sight was a vice,” the poet should not have
wanted to have them get together; if he wanted them to
get together, he ought not to have described it as a vice,
but, on the other hand, he ought to have foreseen a mess.
“He is one of the most immoral poets because he makes
moral problems seem easy. He tells you that the good is
sure to triumph.” He would suggest to you an embarras-
sing picture of a Browning offensively hearty—“not
robust,” he would say slily, “but robustious”—bouncing
and booming in Italy, while the shades of Leopardi and
Dante looked on, as Boccaccio said of the latter, “con
isdegnoso occhio.” The kind of thing he especially
hated was such a poem as the one, in James Lee's Wife,
that begins, “O good gigantic smile o’ the brown old
earth.” . . . Of Byron—though Byron’s writing was cer-
tainly more careless than Browning’s—he had a much
better opinion, because, no doubt, of Byron’s fondness for
the Continent as well as his freer intelligence and his
experience of the ills of the world. He accepted Byron’s
love affairs—he had nothing of the prig or the Puritan—
because Byron knew what he was doing and was not
misleading about it. As for Shakespeare, though Christian
was, of course, very far from the point of view of Vol-
taire, there was always just a suggestion of something of
the kind in the background. He knew Shakespeare well
and quoted him often, but Shakespeare was not one of
the authors whom Christian had lived in or on; and he
always made us feel that that sort of thing could never
come up to literature that was polished and carefully
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planned and that knew how to make its points and the
meaning of the points it was making. He was certainly
unfair to Shakespeare in insisting that the Shakespearean
characters all talk the same language, whereas Dante’s
all express themselves differently. For Christian, the
great poet was Dante, and he gradually convinced you of
this in his remarkable Dante course. He made us see the
objectivity of Dante and the significance of his every
stroke, so that even the geographical references have a
moral and emotional force (the Po that finds peace with
its tributaries in the Paolo and Francesca episode, the
mountain in the Ugolino canto that prevents the Pisans
from seeing their neighbors of Lucca); the vividness of
the scenes and the characters Che liked to point out how
Farinata’s arrogant poise was thrown into dramatic relief
by the passionate interruption of Cavalcanti); and the
tremendous intellectual power by which all sorts of men
and women exhibiting all sorts of passions have been
organized in an orderly vision that implies, also, a rea-
soned morality. No Englishman, he made us feel, could
ever have achieved this; it would never have occurred to
Shakespeare. Nor could any English novelist have even
attempted what Gustave Flaubert had achieved—a per-
sonal conception of the world, put together, without a
visible seam, from apparently impersonal descriptions, in
which, as in Dante, not a stroke was wasted. He ad-
mired the Russians, also, for their sober art of im-
plication. I remember his calling our attention to one
of the church scenes in Tolstoy’s Resurrection, in which,
as he pointed out, Tolstoy made no overt comment, yet
caused you to loathe the whole thing by describing the
ceremony step by step. This non-English, this classical
and Latin ideal, became indissolubly associated in our
minds with the summits of literature. We got from Gauss
a good many things, but the most important things we
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got were probably Flaubert and Dante. John Peale
Bishop, who came to Princeton intoxicated with Swin-
burne and Shelley, was concentrating, by the time he
graduated, on hard images and pregnant phrases. Ezra
Pound and the imagists, to be sure, had a good deal to
do with this, but Gauss’s courses were important, too,
and such an early poem of Bishop's as Losses, which con-
trasts Verlaine with Dante, was directly inspired by
them. Less directly, perhaps, but no less certainly, the
development of F. Scott Fitzgerald from This Side of
Paradise to The Great Gatsby, from a loose and sub-
jective conception of the novel to an organized imper-
sonal one, was also due to Christian’s influence. He made
us all want to write something in which every word,
every cadence, every detail, should perform a definite
function in producing an intense effect.

Gauss’s special understanding of the techniques of art
was combined, as is not always the case, with a highly
developed sense of history, as well as a sense of morality
(he admirably prepared us for Joyce and Proust). If he
played down—as I shall show in a moment—the Thomist
side of Dante to make us sece him as a great artist, he
brought out in Flaubert the moralist and the bitter critic
of history. And so much, at that period, was all his
thought pervaded by the Divine Comedy that even his
own version of history had at moments a Dantesque
:ouch. It would not have been difficult, for example, to
ranspose such a presentation as the one of Rousseau
hat I have mentioned above into the sharp concise self-
lescription of a character in the Divina Commedia: “1
m the clockmaker’s son of Geneva who said that man
as made man perverse. When for the third time the
ruel captain closed the gates, I made the sky my roof,
nd found in Annecy the love Geneva had denied” . . .
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With this sense of history of Christian’s was involved
another strain in his nature that had nothing to do with
the aestheticism of the nineties and yet that lived in his
mind with it quite comfortably. His father, who came
from Baden—he was a relative of the physicist Karl
Friedrich Gauss—had taken part in the unsuccessful
German revolution of 1848 and come to the United
States with the emigration that followed it. The spirit
of ’48 was still alive in Christian, and at the time of the
first World War an hereditary hatred of the Prussians
roused him to a passionate championship of the anti-
German cause even before the United States declared
war. Later on, when Prohibition was imposed on the
nation, the elder Gauss, as Christian told me, was so
much infuriated by what he regarded as an interference
nothing short of Prussian with the rights of a free people
that he could not talk calmly about it, and, even when
dean of the college and obliged to uphold the law, the
American-born Christian continued in public to advocate
its repeal, which required a certain courage in Presby-
terian Princeton. It was this old-fashioned devotion to
liberty that led him to admire Hugo for his refusal to
live under the Second Empire, and Byron for his willing-
ness to fight for Italian and Greek liberation. “Every-
where he goes in Europe,” Christian would say of Byron,
“it is the places, such as the prison of Chillon, where
men had been oppressed, that arouse him.” When he
lectured on Anatole France, he would point out the
stimulating contrast between the early France of Sylvestre
Bonnard, who always wrote, as he said, like a kindly and
bookish old man, and the France who defended Dreyfus,
made a tour of the provinces to speak for him and re-
mained for the rest of his life a social satirist and a radical
publicist. In the years when I was first at Princeton,
Gauss called hxmself I believe, a socialist; and during
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the years of depression in the thirties, he gravitated
again toward the Left and, in A Primer for Tomorrow
(1934), he made some serious attempt to criticize the
financial-industrial system. In an inscription in the copy
he sent me, he said that my stimulation had counted for
something in his writing the book. But I was never able
to persuade him to read Marx and Engels at firsthand:
he read Werner Sombart instead; and I noted this, like
the similar reluctance of Maynard Keynes to look into
Marx, as a curious confirmation of the theory of the
Marxists that the “bourgeois intellectuals” instinctively
shy away from Marxist thought to the extent of even
refusing to find out what it really is. Yet Christian had
read Spengler with excitement—it was from him that I
first heard of The Decline of the West—immediately
after the war; and he never, in these later years, hesitated,
in conversation, to indulge the boldest speculations as to
the destiny of contemporary society.

He was a member of the National Committee of the
American Civil Liberties Union, and he made a point,
after the second war, of speaking to Negro audiences in
the South. On my last visit to Princeton when I saw
him, in the spring of 1951, he talked to me at length
about his adventures in the color-discrimination states—
how the representatives of some Negro organization
under whose auspices he had been speaking had been
unable to come to see him in his white hotel, and how,
as he told me with pride, he had succeeded, for the first
time in the history of Richmond, in assembling—in a
white church, to which, however, he found the Negroes
were only admitted on condition of their sitting in the
back pews—a mixed black and white audience. As he
grew older, he became more internationalist. He foresaw,
and he often insisted, at the end of the first World War,
that nothing but trouble could come of creating more
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small European states, and, at the end of the second war,
he was bitterly opposed to what he regarded as the de-
velopment of American nationalism. He complained
much, in this connection, of the intensive cultivation, in the
colleges, of American literature, which had been carried
on since sometime in the middle thirties with a zeal that
he thought more and more menacing to sound interna-
tional values. I did not, on the whole, agree with him in
disapproving of the growth of American studies; but I
could see that, with his relative indifference to English
literature, he must have conceived, at the end of the cen-
tury, an extremely low opinion of American. He took no
interest in Henry James and not very much in Walt
Whitman. He told me once that Henry Ford had said,
“Cut your own wood and it will warm you twice,” not
knowing that Ford had been quoting Thoreau. For
Christian, the level of American writing was more or
less represented by William Dean Howells, the presiding
spirit of the years of his youth, for whom he felt hardly
the barest respect. It was absolutely incredible to him—
and in this I did agree with him—that The Rise of Silas
Lapham should ever have been thought an important
novel. “It wasn’t much of a rise,” he would say. Yet the
“renaissance” of the twenties—unlike Paul Elmer More
—he followed with sympathetic, if critical, interest.

Christian Gauss was a complex personality as well as a
subtle mind, and one finds it in some ways difhcult to
sort out one’s impressions of him. I want to try to deal
now with the moral qualities which, combined with his
unusual intellectual powers, gave him something of the
stature of greatness. In some sense, he was a moral
teacher as well as a literary one; but his teaching, in the
same way as his criticism, was conveyed by throwing
out suggestions and dropping incidental comments. In
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this connection, I want to quote here the tribute of Mr.
Harold R. Medina, the distinguished federal judge, from
the symposium in the Alumni Weekly. It expresses a
good deal better than anything I was able to write myself,
when I drafted this memoir for the first time, the pene-
trating quality of Gauss’s power, and it is interesting to
me in describing an experience that closely parallels my
own on the part of an alumnus of an earlier class—
1909—who was to work in a different field yet who had
known Christian Gauss, as I had, not as dean of the
college, but as teacher of literature.

“Of all the men whom I have met,” Mr. Medina
writes, “only four have significantly influenced my life.
Dean Gauss was the second of these; the first, my father.
From freshman year on I had many courses and precepts
with Dean Gauss and during my senior year I was with
him almost daily. He attracted me as he did everyone
else; and I sensed that he had something to impart which
was of infinitely greater importance than the mere con-
tent of the courses in French Literature. It was many
years after I left Princeton before I realized tliat it was
he who first taught me how to think. How strange it is
that so many people have the notion that they are think-
ing when they are merely repeating the thoughts of
others. He dealt in ideas without seeming to do so; he led
and guided with so gentle a touch that one began to
think almost despite oneself. The process once started,
he continued in such fashion as to instil into my very
soul the determination to be a seeker after truth, the elu-
sive, perhaps never to be attained, complete and utter
truth, no matter where it led or whom it hurt. How he
did it I shall never know; but that it was he I have not the
slightest doubt. His own intellectual integrity was a con-
stant example for me to follow. And to this precious ele-
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ment he added another. He gave me the vision of lan-
guage and literature as something representing the con-
tinuous and never-ending flow of man'’s struggle to think
the thoughts which, when put into action, constitute in
the aggregate the advance of civilization. Whatever I
may be today or may ever hope to be is largely the result
of the germination of the seeds he planted. The phenom-
ena of cause and effect are not to be denied. With Dean
Gauss there were so many hundreds of persons, like
myself, whom he influenced and whose innate talents
he developed that the ripples he started in motion were
multiplied again and again. In critical times I always
wondered whether he approved or would approve of
things I said and did. And this went on for over forty
years.”

“To instil into my very soul the determination to be
a seeker after truth . . . no matter where it led or whom
it hurt.” I remember my own thrilled response when, in
taking us through the seventeenth canto of the Paradiso,
Christian read without special emphasis yet in a way
that brought out their conviction a tercet that remained
from that moment engraved, as they say, on my mind:

E s'io al vero son timido amico,
Temo di perder viver tra coloro
Che questo tempo chiameranno antico.

—“If to the truth I prove a timid friend, I fear to lose my
life [to fail of survival] among those who will call this
time ancient.” The truth about which Dante is speaking
is his opinion of certain powerful persons, who will, as
he has just been forewarned in Heaven, retaliate by
sending him into exile—a truth which, as Heaven ap-
proves, he will not be deterred from uttering. Another
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moment in the classroom comes back to me from one of
Christian’s preceptorials. He had put up to us the issue
created by the self-assertive type of romantic, who fol-
lowed his own impulse in defiance of conventional mo-
rality and with indifference to social consequences; and he
called upon me to supply him with an instance of moral
conflict between social or personal duty and the duty of
self-realization. I gave him the case of a problem with
which I had had lately to deal as editor of the Nassau
Lit, when I had not been able to bring myself to tell a
friend who had set his heart upon contributing that the
manuscripts he brought me were hopeless. “That’s not an
impulse,” said Christian, “to do a humane thing: it's a
temptation to do a weak thing.” I was struck also by
what secemed to me the unusual line that he took one day
in class when one of his students complained that he
hadn’t been able to find out the meaning of a word.
“What did you call it?” asked Christian. “Didn’t you
call it something?” The boy confessed that he hadn't.
“That’s bad intellectual form,” said Christian. “Like
going out in the morning with your face unwashed. In
reading a foreign language, you must never leave a gap
or a blur. If you can’t find out what something means,
make the best supposition you can. If it's wrong, the
chances are that the context will show it in a moment or
that you'll see, when the word occurs again, that it
couldn’t have meant that.” This made such an impression
on me that—just as Mr. Medina says he has been asking
himself all his life whether Christian would approve of
his actions—TI still make an effort to live up to it.

I love to remember, too, how Christian began one of
his lectures as follows: “There are several fundamental
philosophies that one can bring to one’s life in the
world—or rather, there are several ways of taking life.
One of these ways of taking the world is not to have any
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philosophy at all—that is the way that most people take
it. Another is to regard the world as unreal and God as
the only reality; Buddhism is an example of this. Another
may be summed up in the words Sic transit gloria mundi
—that is the point of view you find in Shakespeare.” He
then went on to an explanation of the eighteenth-cen-
tury philosophy which assumed that the world was real
and that we ourselves may find some sense in it and
make ourselves happy in it. On another occasion, in
preceptorial, Christian asked me, “Where do you think
our ideals come from—justice, righteousness, beauty and
so on?” I replied, “Out of the imaginations of men”; and
he surprised me by answering, “That is correct.” This
made an impression on me, because he usually confined
himself to a purely Socratic questioning, in which he did
not often allow himself to express his own opinions. I
felt that I had caught him off guard: what he had evi-
dently been expecting to elicit was either Platonic ideal-
ism or Christian revelation.

It was only outside class and at secondhand that I
learned that he said of himself at this time that his only
religion was Dante; yet it could not escape us in the long
run that the Dante we were studying was a secular
Dante—or rather, perhaps, a Dante of the Reformation—
the validity of whose art and morality did not in the least
depend on one’s acceptance or non-acceptance of the
faith of the Catholic Church. Christian would remind
us from time to time of Dante’s statement, in his letter
to Can Grande, that his poem, though it purported to
describe a journey to the other world, really dealt with
men’s life in this, and we were shown that the conditions
of the souls in Hell, Purgatory and Heaven were meta-
phors for our moral situation here. The principle of sal-
vation that we learned from Dante was not the Catholic
surrender to Jesus—who plays in the Divine Comedy so
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significantly small a role—but the vigilant cultivation of
“il ben del intelletto.”

Some of those who had known Christian Gauss in his
great days as a teacher of literature were sorry, after the
war, to see him becoming involved in the administrative
side of the University. I remember his saying to me one
day, in the carly stages of this, “I've just sent off a lot of
letters, and I said to myself as I mailed them, ‘There are
seventeen letters to people who don’t interest me in the
least.”” But the job of the Dean’s office did interest him—
though it secemed to us that it did not take a Gauss to rule
on remiss or refractory students. He had never liked re-
peating routine, and | suppose that his department was
coming to bore him. He made, by all accounts, a remark-
able dean—for his card-catalogue memory kept all names
and facces on file even for decades after the students had
left, and the sensitive feeling for character that had been
hidden behind his classroom mask must have equipped
him with a special tact in dealing with the difficult cases.
His genius for moral values had also a new field now in
which it could exercise itself in an immediate and prac-
tical way, and the responsibilities of his office—especially
in the years just after the war, when students were com-
mitting suicide and getting into all sorts of messes—
sometimes put upon him an obvious strain. Looking
back since his death, it has seemed to me that the Gauss
who was dean of Princeton must have differed almost as
much from the Gauss with whom I read French and
Italian as this austere teacher had done from the young
correspondent in Paris, who had paid for Oscar Wilde’s
drinks. The Gauss I had known in my student days, with
his pale cheeks and shuttered gaze, his old raincoat and
soft flat hat, and a shabby mongrel dog named Baudelaire
which had been left with him by the Jesse Lynch Wil-
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liamses and which sometimes accompanied him into
class—the Gauss who would pass one on the campus
without speaking, unless you attracted his attention, in
an abstraction like that of Dante in Hell and who seemed
to meet the academic world with a slightly constrained
self-consciousness at not having much in common with
it—this figure warmed up and filled out, became recog-
nizably Princetonian in his neckties and shirts and a
touch of that tone that combines a country-club self-
assurance with a boyish country-town homeliness. He
now met the college world, unscreened, with his humor-
ous and lucid green eyes. He wore golf stockings and
even played golf. He interested himself in the football
tegm and made speeches at alumni banquets. Though
I know that his influence as dean was exerted in favor of
scholarships, higher admission requirements and the sal-
vaging of the Humanities—I cannot do justice here to
this whole important phase of his career—the only
moments of our long friendship when I was ever at all
out of sympathy with him occurred during these years
of officialdom; for I felt that he had picked up a little the
conventional local prejudices when I would find him pro-
testing against the advent in Princeton of the Institute
for Advanced Study or, on one occasion, censoring the
Lit for publishing a “blasphemous” story. One was always
impressed, however, by the way in which he seemed to
have absorbed the whole business of the University.

We used to hope that he would eventually be presi-
dent; but, with the domination of business in the boards
of trustees of the larger American colleges, it was almost
as improbable that Christian would be asked to be pres-
ident of Princeton as it would have been that Santayana
should be asked to be president of Harvard. Not, of
course, that it would ever have occurred to anyone to
propose such a post for Santayana, but it was somehow
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characteristic of Christian’s career that the idea should
have entered the minds of his friends and that nothing
should ever have come of it. There appeared in the whole
line of Christian’s life a certain diversion of purpose, an
unpredictable ambiguity of aim, that corresponded to the
fluid indcterminate element in his teaching and conver-
sation. He had originally been a newspaper correspondent
and a writer of reviews for the literary journals, who
hoped to become a poet. He was later a college professor
who had developed into a brilliant critic—by far the best,
so far as I know, in our academic world of that period—
and who still looked forward to writing books; I once
found him, in one of his rare moments of leisure, begin-
ning an historical novel. Then, as dean, in the late
twenties and thirties, he came to occupy a position of
intercollegiate distinction rather incongruous with that
usually prosaic office. Was he a “power” in American
education? I do not believe he was. That kind of role is
possible only for a theorist like John Dewey or an admin-
istrator like Charles W. Eliot. Though he was offered the
presidency of another college, he continued at Princeton
as dean and simply awaited the age of retirement. When
that came, he scemed at first depressed, but later read-
justed himself. I enjoyed him in these post-official years.
He was no longer overworked and he no longer had to
worry about the alumni. He returned to literature and
started an autobiography, with which, however, he said
he was unsatisfied. In October of 1951, he had been
writing an introduction for a new edition of Machiavelli’s
Prince, and he was pleased with it when he had finished.
He took Mrs. Gauss for a drive in the car, and they
talked about a trip to Florida. He had seemed in good
spirits and health, though he had complained the Satur-
day before, after going to the Cornell game, where he had
climbed to one of the top tiers of seats, that he was
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feeling the effects of age—he was now seventy-three. The
day after finishing his introduction, he took the manu-
script to his publisher in New York and attended there a
memorial scrvice for the Austrian novelist Ilermann
Broch, whom he had known when the latter lived in
Princeton. While waiting outside the gates for the train
to take him back to Princeton, with the evening paper in
his pocket, his heart failed and he suddenly fell dead.

One had always still expected something further from
Christian, had hoped that his character and talents would
arrive at some final fruition. But—what seems to one
still incredible—one’s long conversation with him was
simply forever suspended. And one sces now that the
carcer was complete, the achievement is all there. He has
left no solid body of writing; he did not remake Princeton
(as Woodrow Wilson in some sense was able to do); he
was not really a public man. He was a spiritual and in-
tellectual force—one does not know how else to put it—
of a kind that it may be possible for a man to do any of
those other things without in the least becoming. His
great work in his generation was unorganized and unob-
trusive; and Who’s Who will tell you nothing about it;
but his influence was vital for those who fclt it.

Che in la mente m’e fitta, ed or m’accora,

La cara e buona imagine paterna

Di voi, quando nel mondo ad ora ad ora
M'inscgnavate come l'uom s'eterna. . . .



F. SCOTT FITZGERALD

IT mas BEEN saip by a celebrated person* that to
meet F. Scott Fitzgerald is to think of a stupid old woman
with whom someone has left a diamond; she is extremely
proud of the diamond and shows it to everyone who
comes by, and everyone is surprised that such an
ignorant old woman should possess so valuable a jewel,
for in nothing does she appear so inept as in the re-
marks she makes about the diamond.

The person who invented this simile did not know
Fitzgerald very well and can only have seen him, I think,
in his more diffident or uninspired moods. The rcader
must not suppose that there is any literal truth in the
image. Scott Fitzgerald is, in fact, no old woman, but a
very good-looking young man, nor is he in the least
stupid, but, on the contrary, exhilaratingly clever. Yet
there is a symbolic truth in the description quoted above:
it is true that Fitzgerald has been left with a jewel which
he doesn’t know quite what to do with. For he has been
given imagination without intellectual control of it; he
has been given the desire for beauty without an aesthetic
ideal; and he has been given a gift for expression without
very many ideas to express.

Consider, for example, the novel—This Side of Para-

* This was Edna St. Vincent Millay, who met Scott Fitzgerald
in Paris in the spring of 1921.

27
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dise—with which he founded his reputation. It has
almost every fault and deficiency that a novel can pos-
sibly have. It is not only highly imitative but it imitates
an inferior model. Fitzgerald, when he wrote the book,
was drunk with Compton Mackenzie, and it sounds like
an American attempt to rewrite Sinister Street. Now,
Mackenzie, in spite of his gift for picturesque and comic
invention and the capacity for pretty writing that he
says he learned from Keats, lacks both the intellectual
force and the emotional imagination to give body and
outline to the material which he secrctes in such enor-
mous abundance. With the seeds he took from Keats's
garden, one of the best-arranged gardens in England, he
exfloreated so profusely that he blotted out the path of
his own. Michael Fane, the hero of Sinister Street, was
swamped in the forest of description; he was smothered
by creepers and columbine. From the time he went up
to Oxford, his personality began to grow dimmer, and,
when he last turned up (in Belgrade) he seemed quite
to have lost his identity. As a conscquence, Amory Blaine,
the hero of This Side of Paradise, had a very poor chance
of coherence: Fitzgerald did endow him, to be sure, with
a certain emotional life which the phantom Michael Fane
lacks; but he was quite as much a wavering quantity in
a phantasmagoria of incident that had no dominating in-
tention to endow it with unity and force. In short, one of
the chief weaknesses of This Side of Paradise is that it is
really not about anything: its intellectual and moral con-
tent amounts to little more than a gesture—a gesture of
indefinite revolt. The story itself, furthermore, is very
immaturely imagined: it is always just verging on the
ludicrous. And, finally, This Side of Paradise is onc of
the most illiterate books of any merit ever published (a
fault which the publisher’s proofreader seems to have
made no effort to remedy). Not only is it ornamented
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with bogus ideas and faked literary references, but it is
full of literary words tossed about with the most reckless
inaccuracy.

I have said that This Side of Paradise commits almost
every sin that a novel can possibly commit: but it does
not commit the unpardonable sin: it does not fail to live.
The whole preposterous farrago is animated with life. It
is rather a fluttering and mercurial life: its emotions do
not move you profoundly; its drama does not make you
hold your breath; but its gaiety and color and movement
did make it come as something exciting after the realistic
heaviness and dinginess of so much serious American
fiction. If one recalls the sort of flavorless fodder of which
Ernest Poole’s The Harbor was an example, one can
understand the wild enthusiasm with which This Side
of Paradise was hailed. The novel was also well-written—
well-written in spite of its illiteracies. It is true, as I have
said above, that Fitzgerald mishandles words; his works
are full of malapropisms of the most disconcerting kind.
You will find: “Whatever your flare [sic] proves to be—
religion, architecture, literature”; “the Juvenalia of my
collected editions”; “There were nice things in it [the
room] . . . offsprings of a vicarious [vagarious] impatient
taste”; “a mind like his, lucrative in intelligence, intuition
and lightning decision”; etc., etc. It reminds one rather
of:

Agib, who could readily, at sight,

Strum a march upon the loud Theodolite.
He would diligently play
On the Zoetrope all day,

And blow the gay Pantechnicon all night.

It is true that Scott Fitzgerald plays the language entirely
by ear. But his instrument, for all that, is no mean one.
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He has an instinct for graceful and vivid prose that
some of his more pretentious fellows might envy.

In regard to the man himself, there are perhaps twc
things worth knowing, for the influence they have had
on his work. In the first place, he comes from the Middle
West—from St. Paul, Minnesota. Fitzgerald is as much
of the Middle West of large cities and country clubs as
Sinclair Lewis is of the Middle West of the prairies and
little towns. What we find in him is much what we find
in the more prosperous strata of these cities: sensitivity
and eagerness for life without a sound base of culture
and taste; a structure of millionaire residences, brilliant
expensive hotels and exhilarating social activities built
not on the eighteenth century but simply on the flat
Western land. And it seems to me rather a pity that he
has not written more of the West: it is perhaps the only
milieu that he thoroughly understands. When Fitzgerald
approaches the East, he brings to it the standards of the
wealthy West—the preoccupation with display, the
appetite for visible magnificence and audible jamboree,
the vigorous social atmosphere of amiable flappers and
youths comparatively untainted as yet by the snobbery of
the East. In The Beautiful and Damned, for example, we
feel that he is moving in a vacuum; the characters have
no real conncction with the background to which they
have been assigned; they are not part of the organism of
New York as the characters, in, say, the short story
Bernice Bobs Her Hair are a part of the organism of St.
Paul. Surely F. Scott Fitzgerald should some day do for
Summit Avenue what Lewis has done for Main Street.

But you are not to suppose from all this that the author
of This Side of Paradise is merely a typical well-to-do
Middle Westerner, with correct clothes and clear skin,
who has been sent to the East for college. The second
thing one should know about him is that Fitzgerald is
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partly Irish and that hc.brings both to life and to fiction
certain qualities that are not Anglo-Saxon. For, like the
Irish, Fitzgerald is romantic, but also cynical about
romance; he is bitter as well as ecstatic; astringent as well
as lyrical. He casts himself in the role of playboy, yet at
the playboy he incessantly mocks. He is vain, a little
malicious, of quick intelligence and wit, and has an Irisn
gift for turning language into something iridescent and
surprising. He often reminds one, in fact, of the descrip-
tion that a great Irishman, Bernard Shaw, has written of
the Irish: “An Irishman’s imagination never lets him
alone, never convinces him, never satisfies him; but it
makes him that he can’t face reality nor deal with it nor
handle it nor conquer it: he can only sneer at them that
do . . . and imagination’s such a torture that you can'’t
bear it without whisky. . . . And all the while there goes
on a horrible, senseless, mischievous laughter.”

For the rest, F. Scott Fitzgerald is a rather childlike
fellow, very much wrapped up in his dream of himself
and his projection of it on paper. For a person of his
mental agility, he is extraordinarily little occupied with
the general affairs of the world: like a woman, he is not
much given to abstract or impersonal thought. Conversa-
tions about politics or general ideas have a way of snap-
ping back to Fitzgerald. But this seldom becomes annoy-
ing; he is never pretentious or boring. He is quite devoid
of affectation and takes the curse off his relentless egoism
by his readiness to laugh at himself and his boyish un-
certainty of his talent. And he exhibits, in his personality
as well as in his writings, a quality rare today among
even the youngest American writers: he is almost the
only one among them who is capable of lighthearted high
spirits. Where a satirist like Sinclair Lewis would stew
“the Problem of Salesmanship” in acrid rancorous
fumes, Fitzgerald, in The Beautiful and Damned, has
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made of it hilarious farce. His characters—and he—are
actors in an elfin harlequinade; they are as nimble, as
gay and as lovely—and as hardhearted—as fairies:
Columbine clopes with Harlequin on a rope ladder
dropped from the Ritz and both go morris-dancing amuck
on a case of bootleg liquor; Pantaloon is pinked with an
epigram that withers him up like a leaf; the Policeman
is tripped by Harlequin and falls into the Pulitzer Foun-
tain. Just before the curtain falls, Harlequin puts on
false whiskers and pretends to be Bernard Shaw; he gives
reporters an elaborate interview on politics, religion and
history; a hundred thousand readers see it and are more
or less impressed; Columbine nearly dies laughing;
Harlequin sends out for a case of gin.

Let me quote a characteristic incident in connection
with The Beautiful and Damned. Since writing This
Side of Paradise—on the inspiration of Wells and Mac-
kenzie—Fitzgerald has become acquainted with a differ-
ent school of fiction: the ironical-pessimistic. In college,
he had supposed that the thing to do was to write
biographical novels with a burst of ideas toward the close;
since his advent in the literary world, he has discov-
ered that another genre has recently come into favor: the
kind which makes much of the tragedy and what
Mencken has called “the meaninglessness of life.” Fitz-
gerald had imagined, hitherto, that the thing to do in a
novel was to bring out a meaning in life; but he now sct
bravely about it to contrive a shattering tragedy that
should be, also, a hundred-percent meaningless. As a re-
sult of this determination, the first version of The Beauti-
ful and Damned culminated in an orgy of horror for
which the reader was imperfectly prepared. Fitzgerald
destroyed his characters with a succession of catastrophes
so arbitrary that, beside them, the perversities of Hardy
seemed the working of natural laws. The heroine was to



F. SCOTT FITZGERALD 33

lose her beauty at a prematurely early age, and her char-
acter was to go to pieces with it; Richard Carmel, a
writer of promise, was to lose his artistic ideals and prosti-
tute himself to the popular taste; and the wealthy An-
thony Patch was not only to lose his money but, finding
himself unable to make a living, abjectly to succumb
to drink and eventually to go insane. But the bitterest
moment of the story was to come at the very end, when
Anthony was to be wandering the streets of New York
in an attempt to borrow some money. After several
humiliating failures, he finally approaches an old friend
whom he sces with an elegant lady just getting into a
cab. This is the brilliant Maury Noble, a cynic, an in-
tellectual and a man of genuine parts. Maury cuts An-
thony dead and drives away in the taxi. “But,” the author
explains, “he really had not seen Anthony. For Maury
had indulged his appetite for alcoholic beverage once
too often: he was now stone-blind!” But the point of my
story is this: though Fitzgerald had been perfectly serious
in writing this bathetic passage, he did not hesitate, when
he heard people laugh at it, to laugh about it himself,
and with as much surprise and delight as if he had just
come across it in Max Beerbohm. He at once improvised
a burlesque: “It seemed to Anthony that Maury’s eyes
had a fixed glassy stare; his legs moved stiffly as he walked
and when he spoke his voice was lifeless. When Anthony
came nearer, he saw that Maury was dead.”

To conclude, it would be quite unfair to subject Scott
Fitzgerald, who is still in his twenties and has presumably
most of his work before him, to a rigorous overhauling.
His restless imagination may yet produce something
durable. For the present, however, this imagination is
certainly not seen to the best advantage: it suffers badly
from lack of discipline and poverty of aesthetic ideas.
Fitzgerald is a dazzling extemporizer, but his stories have
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a way of petering out: he seems never to have planned
them completely or to have thought out his themes from
the beginning. This is true cven of some of his most suc-
cessful fantasies, such as The Diamond as Big as the
Ritz or his comedy, The Vegetable. On the other hand,
The Beautiful and Damned, imperfect though it is, marks
an advance over This Side of Paradise: the style is more
nearly mature and the subject more solidly unified, and
there are scenes that are more convincing than any in his
previous fiction.

But, in any case, even the work that Fitzgerald has
done up to date has a certain moral importance. In his
very expression of the anarchy by which he finds himself
bewildered, of his revolt which cannot fix on an object,
he is typical of the war generation—the generation so
memorably described on the last page of This Side of
Paradise as “grown up to find all gods dead, all wars
fought, all faiths in men shaken.” There is a moral in
The Beautiful and Damned that the author did not per-
haps intend to point. The hero and the heroine of this
giddy book are creatures without method or purpose:
they give themselves up to wild debaucheries and do not,
from beginning to end, perform a single scrious act; yet
somehow you get the impression that, in spite of their
fantastic behavior, Anthony and Gloria Patch are the
most rational people in the book. Wherever they come in
contact with institutions, with the serious life of their
time, these are made to appear ridiculous, they are sub-
jects for scorn or mirth. We see the army, finance and
business successively and casually exposed as completely
without point or dignity. The inference we are led to
draw is that, in such a civilization as this, the sanest and
most honorable course is to escape from organized society
and live for the excitement of the moment. It cannot be
merely a special reaction to a personal situation which
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gives rise to the paradoxes of such a book. It may be that
we cannot demand too high a degree of moral balance
from young men, however able or brilliant, who write
books in the year 1921: we must remember that they
have had to grow up in, that they have had to derive
their chief stimulus from the wars, the society and the
commerce of the Age of Confusion itself.

March, 1922



MR. E. A. ROBINSON’S MOONLIGHT

The Poetry of Edwin Arlington Robinson, by Mr.
Lloyd Morris, “was written to commcmorate an award”
and “attempts to express the appreciative attitude of the
Authors’ Club toward Mr. Robinson’s work.” It is, there-
fore, rather like a specch at a birthday dinner: except for
an interesting and valuable chapter on Robinson’s philo-
sophic sources, it has little importance as criticism, and
one should not perhaps expect too much of it. Yet one
cannot but boggle at the wholesale way in which Mr.
Morris has swallowed his subjcct. There is no word of
the poet's limitations; no candid effort to gauge his
stature. To read Mr. Morris’s monograph, you would
think that all Robinson’s poems had achieved an equally
consummate success.

That this is very far from the case is indicated all too
clearly by Roman Bartholow, Mr. Robinson’s new long
poem. This is one of the most arid products of a mind
which has always run much into the sands. I will admit,
a la rigueur, that the novel in verse is a practicable form—
I suppose that The Ring and the Book has still some
claims to distinction. And I will grant that Mr. Robin-
son’s shadowy world has an authentic relation to the real
one: with the examples of Hawthorne and Henry James,
we cannot refuse credence to shadows. It seems to be
characteristic of the genius of the New England writers
that their shrewdness is combined with shyness—that
they are occupied with casuistry rather than with action
and prefer ghosts to carnal men. To appreciate the fiction
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of New England, it is necessary to accept this world
of phantoms. But what I cannot forgive Robinson the
poet is the absence in Roman Bartholow of poetry. Surely
a poem should be beautiful as well as interesting: it is
beauty which makes it a poem. But Roman Bartholow,
though it sometimes interests, almost never rises to
beauty.

Yet Edwin Arlington Robinson began as a real poet—
and a poet of a very rare sort. He was the last, and prob-
ably the greatest, of the line of the New England poets.
To the countryside and the coast of Longfellow, Lowell
and Whittier, the lone farm houses and sea-scoured
towns, the thin air of the northern hills and the black-
ness of the northern nights, he brought a more sophisti-
cated point of view and a far greater artistic seriousness.
Luke Havergal and Aaron Stark are even better than
Floyd Ireson. And the moral ideas of The Man Against
the Sky are a marked advance on The Psalim of Life.

But Robinson, even in youth, was a poct of regrets and
failurcs. He was preoccupied with New England in
decay. In the moonlight of an eternal autumn, he sat
brooding on the poor ghosts of men—but in sadness
rather than grief, for time has calmed that passion like
the others. Through a long contemplation of life, he has
learned to what end are doomed our loves and our
worldly ambitions. One can only fix one’s eye on “the
glcam,” which drifts faintly on the weedy dunes—pale
green like an ignis fatuus—and which must surely be the
most spectral and unluminous beacon that has ever kept
a poet from despairing. We can hardly be warmed by
this gleam, but the landscape itself may enchant us.
When the red western gates have been locked, the moon-
light strips the world to white bones, and among them
dim forms of the dead move faintly in unfinished
gestures.

Mr. Robinson began with the autumn, and he has
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never had his rightful spring. He was old in spirit from
the very first; and now that he is old in years, not merely
are his branches bare: they are blurred by the moon’s
waning. As he told us in his poems of the nineties, he
arrived on the poetic scene to find Amaryllis “grown old”
and the flutes of Arcady “broken”; and though he has
written of their ruin with poignance, he has not brought
them back to their prime. He himself has felt the pinch
of sterility. Even his poignance has lately been failing.
I do not say that his later long poems—Avenel Gray and
Avon’s Harvest—have no fine lines or moving moments;
but I cannot, like Mr. Morris, accept the Arthurian
series as Robinson’s crowning glories. Except for an
occasional passage, they seem to me among the flattest of
latter-day blank-verse deserts. The earlier blank-verse
idylls that dealt with New England subjects had far more
flavor and life. And when it comes to Roman Bartholow
and the later historical monologues, the old charm has
been quite left behind. In Roman Bartholow, for ex-
ample, we, as usual, hear much of moonlight: the cul-
mination of the poem is enveloped in it. But this is not
the moonlight we used to know. It no longer possesses
radiance. It leaves glamorless the situation, sufficiently
unpleasing in itself, that the poet intends it to bathe.
That situation, understood subtly and skillfully presented
though it is, never undergoes the transmutation that can
make an idea into a work of art.

Yet one ought not to complain too much of the drear-
iness of the later Robinson. He has already given us
enough to put us forever in his debt. He is onc of the few
firstrate artists of the older generation, and even his
artistic failures could only have been produced by a dis-
tinguished and original mind.

May, 1923



TWO NOVELS OF WILLA CATHER

I. One of Ours

Can I1. L. Mencken have been mistaken when he
decided that Willa Cather was a great novelist? 1 have
not read My Antonia—which is said to be her best book
—>but I have not been able to find anything in her last
two that seemed to bear out this description. Miss
Cather’s new novel—One of Ours—seems to me a pretty
flat failure. She has taken what might, if it had been
better handled, have provided a very interesting theme—
the career of an imaginative Nebraska boy, who, though
charged with the encrgy for great achievements, is balked
and imprisoned first by the necessity of running his
father’s farm, and then by his marriage with a pious and
prosaic Prohibition worker; but whose noble and romantic
impulses are finally freed by the war. The publishers hint
that Claude Wheeler is a symbol of the national char-
acter, and one can sce that Miss Cather has aimed to
make her people American types: the money-making
farmer father, jocular and lacking in intelligence; the
sympathetic religious mother; the son made wretched by
passions which are outlawed among his neighbors and
for which he can find no fit objects, which he is finally
obliged to extinguish in the dubious crusade of the war.
And this theme might indeed have served for a tragedy
of national significance. But I feel, in the case of this
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book as I did with her collection of short stories, Youth
and the Bright Medusa, that it has cost Miss Cather too
much effort to summon her people from the void and
that, even when she has got them before us, they appear
less like human beings, or even the phantoms of human
beings, than like pale unfeatured silhouettes, pasted on
cardboard backs and, skillfully but a little mechanically,
put through the paces of puppets. Even in incidents that
might be convincing—as in the first night of Claude
Wheeler’s wedding trip, when his new bride coldly tells
him she is ill and requests him not to share her state-
room—the emotions of the hero are not created: we do
not experience the frustration of Claude when his wife
will not return his love, and in the latter part of the
book, where Miss Cather has imposed on herself the
special handicap of having to imagine her hero in rela-
tion to the ordeal of the war, we feel that she has told us
with commendable accuracy almost everything about the
engagements she describes except the thing that is vital
to the novel—what they did to the soul of Claude.

Admirers of Willa Cather will declare that this kind
of criticism is based on a misunderstanding; that her
method is not to get inside her characters—as Dostoevsky
does, for example—and depict their emotions directly,
but rather, in the manner of Turgenev, to tell you how
people behave and to let the inner blaze of their glory or
grief shine through the simple recital. But the reader, in
either case, must demand that the characters come to life.
In this novel, they never do. Flaubert, by a single phrase—
a notation of some commonplace object—can convey all
the poignance of human desire, the pathos of human
defeat; his description of some homely scene will close
with a dying fall that reminds one of great verse or music.
But Miss Cather never finds this phrase.

Let it be counted to her for righteousness, however,
that, like Flaubert, she has devoted her life to her art;
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that—even though her colors are faint and the characters
she animates shadowy—she understands how fine work
should be done. She knows that in a decent novel every
word should be in its place and every figure in its right
perspective, that every incident should be presented with
its appropriate economy of detail. If One of Ours only
had more vitality, it might figure as a standard and a
stimulus, as, for the limited number of people who have
read it, James Joyce’s Ulysses has done. It might serve to
shame the “younger novelists” from their sloppiness and
their facility; but, as it is, they can evade the moral of
Willa Cather’s example by complaining that her books
are dull. And, unfortunately, one cannot deny it.
October, 1922

II. A Lost Lady

Willa Cather’s new novel—A Lost Lady—does some-
thing to atone for One of Ours. Miss Cather seems to
suffer from a disability like that of Henry James: it is
almost impossible for her to describe an emotion or an
action except at secondhand. When Henry James, in
The Wings of the Dove, wants to present his heroine,
Milly Theale, who is supposed to be dying for lack of
love, he abandons the direct record of her psychological
processes as soon as the situation becomes acute, and
allows the reader to watch her only through the eyes of
the fortune-hunter Merton Densher, and when the rela-
tion between Milly and Densher begins to be really
dramatic, he sidesteps it altogether and passes on the
culmination of the tragedy to the insight of a second ob-
server who talks with Densher after Milly’s death. I am
aware of the aesthetic advantages on which Henry James
insisted in favor of this use of reflectors, but I am in-
clined to belicve he arrived at it by way of his limitations.
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It had always been his tendency to admit us to only so
much of the drama of his more daring and sophisticated
protagonists as might have been observed or guessed at
by some timid or 1nexperienced person who happened to
be looking on. If the most satisfactory of James’s novels is
perhaps \What Maisie Knew, it is because here the per-
son who is looking on and whose consciousness is to be
laid before us is not even a grown-up person, but merely
a little girl, who in consequence makes a minimum
demand for experience or adult emotion on the part of
the author himsclf. One of Ours, for a converse reason,
was one of Miss Cather’s least satisfactory performances:
she had to deal directly with the problem of rendering
not only the cramping of the passions and aspirations of
a young Middle Westerner on a farm, but also his even-
tual self-realization as a soldicr in the war.

In A Lost Lady, however, Miss Cather falls back on
the indircct method of James—who was a great artist, as
novelists go, for all his not infrequent incapacity to fill
in with adequate color the beautiful line and composition
of his pictures; and she achieves something of James'’s
success. FHere her problem is to present the vicissitudes of
a young and attractive woman, with a vigorous capacity
for life, in the course of her marriage, during the pioneer-
ing period after the Civil War, with an clderly contractor
of the “railroad aristocracy,” who has brought her from
California to live somewhere between Omaha and
Denver. For this purpose, she invents another of those
limpid and sensitive young men to whom she has always
been rather addicted and makes him the Jamesian glass
through which we are to look at her heroine. It is signifi-
cant that on the only two important occasions when the
author tries to show us something that was not directly
witnessed by young Niel Herbert, she strikes, in the
first case—the brief scene between the lady and her
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lover that takes place in the house at night—perhaps the
only false melodramatic note to be found in the whole
story (“‘Be careful,’ she murmured as she approached
him, T have a distinct impression that there is someonc
on the enclosed stairway. . . . Ah, but kittens have claws,
these days!"”); and in the second—the expedition in the
sleigh—is able to save the situation only by introducing
a subsidiary limpid young man whose function is to wit-
ness phenomena unmanageable for the first.

In any case, A Lost Lady is a charming sketch per-
formed with exceptional skill. Willa Cather is, in fact,
onc of the only writers who has been able to bring any
real distinction to the life of the Middle West. Other
writers have more enthusiasm or animation or color or
humor, but Miss Cather is perhaps unique in her art of
imposing a patina on that meager and sprawling scene.
There are exquisite pages of landscape in A Lost Lady,
and the portrait of the veteran railroad man is surely one
of the most sensitive and accurate that has ever been
put into a novel of the best type of old-fashioned Amer-
ican of the post-Civil War period—a type greatly prefer-
able, T grant Miss Cather, in its straightness and
simplicity and honor, for all its cultural limitations, to
the sharpers who superseded it.

Not, however, that Willa Cather sentimentalizes the
Middle West or represents it as spiricually richer than it
is—as Mr. Vachel Lindsay, for example, seems to do.
There run through Miss Cather’s work two currents of
profound feeling—one for the beauty of those lives lived
out between the sky and the prairie; the other—most
touchingly in A Wagner Concert, my favorite among her
short stories, and now in certain scenes of A Lost Lady—
for the pathos of the human spirit making the effort to
send down its roots and to flower in that barren soil.

January, 1924



EZRA POUND’'S PATCHWORK

Ezra Pounp’s new book of poems—Poems 1918-21—is
as unsatisfactory as his previous ones. He still spends
two-thirds of his time translating or quoting other poets,
and a good deal of the rest of it in imitating them (where
it used to be Browning and Yeats, it now seems to be T. S.
Eliot*), and he has not even yet, in his original work,
really mastered his own style, which still remains patchy
and uneven and acutely self-conscious. The failure of
Pound as a poet is a curious literary phenomenon. Ezra
Pound’s aesthetic ideal is probably one of the highest in
contemporary poetry in English. Indifferent to public
approval, he has labored conscientiously and fiercely to
reduce the vague substance of words to a sharp hard
residuum of beauty which should have nothing in com-
mon with the comparatively loose rhetoric of even such
a good poet as Masefield. From Catullus to Yeats, his
masters (with the possible exception of Browning) have
been the scverest and the most durable in the whole
range of poetry. And for a line or two at a time he has
sometimes crystallized this beauty. In his newest book—
which, nonetheless, has far fewer fine things in it than
Lustra, his best collection up to date—we find: “Dawn,
to our waking, drifts in the green cool light”; “But today,

* 1 did not know at that time that both Eliot and Yecats had
been influenced by Pound.

44



EZRA POUND'S PATCHWORK 45

Garonne is thick like paint, beyond Dorada”; “That he
may free her—who sheds such light in the air.” Such
isolated lines as these have certainly an authentic ring;
but the trouble is that all his lines are isolated lines. His
poems do not hang together. His eye for a general effect
is poor. It is as if he could not fix any picture squarely in
his imagination and reproduce it for the reader, but could
only try to piece it out with separate details and aspects,
conceived and perhaps jotted down without proper regard
for the whole. It is all like a pile of fragments from a
collection of objets d’art: there are the foot of a Chinese
jade god, the hand of a Tanagra statuette, a green, gold
and blue initial from a medicval book and a pale nearly
perfect amecthyst engraved with a Renaissance Apollo.
None of them is complete, and they do not go together.

There is a strange discrepancy between Pound’s ideals
and his ability to embody them in his work. It is as if his
conception of style had matured while his taste had
remained immature: not only has he never learned to
deal with large problems, he has never been able to out-
grow a certain beguilement with preciosity and mystifica-
tion. For, in spite of the parade of cultures and the
pontifical pretenses which have terrified the more naive
of the American intelligentsia, Ezra Pound is really at
heart a very boyish fellow and an incurable provincial.
It is true that he was driven to Europe by a thirst for
romance and color that he could scarcely have satisfied in
America, but he took to Europe the simple faith and the
pure enthusiasms of his native Idaho. And he took, also,
the fresh cavalier spirit which remains his greatest charm.
His early poems were full of gallant and elmplv felt emo-
tions; but they were already tainted with an obsession
which has cursed him all his life: the frantic desire to
flee as far from Idaho as possible, the itching to prove
to Main Street that he has extirpated it from his soul.
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That he has remained unsuccessful to this day is suffi-
ciently attested by the fact that he still spends so much
time insulting the United States. He secks refuge in
bawdiness, in obscurity, in recondite erudition, in the
most extravagant of the modern movements, such as
dadaism and vorticism, but he can never slough off his
self-consciousness at having settled in the Sacred Grove.
“Look at me!” he says in effect to his compatriots at home.
“See how cultured and cosmopolitan I have become since
I've left America—how different from you over there! I'll
bet there’s not a man among you who knows about
Pratinas and Gaudier-Brzeska. I can read half a dozen
languages! I am a friend of Francis Picabial” But his
sophistication is still juvenile, his ironies are still clumsy
and obvious; when he ridicules Americans in Europe not
very much simpler than himself, he reveals the callow-
ness of the hunter by the pettiness of the game he
pursues.

One fears that Ezra Pound has repeated the recurrent
and oft-told tragedy of the artistic American fled to
Europe. What the American flees to in Europe is the
Europe he has read about, and unfortunately it is all too
often exclusively the Europe of books in which he finds
himself forced to continue to live. I take this as a way
of accounting for Ezra Pound’s peculiar deficiencies of
expericence and feeling. His contacts scem still to remain
almost exclusively literary contacts. Consider, for ex-
ample, the long poem of which he has now published
seven cantos. The first six cantos of this work are occupied
with literary reminiscences; it is apparently a cross-section
of the poet’s mind; odds and ends of old reading seem to
float in and out—the Latin poets, Homer, a Latin trans-
lation of Homer, fragments of Chinese poetry, tags from
the annals of Provence. At last, with the seventh canto,
he seems to arrive at something that has been part of his
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own life: he remembers a girl called Eleanor, but the
name immediately recalls to him the Aeschylean puns
about Helen; and from this point on, in the first twenty-
four lines, we have quotations from five languages and
have presently lost our way altogether. Toward the end,
we seem to get our bearings and find ourselves in a class-
room of some sort; but the poet is bored with the class,
and his mind begins to run on Lorenzaccio and Dante.
So everything in life only serves to remind him of some-
thing in literature.

There exist without doubt in Ezra Pound some of the
clements of a bold personality, a first-rate modern poet;
but, for somec rcason, champion and poet have never
quite rounded themselves out or stood on their own feet.
Onc of the symptoms of his incompleteness is his con-
tinual recourse to translation: he tries to realize his own
personality by putting on the costumes of other poets
with whom he seems to himself to have some kinship. As
Propertius, as Arnaut Daniel, as Guido Cavalcanti, he
tries to attain his full stature. But even with the material
they give him to supplement his defective experience and
the solid and clear-cut personalities that they lend him
to prop up his own, he still reveals his fatal inadequacy
in the lameness of his rendering of them. In his hands
they somehow become (with the possible cexception of
the Chinese pocts) uncertain and unsatisfactory like
Ezra Pound himself.

The truth about Ezra Pound is no doubt, as I have
already suggested, that he merely presents a new instance
of the now familiar dilemma of the clever and sensitive
man in the United States of his day: his case has some-
thing in common with that of Henry James. Amecrica
could not supply Pound with the society and the tradi-
tion he needed to develop a very special and very delicate
talent; but Europe, of which he has never been part, can-
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not supply him with it either. He is a case for Mr. Van
Wyck Brooks, that expert in American artistic failures.
But let us, at least, do him honor for having failed in
so high a cause.

April 19, 1922



WALLACE STEVENS AND E. E. CUMMINGS

Tue poEms oF Mr. Wallace Stevens have now been
collected in a volume, with the title Harmonium. Mr.
Stevens is the master of a style: that is the most remark-
able thing about him. His gift for combining words is
baflling and fantastic but sure: even when you do not
know what he is saying, you know that he is saying it
well. He derives plainly from several French sources of
the last fifty years, but—except for an occasional fleeting
phrase—he never really sounds like any of them. You
could not mistake even a title by Wallace Stevens for a
title by anyone elsc: Invective Against Swans; Hibiscus
on the Sleeping Shores; A High-Toned Old Christian
Woman; The Emperor of Ice-Cream; Exposition of the
Contents of a Cab; The Bird with the Coppery Keen
Claws; Two Figures in Dense Violet Night; Hymn from
a Watermelon Pavilion; and Frogs Eat Butterflies. Snakes
Eat Frogs. Hogs Eat Snakes. Men Eat Hogs.

These titles also represent Mr. Stevens’s curious ironic
imagination at its very best. The poems themselves—
ingenious, charming and sometimes beautiful though they
are—do not always quite satisfy the expectations aroused
by the titles. If you read only a few poems by Mr.
Stevens, you get the impression from the richness of his
verbal imagination that he is a poet of rich personality,
but when you come to read the whole volume through,
you are struck by a sort of aridity. Mr. Stevens, who is
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so obscrvant and displays so distinguished a fancy, seems
to possess emotion neither in abundance nor in intensity.
He is ironic a little in Mr. Eliot’s manner; but not
poignantly, not tragically ironic. Emotion scems to emerge
only furtively in the cryptic images of his poetry, as if it
had been driven, as he seems to hint, into the remotest
crannies of sleep or disposed of by being dexterously con-
verted into exquisite amusing words. Nothing could be
more perfect in its tone and nothing by itsclf could be
more satisfactory than such a thing as Last Looks at the
Lilacs. But when we have gone all through Mr. Stevens,
we find oursclves putting to him the same question that
he himself, in the last poem of his book, puts To a Roar-
ing Wind:

What syllable are you seeking,
Vocallissimus,
In the distances of sleep?

Speak it.

M. E. E. Cummings, on the other hand, in his volume
Tulips and Chimneys, does not show himself, like Mr.
Stevens, a master in a peculiar vein; a master is precisely,
as yet, what Mr. Cummings is not. Cummings’s style is
an eternal adolescent, as fresh and often as winning but
as half-baked as boyhood. A poet with a real gift for
language, for a melting music a little like Shelley’s,
which rhapsodizes and sighs in soft vowels disembarrassed
of their baggage of consonants, he strikes often on
ethereal measures of a singular purity and charm—his
best poems seem to dissolve on the mind like the flakes
of a lyric dew; but he never seems to know when he is
writing badly and when he is writing well. He has ap-
parently no faculty for self-criticism. One imagines him
giving off his poems as spontaneously as perspiration and
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with as little application of the intellect. One imagines
him chuckling with the delight of a schoolboy when he
has invented an adverb like “sayingly” or hit upon the
idea of writing capitals in the middles of words instead
of at the beginnings. One imagines him just as proud to
have written:

last we

on the groaning flame of neat huge

trudging kiss moistly climbing hideously with
large

minute

hips, O

-press
as:

on such ‘a night the sea through her blind miles
of crumbling silence

or the sonnet about the little dancer:

abslatively posolutely dead,
like Coney Island in winter

And there is really, it secems to me, a certain amateurish-
ness about even the better of these specimens as well as
about the worse. Just as, in the first example, he takes one
of the lines of least resistance with a complex and difficult
sensation by setting down indiscriminately all the
ideas it suggests to him without focussing it for the
reader, so he succumbs, in the second, to an overindul-
gence in the beautiful English long i which, from
Shelley’s “I arise from dreams of thee” to Mr. T. S.
Eliot’s nightingale filling “all the desert with inviolable
voice,” has been reserved for effects of especial brightness
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or clearness. Mr. Cummings has cheapened it a little by
too much reiteration. One or two of these s, rightly
placed and combined with other long vowels, is enough
to illuminate a passage, but Mr. Cummings cannot resist
them, and he likes to turn them on all over till his poems
are lit up like Christmas trees.

Mr. Cummings’s eccentric punctuation is, also, I be-
lieve, a symptom of his immaturity as an artist. It is not
here merely a question of an unconventional usage: un-
conventional punctuation may very well gain its effect.
But though the methods of Mr. Cummings have been
explained to me by one of his friends and though I have
made a sincere effort to appreciate them, I still feel that
his punctuation does not gain the effects he intends. It is,
I learn, Mr. Cummings’s theory that punctuation marks,
capitalization and arrangement of words on the page
should not be used by the poet as conventional indica-
tions of structure that make it easier for the reader to
follow the meaning of the words themselves but as in-
struments of expression, susceptible, like the words, of
infinite variation. Thus he refuses to make use of capitals
for the purposes for which they were invented—to an-
nounce the beginnings of sentences and the occurrence of
proper names—but presses them into service for purposes
of special emphasis; and he even demotes the first person
singular of the pronoun by writing it with a small i, only
restoring its stature as a capital when he desires to give it
salience—not, apparently, aware of the fact that, since
the reader is accustomed to the capital, the poet makes it
more instead of less conspicuous by writing it with a dot.
But the really serious case against Mr. Cummings'’s
punctuation is that the results which it yields are ugly.
His poems on the page are hideous. He insists upon
breaking up even the least unconventional of his verses,
which would be more appropriately printed as neat little

.
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blocks of type like the prose poems of Logan Pearsall
Smith, into systems of exploded fragments, and this, so
far from making the cadences plainer, only involves us in
a jigsaw puzzle of putting the lines together again. I
think it may be said that a writer is obliged to depend on
the words themselves, through the order in which they
are written, to carry his cadence and emphasis. The
extent to which punctuation and typography can supple-
ment this is certainly very limited.

Behind this barrier of strange punctuation and delib-
erate disorganization, for which Mr. Cummings seems,
unfortunately, so far to have achieved most celebrity, his
emotions are familiar and simple. They occasionally even
verge on the banal. You find the adoration of young love
and the cxcitement of the coming of spring, and you find
the reflection that all flesh must die and all “roses” turn
to “ashes.” But this is perhaps precisely where E. E.
Cummings has the advantage over Wallace Stevens.
Whatever Mr. Cummings is, he is not insulated or
chilled; he is not indifferent to life. Eagerly and un-
constrainedly, he takes what the world has to offer. His
poetry is the expression of a temperament of a kind very
rare in America—of a being who desires and enjoys, who
reacts to everything that touches him with a tenderness
or a mockery quite free from the inhibitions from which
so much American writing is merely the anguish to
escape. E. E. Cummings is, I suppose, one of the only
American writers living who is not reacting against some-
thing. And for this—for the fact that, though not yet
fully grown, he is a genuine lyric poet at a time when
there is a great deal of writing of verse and very little
poetic feeling—Mr. Cummings deserves well of the
public.

March 19, 1924
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This review in its original version was to have been
called Two American Symbolists, and it began with the
following paragraphs, in which I tried to relate Stevens
and Cummings to the French symbolist school. I saw,
however, that this was too large a subject to be treated
in a review of this kind, and I did not deal fully with the
influence of symbolism till, in 1929 and 1930, I came to
write the studies that were later brought together in my
book Axel’s Castle.

Both Mr. E. E. Cummings and Mr. Wallace Stevens
have reputations as innovators; and the only questions
usually raised in connection with their work are based
on the assumption that their technique is unconventional.
So it is, perhaps, in America; but there is little in their
work that is new. They are merely the latest representa-
tives in English of a belated development of French
symbolism, and what they are trying to do is, in general,
as old as Mallarmé.

Nor should it be possible for symbolism in itself to in-
spire terror and consternation, as it seems to do in the
case of so many Anglo-Saxon critics—even if one has
never heard of a literary movement which is already
about forty years old. Symbolism consisted, by definition,
of substituting symbols for things—but it was by no
means so different from any other kind of poetry as you
might have thought to hear the outcry raised years ago in
France over Verlaine’s Sagesse or only the other day in
New York over T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. All meta-
phors are symbols that stand for things; and what sym-
bolism did was merely to cut the metaphors lose from
their moorings. The tendency was to present the meta-
phors without mentioning the subject that inspired them,
to suggest it to the reader, to make him guess, without
letting him know precisely what it was. Symbolism, at its
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most successful, contrives to communicate emotions by
images whose connection with the subject and whose
relevance to one another we may not always understand.
Who can tell, for example, to take two fairly easy in-
stances, precisely what Verlaine is referring to, in the
poem that begins, “L'espoir luit comme un brin de paille
dans 'étable,” when he writes “Que crains-tu de la guépe,
ivre de son vol fou?,” or precisely what Eliot means, in
The Waste Land, when he suddenly begins talking about
“Phlebas the Phoenician, a fortnight dead” But who
can fail to feel the effectiveness of these strange lines?
We respond to their magic emotionally before our minds
have propounded the riddle. In one case, we get the im-
pression of something troublesome and rather sinister
from which the poet is trying to escape; in the other, of a
longing for peace, of an assuagement, if even by death, of
some torturing thirst of the spirit. These images could
probably have been conveyed in a perfectly conventional
manner—as Dante, describing a state of mind surely not
less unusual and difficult, would write in the Paradiso of
the fading from his memory of the divine vision, “so the
snow is unsealed by the sun, so the light leaves of the
Sybil's message are scattered by the wind.” But the
method of symbolism was to cut away the links that in-
dicated how the images grew out of the subject—even
sometimes, so far as was possible, to suppress the subject
itself. Along with this isolation of metaphors, there ap-
peared also a general addiction to hiatuses of all sorts.
The point was not that the emotions of, say, Jules
Laforgue were necessarily more complicated than those
of, say, Catullus in his sequence of poems about Lesbia,
but rather that the symbolist poet—instead of disentan-
gling a complex emotion into a series of varying moods or
at least, when the mood of a single poem is allowed to
change abruptly (as in Catullus’s Illa Lesbia . . .), of
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subduing the disordered feeling to the logic of consecu-
tive statement—is in the habit of telescoping the whole
thing by a few stenographic strokes. Nor are his feelings
necessarily more difficult to render than those, say, of
Wordsworth in the most mysterious of his visions of the
natural world; but the symbolist—instead of attempting
to reduce an unearthly clusive sensation to the lucidity
of simple language—invents for it a vocabulary and a
syntax as unfamiliar as the sensation itself.

In considering the work of such American poets as
Stevens and E. E. Cummings, their technique should no
longer be made an issue. They should be judged by their
greater or less success in a tradition that can already boast
its masterpieces. It is a question, not at all of method,
but of the good artist or the bad. The good artist, in this
as in any other style, is one who can create a work that
has completeness and significance outside himself, that is
not merely a literary ectoplasm imperfectly disengaged
from his drift of consciousness. Such good artists of this
symbolist school, Verlaine and Eliot certainly are in the
poems I have quoted above, and Laforgue in his Derniers
Vers. Mallarmé, for all his labor and integrity, seems to
me not quite to have succeeded, and Tristan Tzara, at the
other end of the line but essentially attempting the same
sort of thing, seems to me, so far as I have read him, not
to have succeeded at all. In the first class, the logic of the
images, the association of ideas is never quite out of reach
of the reader; in the sccond, we are incapable of en-
joying the poems—or at least this reader is—because the
key to this association is buried in the poet’s mind. The
emotion, if there was an emotion, has not really been
captured and fixed; the words that the poet combines do
not bring it before the reader.



BYRON IN THE TWENTIES

I. The New Byron Letters

I cannot Acceer the opinion of Mr. Maurice Hewlett
and others who have asserted that the new collection of
Byron letters, Lord Byron’s Correspondence (a supple-
ment to the six volumes of Letters and Journals published
at the heginning of the century) only supply more con-
clusive evidence that Byron was a “blackguard” and a
“cad.” This is to simplify the matter too much. It is to
assume that when Byron writes “Maid of Athens, ere we
part, Give oh give me back my heart!” in one breath and
in the next tells Flobhouse that “the old woman, Theresa’s
mother, was mad enough to imagine I was going to
marry the girl, but I have better amusement,” and when
he sneers at his wife in his private correspondence, not
long after having written, “even though unforgiving,
never 'Gainst thee shall my heart rebel,” he is sincere in
his cynicism but not in his warmth of emotion. It is to
assume that one cannot take a personal relation with
cynicism and seriousness at the same time—that Childe
Harold and Manfred did not represent realities of Byron's
experience as well as Don Juan. The truth is that Byron
was a man of picturesque and violent moods, who reacted
to life with extraordinary vividness, but without disci-
pline or order. He never knew where he stood nor what
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he really wanted. He was a force of enormous energy,
running amuck through a world in which he could not
find peace. His compromises with civilized society were
doomed to disaster from the beginning, though in them
he was surely sincere in secking tranquillity or discipline.
To say, as Mr. Hewlett does, that he cold-bloodedly
seduced Lady Frances Webster seems to me to melo-
dramatize the situation. Even if Lady Frances had not
been all of a flutter from the moment Byron came into
the house and in a mood of violent reaction against the
clumsy and stupid husband who had boasted that she
was as passionless “as Jesus Christ,” these letters seem
amply to prove that Byron believed himself in love with
her and was rcady at any moment to drop everything
and run away with her.

The fact that he was an old hand at lovemaking and
was amused by the humors of the situation and, drama-
tized the whole affair in almost daily bulletins to Lady
Melbourne does not prove him to have been much more
of a popinjay than the average imaginative person. In a
similar fashion, it is certainly true that he was honestly
seeking happiness in his marriage; he wanted, he said,
some onc to “govern” him—which was unquestionably
what he needed. The trouble was that Annabella Mil-
banke was a quite unsuitable wife for Byron. Ile had
qualms at the last moment and was ready to give the
whole thing up; but Lady Mclbourne, who had been
“governing” him lately and in whose judgment he scems
to have trusted absolutely, had arranged the marriage
herself and urged it upon him as a panacea. The relation-
ship was impossible from the start. It is clear that Byron
behaved abominably, but, then, he was by nature and
fortune a spoiled and refractory child, while poor little
Miss Milbanke was a correct jeune fille, charmless and
unsophisticated, who went in for mathematics and was
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a little priggish about it. With the best intentions on both
sides, the situation could hardly have turned out dif-
ferently. “Disease or not,” says Lady Byron, speaking of
Byron’s supposed madness, “all my recollections and re-
flections tend to convince me that the irritability is
inseparably connected with me in a greater degree than
with any other object, that my presence has been uni-
formly oppressive to him from the hour we married—if
not before, and in his best moods he has always wished
to be away from me . . . had we continued together, he
would have gone mad.”

It is, therefore, a great pity that Byron was ever per-
suaded to marry Miss Milbanke. He had already a sharp
sense of his unfitness to play a role in English society.
When Miss Milbanke finally came to accept him, he had
been fully prepared to go back to the East; there were
fighting and adventure—gaiety, color and sun; there was
no boring politics or business; women were not taken
seriously; there he would be able to find something like
the kind of life he understood. His genius has its hap-
piest expression in his letters to Hobhouse from the
Continent and in the harlequinade of Beppo and Don
Juan.

For Byron’s gift was for living rather than for litera-
ture. He had neither the intensity nor the fincness to
fuse, for perdurable brilliants, the shifting moods of the
soul. Don Juan, after all, was always more real than
Childe Harold. The windy storms of passion that were
blown off in Childe Harold and the tragedies were never
the most solid realities of that deeply sensuous life. If he
had only not tried to live in England, if the women only
hadn’t set their hearts on him, what an amiable figure
he might have been! There is nothing more exhilarating
in literature than Byron’s first trip to Greece—his duels
and skirmishings with bandits, his heroic swimming of
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the Hellespont, his reception by Vely Pasha and his de-
light at the Pasha’s present of “a very pretty horse,” his
defense of the Temple of Athena against the depredations
of Lord Elgin and his row with the authorities at Con-
stantinople because they would not allow him, as a Peer
of the Realm, to take first place in a Turkish official
reception. To read Byron is to watch a panorama of the
Europe of the early nineteenth century—the morrow of
the French Revolution and of the victory of Napoleon
seen through the eyes of a sophisticated man who is as
much alive to how people are feeling and to what sort
of struggles they are waging as to how they are drink-
ing and making love. How amusing he makes Milan and
Geneva and Venicel—that Venice of which Stendahl
wrote that it constituted “a distinct world, of which the
gloomy society of the rest of Europe can form no con-
ception; care is there a subject of mockery.” Here as yet
was neither Burbank with his Baedcker nor Bleistein
with his cigar, but balconies to which one looked up to
encounter romantic black eyes peeping out from bchind
long blinds; covered gondolas gliding at night through
narrow canals of wavering water; the dancing, the delir-
ious wines and the masqued flirtations of the Carnival;
the revolutionary young countess Guiccioli with her aged
and complacent husband and her English cavalier ser-
vente, the scandalous witty Lord Byron.

Yet this record, as we follow it further, produces an
effect of depression that at last becomes almost unbear-
able. For one thing, life had played poor Byron not the
least annoying of its tricks: by the time he had acquired
enough judgment not to make any further disastrous mis-
takes and to be sure in what manner of life his hope for
happiness lay, he had already hurt others and himself
so grievously in the process of learning that both his
peaceful pursuits and his pleasures were forever impaired
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by the wounds. Among the motley baggage of his soul,
there was a sort of Calvinistic conscience (supposed to
have been implanted by his early education in Edin-
burgh) which gnawed its nails and gnashed its teeth
amid the very laughter of Venice. “It must be admit:ed,”
says Stendahl, writing of Byron at this period, “that dur-
ing nearly a third of the time we passed in the poet’s
society he appeared to us like one laboring under an
access of folly, often approaching to madness. . . . One
evening, among others, the conversation turned upon a
handsome Milanese female who had eagerly desired to
venture her person in single combat with a lover by
whom she had been abandoned; the discussion afterward
changed to the story of a prince who in cold blood had
murdered his mistress for an act of infidelity. Byron was
instantly silent, endeavored to restrain his feelings, but,
unequal to the effort, soon afterward indignantly quitted
the box.”

Then, Byron had by this time another remorse to
stave off by champagne. Jane Claremont, a connection
of the Shelleys and a romantic foolish young girl, mad to
give herself to a poet, had laid violent siege to Byron
and had finally nagged him into gratifying her. They had
parted in Switzerland, Byron refusing implacably ever
to see her again, and when Jane with the Shelleys had
returned to England, she bore Byron a daughter. The
new documents published here in elucidation of this
affair take glamor from both Byron and Shelley. They
reveal the dismal underside of that stimulating lyric
revolt. One is chilled to find the price these poets paid—
and that other people paid—not only in pain and grief,
but in sordidness and raw distress. How much good life
was plowed under in the triumph of that noble defiance!
And how messy the triumph itself appears when looked at
in the process of its making.
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Well, art has its origin in the need to pretend that
human life is something other than it is, and, in a sense,
by pretending this, it succeeds to some extent in trans-
forming it. What we sce when we turn back our eyes
to the age of Shelley and Byron is not the ignominy of
mute broken hearts, of hurriedly muffled-up births, but
a blaze of divine white light and the smoky torches of
rebellion. And yet, poor Jane Claremont, to have set her
heart on a love affair with a poet! Poor Annabella Mil-
banke, to have been so naive and misguided as to marry
an inspired rake! Poor Shelley and poor Byron, to have
carried in their hearts the consciousness of such guilt as
no wine could for long disguise, no songs could forever
relieve. Poor male and female human beings, who, under-
standing life in different fashions and unfitted to live
together, yet cannot leave each other alone! For a moment,
as we read these letters, the very splendors of Childe
Harold and Prometheus seem dwindled and insubstantial,
like witch-fires above a bog.

July 2, 1922

II. Byron and His Biographers

The Political Career of Lord Byron by Dora Neill
Raymond is an interesting, though not very penetrating,
book, written from the point of view of the conventional
admiring biographer. For Miss Raymond, all of Byron’s
political lampoons and parliamentary speeches, as well
as his revolutionary activities in Italy and Greece, are
the results of wise and well-considered opinions. Byron's
motives are invariably generous, disinterested and straight-
forward; and the question of his complex and unsteady
character does not arise at all. In discussing Byron’s
hatred of the radicals, to take a single example, Miss



BYRON IN THE TWENTIES 63

Raymond describes the squib that he wrote about Hob-
house’s relations with them as “a rollicking and somewhat
sarcastic ballad”—whereas it will perhaps seem more
likely to a reader of the ballad in question and of the
poet’s letters dealing with this period that he had merely
given vent to his own irritation at the aimlessness of his
life in Italy and his envy of his friend’s achievements at
home by an outburst less rollicking and sarcastic than
jeering and ill-natured. Furthermore, it seems clear that
Byron’s hatred of oppression and the readiness of his
sympathy with the unfortunate were somehow bound up
with what would be nowadays called a sort of “inferiority
complex.” But it never occurs to Miss Raymond to ques-
tion either the soundness of Byron’s character or the
exaltedness of his position, so she quite fails to understand
cither his personal or his social situation.

Mr. Harold Nicolson, on the other hand, in Byron:
The Last Journey, understands these matters only too
well. Mr. Nicolson is a pupil of the school of Strachey,
and he has picked up the whole technique of emphasiz-
ing the idiosyncrasies and the personal imperfections that,
ignored by the contemporary public, fix the shape of
spectacular public carcers. This enables him, if not to
rival the consummate successes of the Master, at least to
write such a passage as the following, which comes
nearer to arriving at the truth about Byron than a biog-
raphy in Miss Raymond’s vein can do: “It must be
realized that the life of Byron is not, as has often been
imagined, a series of wasted opportunities; rather is it a
catalogue of false positions. His brain was male, his
character was feminine. He had genius, but it was mis-
understood and misdirected; he had beauty, but it was
branded by deformity; he had rank, but no position;
fortune, but it came too late; fame, but it blazed for him
too early. From his childhood the foreground of his life
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had been out of focus with the background; throughout
his career this error of focus marred the sincerity, the
completeness and even the meaning of the whole.”

Yet this formula of Strachey’s has its penalties as well as
its dazzling rewards. One of these is the use or the exces-
sive use of irony where irony is not really in order. The
irony of Strachey himself always serves to convey some
criticism: as Mr. Clive Bell has said, Strachey’s attitude
toward the Victorian Age implies a judgment derived
from a study of the history of society. We do not find
Lytton Strachey writing about Madame du Deffand or
Racine in the same vein as about Florence Nightingale,
Cardinal Manning or Dr. Arnold. Even in Eminent
Victorians, where he is most cruel, perhaps most unfair,
all his efforts are directed toward compelling us to accept
a certain definite point of view. But his followers are
always in danger of taking over the mocking tone with-
out understanding this point of view. The worst offender
in this regard is perhaps Mr. Philip Guedalla. The
biographical writing of Mr. Guedalla is full of details and
inflections that have an invidious mocking sound but
which, when one comes to examine them, seem to lack
any real significance. And Mr. Nicolson, in writing of
Byron, is not entirely free from this vice. “ ‘Our visit was
a long one,’” records Lady Blessington. It was. They sat
in the large, cool room,” etc. Now, what is there ridic-
ulous about the fact that this visit to Byron was rather
long? Why does Mr. Nicolson write “It was” in such a
sly knowing way? For no other reason on earth than that
he has caught the tone from Lytton Strachey. There is
certainly some place for irony in a biography of a figure
like Byron, whose romantic reputation has been swollen
by so much nonsense; but, except in his preface, Mr.
Nicolson has surely leaned a little too far over backward
in his endeavor to avoid the legend. For the legend, after
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all, was a reality as much as Byron’s effeminate voice,
which Mr. Nicolson is so unwilling to have us forget.
Here is a typical passage: “That in this sudden fer-
ment of unexpected adulation Byron should have been
manoeuvred into adopting the postures which were ex-
pected of him was perhaps inevitable. . . . [The provoking
specter of Childe Harold] thrust upon him the exacting
function of being a very dangerous and enterprising man.
His slightest civility was interpreted as a seduction; his
chance encounters became assignations. They persisted,
all of them, in taking him at his word. For a man who,
although kindly and sentimental, was only adequately
sexed, all this became extremely exhausting.” But, after
all, it was Byron himself who had created Childe Harold
and his postures. He had certainly more than half be-
lieved in them, and he succeeded in making others
believe in .them, and they thus became actual values,
which Mr. Nicolson should have brought on the stage.
“Kindly and sentimental” is a quite inadequate descrip-
tion of Byron in his relations with women: on the con-
trary, he scems always to have been ready to flare up, if
only momentarily, into a fever of eager devotion, and in
even the most unpromising of his love affairs, to have
been able to work up at least a mood or two of something
like passionate conviction. Even from the half-humorous
bulletins that he sent off to Lady Melbourne, it is plain
that he pursucd his mistresses with an energy and an
anxicty considerably more than “kindly and sentimental.”
Mr. Nicolson, in writing about Byron with Childe Harold
left out, has illustrated the un-humanistic point of view
to which Stracheyism is likely to lead. If a biographer be
too wary of taking the figures of history and the heroes
of literature at their own valuation and that of their
contemporaries, he is likely to miss the point altogether.
Every age has its complacent failures of intelligence, and
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we have learned in our own time to laugh at the “reason-
able” point of view that was fashionable in the eighteenth
century and the moral point of view of the nineteenth,
but it looks as if this new sort of ironic belittlement were
likely to become characteristic of our own. What should
be most intcresting at any time is to find out to what
actuality of human ideals and adventures a creation like
Childe Harold corresponded.

For the rest, Miss Raymond’s book is a rcadable and
useful one, and Mr. Nicolson’s a vivid and amusing one,
which has a great deal more of his own in it than his
preceding biography of Tennyson, in which one found
him paraphrasing, as if for a literary exercise, the whole
last page of Strachey’s Queen Victoria. Confining itself,
as Mr. Nicolson’s book does, to the last year of Byron’s
life, it cannot be expected to supply a satisfactory full-
length portrait of Byron. Mr. Nicolson presupposes on
the part of the reader a knowledge of most of what has
gone before and concentrates on Byron’s last year, of
which he makes an absorbing narrative. Mr. Nicolson has
unpublished documents and a firsthand knowledge of
Greece, and both these books are of the picture-filling-in
sort particularly valuable in connection with Byron. For
Byron, in literature, presents a peculiar case: he was not
a great literary artist, and it is only by familiarizing our-
selves with his life as well as with his work that we come
to appreciate his merits and understand why it was pos-
sible for Arnold to speak, as he did, in onc breath, of
“Goethe’s sage mind and Byron’s force.” What we come
to do justice to then—and both Miss Raymond’s and Mr.
Nicolson’s books help us to do justice—is the knowledge
of Europe and the world, the consciousnes of the stage
upon which he was playing, that make Byron so remark-
able among nineteenth-century Englishmen; the generous
ideas and impulses which counterbalance his faults and



BYRON IN THE TWENTIES 67

his errors; and the inexhaustible capacity for experience
that is so satisfactory today in its contrast with the limita-
tions of the typical literary man who agreeably diverts
the hours of a safe and regular life by turning out novels
or poems.

June, 1925
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Mr. Carr. Van Vecurten, in The Blind Bow-Boy, has
tried his hand at a kind of burlesque fiction of which we
have had all too little in America: the satiric iridescent
novel of the type of Zuleika Dobson and La Révolte des
Anges; and, though at times a little less fantastic, a little
less surprising than one could wish, he gets away with it,
on the whole, very well. You must remember that he has
had the hardihood to go to New York for his rococo Satyri-
con; and you may imagine whether New York is recal-
citrant. The result, in spite of all the green orchids and
the rose-jade cysts for cosmetics that the author finds in
East Ninetcenth Street, may come closer to the prosaic
reality—or conventional reality of fiction—than Mr. Van
Vechten perhaps intended. The marriage of the hero,
Harold, with the rich, boring, well-bred Alice Blake
might almost have taken place in the New York of Edith
Wharton. It is rather the figure of Campaspe Lorillard
who exists on a high comic plane, and I am inclined to
believe that the book should have centered about her
rather than Harold. Campaspe craves no other activity
than the luxurious enjoyment of her mind, thoughts
and sensations, the play of an exquisite taste and the
exercise of a ruthless intelligence; she snubs her husband
with a regal kindness, yet declines any other attachment,
and sees as little of her children as possible, thereby
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trebling their interest in her. The only member of her
family who interests her is her mother, whom she calls
by her first name. She is Mr. Van Vechten’s most success-
ful achievement.

It is not, of course, in comparison with current Amer-
ican novels that I call Mr. Van Vechten prosaic. Beside
Floyd Dell and Willa Cather, he is Ariel, Till Eulen-
spiegel. But I have been reading The Flower Beneath
the Foot by the Englishman Ronald Firbank, a writer for
whom Mr. Van Vechten has expressed immense admir-
ation and with whom he will not, I am sure, consider it
inappropriate to compare him; and I am struck by how
much further Mr. Firbank has got beyond the world of
our commonplace fiction than even Mr. Van Vechten’s
Campaspe. From the first pages of The Flower Beneath
the Foot, you find yourself closed about by a new and
more vivid world, and a world so complete in itself that,
for all its artificiality, one feels sure it must somewhere
exist. You are moving through the high-windowed rooms
of the Winter Palace of Pisuerga: silk swishes and gossip
tinkles; the Queen is lounging “supinc on a couch”; a
Maid of Honour, looking out from a window with a
fringe of green-veined bougainvilleas, at the clouds, like
great knots of pink roses, that speed slowly above the
town, dreams of marrying the languid Prince Yousef; all
about one feels the rustle of the court, the glitter of state
dinners, where the very hangings seem to be vibrant with
an insatiable sensuality that provides, only a little dis-
guised by the ceremony of office and fashion—though
itself phantasmal and fragile—one of the only real in-
citements to activity. I have heard Ronald Firbank called
trivial, and in one of his phases he is; but he is certainly
more serious as an artist than he is commonly credited
with being. He can create a very sharp impression—about
trivial matters, if you like—with cxtraordinarily few
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words. It is not merely—though for this he is perhaps
most famous—a question of suggesting the improper so
inobviously and so lightly that it is difhcult to put your
finger on the phrase that has prompted the indecent idea;
he is also able to make details, exquisitely selected and
placed, tell strongly in securing effects of a certain
aesthetic intensity—as when Laura looks out later at the
royal wedding of the prince she had hoped to marry, from
the spike-fringed walls of a convent.

What one finds in both these books is a last survival
of the fin de si¢cle: despite their occasional dallyings
with the movies and other features of the twentieth
century, they belong essentially to the Yellow Book era.
But it is curious to contemplate the change that has come
over the decadence of the nineties since the heyday of
Beardsley and Wilde. The school which began with
Baudelaire and is now dissolving with Arthur Symons
derived its principal force from its constant conviction of
sin. The decadents talked much about “paganism,” but
their point of view was not pagan: it was a reaction
against Victorian Christianity by people who were still
Christians and Victorians. The fascination with which
they succecded in investing certain ideas and situations
was dependent on the extent to which they could make
you believe that these were sinister. They wanted you to
be afraid of sin, as sin—that is, as something to be de-
tested—yet at the same time to celebrate it as something
to be desired: an impossible moral position, sure to in-
volve insincerity on one side or the other. How can you
believe that sin is “the good” and at the same time believe
it to be sin? From the point of view of the person who is
really convinced of the sinfulness both of the pleasures of
the flesh and of the play of the intelligence, they are
things to be sedulously shunned; from a point of view
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really pagan, they do not become an issue at all. But
Baudelaire had to pretend to take the Devil seriously while
he was spending his artistic life endeavoring to make
him attractive; and his successors followed his example.
This is perhaps why the writers of the end of the cen-
tury seem today diminished in stature. Who can read Les
Fleurs du Mal, A Rebours, The Picture of Dorian Grey
or Swinburne’s Poems and Ballads with the enthusiasm
of their contemporaries? The effectiveness of the subjects
dealt with depends upon one’s being shocked by them,
and when the prejudices to be baited have been removed,
the works of art are no longer exciting. I can think of
only two writers of that period and school who escaped
the moral confusion of the reaction against respectability:
Aubrey Beardsley and Paul Verlaine. It is, of course, true
that Beardsley very often exploited in his drawings the
fascination of Evil as evil; but he also wrote the opening
chapters of rather a remarkable erotic romance called
Venus and Tannhdiuser, in which he does succeed in in-
vesting a sort of pagan world with the artificial graces
of the nineties without allowing it to become darkened
and tragic with the fumes of a burning orthodoxy; his
Venus, unlike the Venus of Swinburne or the Ilarlot
of Oscar Wilde, is not destructive and terrible, but girlish
and agrecable. The grotesqueries and orgies of her court
are to her all quite natural and harmless; she really
approaches much nearer to the naive naughtiness of the
cighteenth century than anything to be found in Wilde.
As for Verlaine, he unquestionably vacillated between
“paganism” and piety; but, unlike Baudelaire, he did not
try to be pagan and pious at the same time. When Ver-
laine was a faun, he was wholly a faun, untroubled by
moral compunction. And in these moods he created, too,
a nco-cighteenth-century world, erotic, lighthearted and
skeptical, not unlike the world of Venus and Tannhdiuser.
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Now, Mr. Van Vechten and Mr. Firbank are also able
to take their heresies and pleasures lightly. It may be that
Mr. Firbank has gone to school to Beardsley. But it is
probably no longer possible for practitioners of this species
of fantasy to become either worried or fervent. The gen-
eration of Beardsley and Wilde had been brought up on
Ruskin and Tennyson; but the generation of Firbank
and Van Vechten has been brought up on Beardsley and
Wilde, and their prejudices were undermined early. The
conviction of sin has been removed, and it is possible
for the “sinner” to be amiable again. This fin de siecle
genre may be destined to grow dimmer and dimmer, but
at lcast it fades away with a smile.

October, 1923



GREENWICH VILLAGE IN THE
EARLY TWENTIES*

I. The Road to Greenwich Village

I NEvER went to school very much. When 1 was a girl,
they figured out that it would be a good thing for me to
do the work and to get an education—and I did the work
so well they forgot about the education. My father left
me at a girl’s school in Greeley Valley, Colorado, but 1
was only there a little while. They were awfully narrow-
minded there. T told the girls some things that they
weren'’t supposed to know—my father was a doctor, and
I used to read his medical books, sce. I told them that a
baby before it’s born looks like a kind of a tadpole. Some
of the girls told the teachers, and the teachers bawled
me out. They told me that if T ever said anything like
that again I'd have to leave. The whole school was
stirred up about it—and the girls I'd told that I'd been
friends with, finally got to be the worst of all—they
wouldn’t speak to me any more. So I couldn’t stand that
—1I left, myself. I saw one of them afterwards and she
told me that she was sorry, because, after I had gone,
some of them looked it up and they found out I was
right.

I was married when I was fourteen and went up to
* The first of these sketches is from life; the second, imaginary.
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Washington. On the train when I was on my way up
there, a man got in from Idaho, and when he heard I
was going to Washington, he said, “You're going to
Washington, are you? Well, when you've been there a
little while, you'll be all covered with moss—you'll have
moss growing on your eycbrows and hanging out of your
cars, and your hair will be full of moss!” I didn’t think
that sounded very cheerful, but I went up there, and I
was in the woods almost fifteen years. The camp was
‘'way up the mountain—from where we were, Mt.
Ranier looked like you could just lean right over and
touch it. When we first got there, we started out for the
mountain in a buckboard: the driver was a man who had
been hit by a limb, and his nose was squashed all over
his face. Pretty soon, he pointed out ahcad and said,
“You see that loblolly over there?” I looked out and saw
a great big sheet of mud. “Well,” he said, “we’re goin’
right through it!” And he lashed up the horses and
plunged right in. When we got out, I looked back and
saw the poor dog that had been tied to the back of the
buckboard—he was all fulla mud and almost dead. So
were we. Then to go up the mountain, we had to ride.
I never had ridden very much, and I made some big mis-
takes. I couldn’t understand why the horse always had
to go zigzag along the path and I decided I'd make him
go straight—and the first thing I knew I was off on the
ground rolling down the slope. The horse had stumbled
on a cedar-snag—those cedar-snags are as slick as glass,
you know. If I had left him alone, he would have
avoided them. He was what they call woodsbroke, and
I wasn't yet.

Well, as I say, I was up there almost fiftcen years and
I certainly got awfully lonesome. I used to feel like I was
sunk in a deep well: it’s so close with the trees up all
around you that you feel like you can hardly breathe. It’s
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so hot in the daytime you can hardly stand it and so cold
at night you can hardly stand it. I almost put my eyes
out reading by a lantern in the cvenings. I used to sit
there and hear the mice running round and round like
a racetrack. The woods are fulla mice—the mice get into
the walls, and the skunks go in after the mice and they
get fastened there. I couldn’t get very many books—all
they had up there was the seed catalogue and the alma-
nac—and I had to get them brought up from the cir-
culating library in Seattle. I read E. P. Roe’s The
Opening of a Chestnut Burr and He Fell in Love With
His Wife—old storics about New York, you know—but
I thought they were great. I used to read them and just
think it must be wonderful to live in New York. Once I
cooked for a camp of sixty men where the cook had gone
away. It's quite a stunt in itself to learn to cook up there.
What they eat up there is sourdough—that’s a kind of
pancake dough that isn’t affected by the cold. It’s so cold
up there that you can’t do much with food—our Indian,
Jake, used to take his bread and his bottle of potato-water
to bed with him at night to keep them from freezing.
I'll never forget the first time I made bread. In the
first place, they don't have any regular kind of yeast—
like Fleischmann’s—they only have one kind—a brand
called Owl—and you have to put in about twelve cakes
of that to get any results at all. I tried to knead it on a
table, but I couldn’t do anything with it—the bottom of
the pan would just clink back and forth—it was so big
and weak. Finally, the old man that was there took it
and put it down on the floor and went to it with his
whole strength—that was the only way you could make
any impression on it. What I missed most—I never
thought I would—but what I missed most was a woman.
I didn’t see a woman for years, and then when I did, she
was more like a man than a woman. She was a woman
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who had come up there with her husband, who was a
Civil War veteran and had a homestead. She helped him
cut the trees and everything—sure, she used to work on
the business end of a cross-saw! Then he drank so that
she left him and went down to Tacoma and went into
business—and she bought up the tideland flats for
twenty-five dollars an acre. They were just an expanse
of mud then, and everybody gave her the big ha-ha, but
it turned out that they were valuable for machine shops
—she evidently knew that—and she sold them for a lot
of money. Her name was Larry Larson.

Well, when she was selling out her ranch she came
over to see my husband. I couldn’t take my eyes off her,
I hadn’t seen a woman in so long. But she didn’t notice
me—didn’t know I was there, see. I was standing cooking
potato cakes over the fire—we didn’t have any stove, we
just had to cook over the blaze—and I was changing my
frying pan from hand to hand and trying to hold my face
away from the fire. Pretty soon, she came over, still talk-
ing to my husband, and put on a man’s old slouch hat
down over her eyes, and took the frying pan away from
me and held it right out over the blaze and kept it there
without ever changing hands and you ought to have
seen her flip the potato cakes over, holding it out like
that—still talking business all the time. Made me feel
so cheap! Finally, we had a kind of a bust-up. I got tired
of living up there, and my husband thought I was
interested in another man—but you had to be interested
in something up there—and I took my boy—he was born
up there—and went south again. I really guess it's only
a woman like Larry Larson that can succeed up there.

When 1 first went up to Washington, I'd see all those
wives of homesteaders with picket fences around them—
Mrs. Shafer and Mrs. Huckaby and Mrs. Smith—and I

resented that the wives always died but never the men—
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all except Huckaby, and he had to be shot! One woman
got so desperate one winter, when her husband was off
on a spree, that she killed her four children with a
butcher knife and tried to get away with herself. It
secemed as if it was hearing the cougar scream that she got
so she couldn’t stand. They give the most awful scream
that just sends the shivers right through you—just like
a woman, you know. She tried to drown herself, but
when she struck the cold water, it sort of knocked her
sane or something. The man who told me about it
thought that was funny! Only the baby survived.

My husband was mean and cruel—he said he had
Indian blood. He always did have a grudge, but it was
him that always brought it up himself—I don’t think
he had any Indian blood. His father was mean—that’s
why his wife left him, he was so mean—but my husband
improved on his meanness. He was a teaser, and when
they grow up and don't get over it, it is pretty bad. The
old man got kind of crazy one winter and tried to poison
me. He'd sit around in the evening and say, “John L.
Sullivan’s dead,” when he wasn’t dead at all—and then
he thought that I was a spy on-um that his wife had sent.
I guess he'd been up there so long alone brooding in his
homestead that he finally went off-uz head. Well, any-
way, one night he tried to poison me. Strychnine—they
use it for traps, you know. That night was a different
night from the other nights—all the days were just the
same, but this day was a different day. He got up and
went out for a walk after dinner, instead of going right
in for a nap, like he usually did. Well, anyway, at dinner
he offered me this piece of meat—deer-meat—and I
didn’t want it, but I wanted to be polite to the old man,
so I waited till he’d went out and then put it back on
the plate, and in the evening he ate it himself and was
so sick! But he knew what to do. I wouldn’t have and
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might have died—but he ate a lot of lard. Now he’s my
best friend: we write to each other all the time. He told
me afterwards he guessed he was queer that winter. They
called him Abe Lincoln up there.

I had two children up there, and the third one died
before it was born—a month before it was born—and
poisoned me. And I wanted to die: I was so sick, and my
husband was such a mean monster. I couldn’t remember
anything—that was really terrible, that muddled mind
I had—and whenever anybody would ask me a question,
it would be just like a big blank wall up in front of me.
I couldn’t even remember the things I had to buy when
I went to the store—I used to have to memorize them on
my fingers. The doctor—Dr. Smiley, who was new up
there then—came in, and he felt right away what was
the matter, and he said, “You don’t want to get welll,”
and I said, “Oh, yes, I do,” and he said, “No—you don’t,”
—so then, of course, finally, I had to admit that I didn’t.
And he pled with me to try to get well, because he said
he was new there, and if one of his patients died, they'd
figure he wasn’t any good. So finally I got well. But when
I went to court for the divorce, I couldn’t answer any of
the questions they asked me: I'd just stand there like a
dumb ox.

I went down to Oklahoma where my father was—my
father had set up as a doctor—I don’t know if he ever
knew how to give anything but calomel, but he certainly
gave plenty of that—and the whole community down
there got to be practically dependent on him—he learned
by experimenting on them, too. That was in Eagletown,
which is half way between Broken Bow, Oklahoma, and
De Queen, Arkansas—that’s a district they call the Sticks
because there’s so much timber there. The country is
really beautiful: they have all these yellow pines and
what they call ironwood that turns first brown and then
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yellow, and sort of a henna-colored soil—but the people
don’t do anything with it. Where we were, the Choctaw
Lumber Company had come in and put them to work—
somebody has to do something with them—they'd just
sit and rock, otherwise. Each family owns a cow, and if
they’re ambitious they have a “hawg” and they'd let it
go at that. I tell you, you have to go down and live among
them to believe that there are such people! They won't
talk—all you can get out of them is “yes” and “no” and
“Ah reckon.” But they watch everything you do—the
first morning I was there, all the women hung around
and watched me get washed. You ought to have seen
their faces when they saw some of the things I did—they
thought 1 was outlandish—they didn’t have to do that,
seel And when I brushed my teeth! They couldn’t make
out what it was. They don’t have any toothbrushes down
there—they . use snuff-sticks instcad. And the women
would watch me from the house across the street when I
got undressed at night. The only way they know how
to amuse themsclves is to play craps—that’s their
diversion. My father had a mechanical piano brought
down to try to entertain them, and you ought to have
seen the crowd around the house every night—they just
stood there and stared with their mouths open. They'd
never heard any music before—only just these old fiddles
they have.

They played that mechanical piano every night for a
month, and I couldn’t stand it any longer finally. I walked
out one night and said, “Golly! I can’t stand this tinned
music any more!” They looked at me real sore and said,

“Didja ever hear any better?” Later on, thev had pictures
there—in the same room that was the school and the
church; but most of the older people didn’t go—that was
kind of new, see. I used to go and sce films of New York,
and it would make me just wild to go there. I got in
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wrong with them all around.—In the first place, I didn’t
make my boy go to church, and they’re all very moral—
or claim to be. And they couldn’t understand why I read
books—if they saw me reading a book, they'd put me
through a regular cross-examination—they’d want to know
what it was and why I wanted to read it. They didn’t
even read the Bible—they figured they wouldn’t know
about it. I read Darwin and some of Haeckel down there
that my father had and The Wandering Jew by Eugenc
Sue. Now I like to read D. H. Lawrence and Michael
Arlen. And then another thing I did they didn’t like was
to speak to niggers I knew in the street—you’re not sup-
posed to do that—it’s as much as your life is worth to
speak to a nigger. I used to go out for long walks with
a book and that made them very suspicious—they wanted
to know why I wanted to go out for a walk alone.
Finally, they decided that I was some kind of a fancy
woman, who was meeting men in the woods—they began
to talk about me like I was a menace to the town. At the
same time, when I went out, the men would always
follow me. There was a man with a wooden leg who
used to get on my nerves—he was the most persistent of
all. T used to hear his wooden leg stomping behind me
wherever I went, and I used to have to dodge him among
the trees. Some of the men had been in the war, and
they’d been away and weren’t quite so narrow-minded
as the other people—one of them told me about how he
was in an attack and he saw a German coming toward
him with his thumb, which had been cut off, just hang-
ing loose by the skin. “Ah couldn’t kill him,” he said,
“so Ah just took him to the hospital.” I asked him why
he had gone into the war—“Why,” he said, “Ah fig-
gered that if we didn’t go over there and git them, they'd
come over here and git us. That’s what the newspapers
said. Why? wasn’t it true?” He was nice—but most of
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the men were the kind that tar and feather people. In
fact, finally, one day I was out for a walk with an engi-
neer, who was the only man in the community I could
talk to—and we were sitting on the railroad track, and
all of a sudden a man jumped out of the bushes and
pointed a shotgun at us and said, “What are you doing
on that railroad track?” I was mad, I can tell you! I stood
up and I said, “You must think we want to go some place
to make love—to go out on the railroad track! But go
ahead and shoot me! Here I am! You'll never have a
better target!”
That was too much for me—I decided to leave and take
a chance on New York. First I lived in the Bronx, and
that was terrible. But I'd heard about the Village. There
was a Greenwich Village girl in Seattle—a little
Roumanian Jewess. I got to know her when I left the
woods and lived with her while I was sick. She had
painted fans and things—I'd never seen anything like
that. So finally I came to the Village. I did sewing. Now
I run this little store, and I like it, because I always had
a sort of an original taste in decorations and things. I
make these blouses myself—they’re not afraid of having
them too bright down here. Another thing is that nobody
cares what you do down here—nobody expects you to
cook or to go to church—and you can always talk to
interesting people. I tell you, the West is all right, but
it's a great relief to get some place where you can feel a
little bit free. I know all about those great open spaces.
April 15, 1925

I1. Fire-Alarm

The first expressionist play we ever did at the Hole-
and-Corner Playhouse was a piece called Fire-Alarm by
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a man named DeGross Wilbur. We put it on because
the author had offered to finance it himsclf. The play was
in eighteen scenes and dealt with the nervous breakdown
of a worker in a paper-box factory. In the first scene, you
saw him making boxes: he and the other workers wore
pasteboard masks of the same material as the boxes and
performed monotonous movements in unison. Finally, a
gong is sounded for quitting time, and all the workers
leave except the hero (who, in the program, was called
simply The Man): he gets up and looks about him; the
lights have been turned on the scenery (which has been
hitherto left in darkness), and he realizes that he is im-
prisoned in a great paper box. Then the sides of the box
become transparent, and he sees the families of the officials
and the sharcholders of the paper-box business parading
pompously about him. A pretty girl scems to smile at him,
and he tries to go to meet her, but finds that he is balked
by the sides of the box. A policeman threatens him, and
he falls to the ground in despair. The next scene is a
long soliloquy: the stars have come out in the sky, and
the Man can see them through the paper box. They are
red, yellow and green and are continually going on and
off (DeCross declared it was silly to have stars of the
conventional kind, when no one saw them that way any
longer: these were modern American stars and ten times
the ordinary size). The Man apostrophizes the stars:
“Oh, little jazz-babics,” he says, “oh, little jazz-babies,
twinkling so bright as you dance the shimmy of the
spheres! Oh, little jazz-babies, winking, with the mascara
of night on your eyelashes'—look down on the great
smoky city and tell me where my sweetie is!” This goes
on for some time. The next scene is still in the box. The
owner of the factory appears and tries to induce the Man
to go back to work; then a member of the union comes in
and tries to induce him to strike. Both were played by
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the same actor, with the same make-up but different
clothes. The Man sends them both away, telling them
that their aims are identical and that he has no use for
either. Then the man has another long soliloquy; then a
Physicist appears. The Physicist explains to the Man that
he has discovered a new system of morality based on the
quantum theory. He has learned to disintegrate matter,
and, by the application of powerful rays, he makes the
paper-box prison disappear. Thereafter, the play presents
the adventures of the Man and the Professor of Physics in
their pursuit of the new code of morality. This code is
based on discontinuity: you suddenly do the opposite of
whatever you have previously done. This enables you to
rob trusting friends, to trip up people walking in the
street and to put knock-out drops in the cocktails of
people you have invited to dinner. The Man and the
Professor of Physics experiment with all these things,
but they are all very disappointing. The jewelry stolen
from the trusting friends turns out to be bogus, and the
drugged guests have nothing in their pockets but ragged
pocket-handkerchiefs and are wearing false dress-shirt
fronts and made-up hook-on ties. The people tripped up
in the street turn upon the practical jokers, and one of
them hurls the Man through the plate-glass window of
a fashionable modiste. There he encounters the girl who
smiled at him and whom he has ever since been seeking,
but she turns out to be a wooden mannequin. In his
chagrin at this disillusion, he promptly puts into practice
the morality of the Professor by assassinating him on the
spot and throwing him down a drain. But, in a moment,
the Physicist reappears, made unearthly by a colder kind
of light. We realize now for the first time that the
Physicist represents Truth, which is unchangeable and
indomitable. This is conveyed to us in a soliloquy by the
Man. Toward the end of this soliloquy, a large rthomboid
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in the backdrop begins to glow. “Come with me,” says the
Physicist, “into the Light!” And both advance into the
mercury-tube dawn.

When I first read the script of this play, I felt a good
deal of interest in a young paper-box worker—I had been
given to understand that the author was himself a worker
—who had developed such a singular vein of fancy. But
when I met DeGross Wilbur, I discovered that he was
a pale vain young man, who not only had never seen a
paper-box factory in his life, but had never even been
near the textile mills where his father made bathing-
suits. It was the money from the bathing-suits, however,
which financed DeGross's play. I asked him how he had
come to write the play, if he had had so little real fecling
for the workers; and he answered that he simply believed
that the time had now arrived for plays of that sort to
be written. I asked him why he called his play Fire-
Alarm, and he said that, as he had originally written it,
it had ended with the Professor and the Man heading a
peace delegation to the President and then setting the
White House on firc; and that, even though this scene
had been taken out, the title was still true to the spirit
of the play, which was frankly one of revolution. Later
on, however, I heard him telling someone that Fire-Alarm
was intended to have no political significance but to be
taken as a “farce for live puppets, of which the moral
was a Buddhistic resignationism.” “You must always play
for laughs,” he told us. “In the dinner scene, where the
Physicist and the Man pick the pockets of the guests
they have drugged, you must have the guests come to
life and turn seltzer bottles on them. It is years and years
since a seltzer bottle has been seen on the American
stage. They have been banned by the dollar-chasing
‘refinement’ of the uptown commercial theater. But we
shall never have a real native American Drama till the
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seltzer bottle squirts again!” Three days before the open-
ing, he told us that it had always been his idea to have
a fire bell and a siren continuously sounding between
each two scenes; otherwise, he said, the title would be
meaningless. And this we tried for awhile.

I cannot say that the play was well directed: it was
scarcely directed at all. The titular director was a fellow
named Bob Mott, who had done a little of everything
in the Village. In those days, in Greenwich Village,
wherever you went to a party, there was always an im-
pressive person who scemed so free from affectation that
you took him for one of the distinguished artists who
sometimes lived down there. He would sit in a corner
and smoke with a homely or rugged assurance that
seemed to mask treasures of subtlety and wit, and people
would gather about him to hear his judgments on all
sorts of subjects. Bob Mott was one of these persons. He
went striding around the Village with a thick and
knobby cane, a rough-and-ready old soft hat and a large
pipe, which he usually kept in his teeth all the time he
was talking; but, when you really got to know him, you
found out that the basis of his character was a smug
invincible limpness. He was, therefore, not a very good
director. It cannot be said that Bob did not appreciate the
play: on the contrary, during the rehearsals, he spent so
much time laughing at the jokes that he never got around
to finding means for making them effective with the
audience; and, at the end of a scene which moved him
strongly, as certain scenes invariably did when the actors
remembered all the lines and went through them with-
out halting, he would turn to the nearest bystander and,
with his pipe clenched between his teeth, whisper
loudly, “God! what a punch!” He used to watch the
rehearsals very knowingly, always pufhng his pipe; but
he never gave the actors any useful instructions, except
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occasionally to take them aside and hold whispered con-
versations with them—conversations that were mostly in-
tended to promote Bob’s relations with the actresses rather
than the progress of the play. He was usually more or less
drunk. He and DeGross Wilbur used to have terrific
quarrels.

Jane Gooch, who also designed the costumes and man-
aged the publicity end, did most of the real work of
direction. She made a point of looking in on the re-
hearsals every other day or so to sec that the actors were
managing to get on and off the stage and taking each
other up on their cucs. But she was never able to stay
very long and so could not enforce the discipline and
keep the actors up to the efforts which are required for
a successful production. All sorts of other people used to
drift in and out while the rehearsals were going on. They
would make all sorts of suggestions to Bob Mott and to
the actors. There was one man who ran a book shop who
was jealous of one of the actresses, a girl with whom he
had been living and whom he had begun to suspect of
an interest in one of the members of the cast. He would
come and sit there every day, and sometimes conceal
himself behind the scenes, where the actors would fall
over him as they were making their exits. Bob Mott had
a police-dog named Hindenburg, which he always
brought to the theater with him and which barked at
the fire-alarm and the scenes in which people were
knocked around. There was also a Polish girl, who drank
and was in love with Bob Mott. We used to hear her
sobbing in the pauses. The day of the dress rehearsal,
Jane Gooch, who had been overworking, arrived in the
afternoon, and, after witnessing a scene or two, broke
down and had hysterics. She recovered, however, and did
what she could.

Fire-Alarm did not run very long, but the run was cx-
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tremely varied. On some occasions, the audience would
hiss; and, on others, they would sit in utter silence. At
one performance, a single spectator laughed harshly at
one of the satiric lines and the rest of the audience
hushed him. Sometimes we could hear people weeping;
and sometimes they laughed so wildly that they broke
the actors up. (“I am perfectly satisfied,” DeGross would
say. “The play has a thousand facets.”) Sometimes they
had nearly all left before it was half through. Nor did
this altogether depend on the accidental mood of the
audience: the performances differed remarkably. The
prompter, whose English was poor, had difficulty in fol-
lowing the lines, so that parts of the play were dropped
out when the actors forgot their speeches. The soliloquies
were particularly treacherous and were often abruptly
telescoped by the omission of long passages, before the
actors who were supposed to play the following scenes
had had time to arrive in the wings and pick up their
cues. Sometimes the stage manager, who was also the
electrician and who was having a crisis with his wife,
would forget to lower the curtain, so that the actors, at
the end of an act, had to hold their positions like living
statues. One night, during the final scene, when the
Professor took the hero by the arm and led him toward
the dawn of Truth, the electric rhomboid, at the back of
the stage, instead of bursting into brightness, merely gave
a momentary glow and then began to grow fainter and
fainter. When the Professor delivered his exhortation,
“Come with me into the Light!”, the stage was entirely
dark. There was a good deal of laughter at this, and
DeGross asked us to do it this way every night, because
it made the ending more ironic. He said that, in allow-
ing the play to end on a note of hope, he had been sub-
consciously affected by the pressure of the popular taste
in favor of a happy ending, and that this accident had
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made him realize how much finer it was to end in dark-
ness. We dissuaded him from this, however.

According to a tradition of the theater, the last night
of a run is a special occasion: the actors play practical
jokes, which are usually unnoticed by the audience, and
try to break one another up. Now, the actors in Fire-
Alarm had been through a good deal for the play, and
they felt that they had the right to express their relief at
its closing by hoaxes of an exceptionally elaborate kind.
The stage manager, who was feeling more cheerful
because his wife had come back, also entered into the
spirit of the occasion and spent hours, unknown to the
actors, arranging surprises and pitfalls. Thus, for the first
scene, in which the hero trics to break through the sides
of the box, he made invisible slits in the gauze so that
the actor put his leg and arm through and had to pull
them back again. And when the Employer in a later
scene picked up his silk hat from the table, a shower of
pretzels fell out. The guests in the dinner scene took the
wind out of the hero’s indignation by wearing real dress
shirts instead of false ones and having large rolls of bills
in their pockets. (During this scene, Bob Mott’s police-
dog also wandered in from the wings and licked one of
the corpses on the nose.) The stage manager’s most in-
genious effect occurred in one of the interior sets: the
Professor was supposed to open a door and enter from the
outside; but the door had been fixed so that its hinges
were at the bottom instead of at the side, and it came
down on the stage like a portcullis; the actor had to walk
in over it. When he later tried to make his exit through
the door on the other side and pushed at the knob to
open it, it turned out to have been taken off its hinges al-
together and, evading the Professor’s grasp, was wafted
away into space by someone on the other side. In the
midst of the final soliloquy, which the hero delivered
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from a high set of steps, these steps were rolled slowly
behind the scenes, carrying the soliloquy with them; and
when the Professor began talking about the Light, a flash-
light was set off right in front of him, which upset the
actor so much fhat he began again several speeches back
and started to play the scene over.

Most of the audience laughed: there were not very
many there. But after the performance, a strange rigid
woman—a spinster of about forty-five, who wore spec-
tacles and was dressed in hideous clothes of some remote
age and place—appeared at the stage door and desired
to meet the author. She talked nervously, as if under in-
tense pressure, and I thought she was a little mad. When
DeGross Wilbur appeared, she complimented him on
his play with a curious acid eagerness that sounded as if
she were so unaccustomed to expressing herself with
enthusiasm that she lacked the appropriate accents. “Tell
me, please, Mr. Wilbur,” she demanded, “have you ever
been in Gibson, Colorado? I am sure you must have
been in Gibson!” DeGross said that he had never been
there. “What you have given us,” she went on, “so
insolently—I might almost say, so atrociously—with a
defiance so categoric—is a compendium of all its laxities,
its brazennesses, its eclipses, as well as of its few limpid
lovelinesses. I should have said that no one could have
written that play who had never been a schoolteacher in
Gibson! The Employer’s coarse market-mindedness, so
sickeningly submerged in the foodstuffs by which alone
man cannot livel All his purposes are directed toward it!
Above it his thoughts cannot leap!” (She was speaking of
the shower of pretzels.) “I have seen it a thousand times!
And the stars that do but caricature our passions when
we cry to them in their coolness and clearness—and the
dreadful doors of our rooms that seem to topple inward
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upon us or to waver away at our touch, as we pass from
cell to cell of torment!”

As I say, I thought she was mad. That was my first
meeting with Isabelle Griffin. I did not know that she
was eventually to become the first wom®n dramatist of
importance in the history of the theater. And I was even
further from guessing that this immature and incoherent
play of Wilbur’s was actually to show her the way to her
own creative development. She had come on to New
York for the first time and for only a very brief visit, and
if she had not seen Fire-Alarm at the suggestion of an-
other schoolteacher with whom she was staying in St.
Luke’s Place, it is unlikely—since she read almost
nothing but seventeenth-century poetry—that she would
ever have come into contact with the methods of German
expressionism, which, imperfectly assimilated and ex-
emplified as they were in Fire-Alarm, were in her case
to prove so fruitful. Today, one speaks of Isabelle Griffin
and Strindberg. Nor was it merely the calculated effects
of the play that influenced her own technique: she was
also, to some extent, happily inspired by the accidents and
jokes of the final performance. The Physicist's sudden
setback when the flashlight was sct off at the end pro-
vided Miss Griflin, for example, with scenes of a curious
effectiveness, in which whole passages of dialogue were
repeated.

DeGross Wilbur himself soon sloughed off the modern-
ist tricks which he had been at such pains to acquire and
took to writing those amusing comedies which began
with satiric pictures of the country-club life of industrial
towns and ended on the Riviera with the international
cocktail set.

April 20, 1927



SHERWOOD ANDERSON'S MANY
MARRIAGES

I cannor RrEGARD Many Marriages, the new novel by
Sherwood Anderson, as a quite worthy successor to The
Triumph of the Egg. It takes the subjective method of
the last story of that book, Out of Nowhere Into Nothing
—which was already rather too long—and applies it on
an even more claborate scale. It may be that I am not in a
position to judge Many Marriages quite fairly, because
the author, at the time he was writing it, once told me
the story at length. It then seemed to me fresh and sur-
prising, like a dream that was remembered with vividness
and that kept for the dreamer some strange special
significance. In the telling, it had all of the quality that
has often brought Anderson, at his best, closer to the art
of the poet than to that of the writer of fiction. But when
I came to read the story in its extended form, I found
it tedious and sometimes flat. It is as if Mr. Anderson he
diluted his ideas until they had lost a good deal of t'
force. The incident, for example, of the meeting be £

the girl and the boy, when both find themselver she
moment delivered from the sense of shameofoun
swims to him out of sleep like a diver frs heat foo
waters, is certainly very fine; but one L on hear®®
much about it—or rather, what one AKY heard. M.
adds too little to what one has -
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Anderson’s repetitions, which are intended to, and which
do at their best, give the effect of the rhythms of living,
become here indefensibly boring. We have, for example,
to listen twice to a complete and detailed description of
the finding of the little green stone which is to stand as
a symbol of life, and whenever it is mentioned later, this
description is partly repeated. It is a little like The House
That Jack Built.

It is a habit of Mr. Anderson’s to divest his char-
acters of their incidentals, their furniture, their houscs,
their clothes, their ordinary social relations; and he pro-
duces in the best of his stories an impression of classic
simplicity. But this feature of his writing, also, comes
off badly in Many Marriages. The characters seem
strangely pale, as if they had been stripped of their per-
sonalities, too. The wife assigned to the hero is quite
inconceivable as a human being. She presents the blank
face of a phantom. When her husband announces that
he is leaving her, she accommodatingly poisons herself
without uttering a word of remonstrance. Such a woman,
however sexless, might be expected at lcast to have some
existence in conncction with her family and her house-
hold; but Mrs. Webster gives up her daughter without
making the faintest struggle. It is like something in a
children’s charade or one of those comic-strips, in which
people fall dead, amid a galaxy of stars, at some cata-
strophic “wisecrack.” We seem to see Mrs. Webster clasp-
g her hand to her forchead and shooting up several

 into the air. It is true, of course, that poor Mrs.

ebeer s intended as an example of death-in-life; but
&ven a coxse should be human. And in the case of
Nathalie Schvartz, the mistress, who is played off against
the wife, trg explanation cannot apply. We are re-
peatedly told + oy strong she is, yet Nathalie, too, is a
specter whose VGing we are never allowed to hear. We
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end with an irritated feeling that the hero has simply
dropped one lay-figure in order to pick up another.

Yet, in spite of the feebleness, even flabbiness, of the
texture of Many Marriages, the book is not wholly devoid
of the queer and disquieting impressiveness which one
feels in all Anderson’s work. Here as elsewhere, we are
soothed as well as disturbed by the feeling of hands
thrust down among the inner organs of life—hands that
are delicate and clean but still pitiless in their explora-
tions. My only quarrel here with Mr. Anderson is that he
has not thrust down so far as usual. He takes up the
familiar theme of the husband who tires of his wife and
goes off with someone else, and he leaves it much more
nearly as he found it than it has been his wont to do
with the cases with which he deals. Awakening husband
and frozen wife are not quite different enough from the
people in Miss Cather’s One of Ours or Mr. Herges-
heimer’s Cytherea. Yet even when Sherwood Anderson
cannot save a banal theme from banality, his banality is
something distinct from the banality of other people. He
has arrived at it all by himsclf. At his best, Sherwood
Anderson functions with a natural ease and beauty on a
plane in the depths of life—as if under a diving-bell
submerged in the human soul—which makes the world
of the ordinary novelist seem stagy and superficial. At
his worst, as in Many Marriages, one feels, as one cannot
feel in the cases of so many of his contemporaries, that
he is at least, in the pursuit of his own idcal, making his
own mistakes,

April, 1923



RING LARDNER'S AMERICAN
CHARACTERS

Mr. Rinc Larpner is a popular journalist who writes
for the New York American and who also provides the
text for a syndicated comic strip. It has therefore been
thought appropriate to present his new collection of short
stories as if it were a volume of popular humor. There
are a preface in the vein of Bill Nye and a jocose intro-
duction to every story, and the title page is brightened by
a humorous cut that is evidently by John Held. The book
itself, from its burlesque preface, is called How to Write
Short Stories, instead of, as it ought to be, Champion
and Other Stories.

Is all this an idea of the publishers, who do not want
to forfeit the prestige of Mr. Lardner’s reputation as a
humorist, or is it due to Mr. Lardner, who is timid about
coming forward in the role of serious writer? The fact is
that this new book of his, instead of belonging to the
gruesome department of, say, Irvin Cobb’s Speaking of
Operations, contains some of the most interesting work
that Ring Lardner has yet produced. These stories he
observes in his preface, “will illustrate in a half-hearted
way what I am trying to get at.” But the stories are not
half-hearted: it is the jokes that he intrudes among them.
The nonsense of his introductions is so far below his
usual level that one suspects him of a guilty conscience
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at attempting to disguise his talent for social observation
and satire. For, aside from a very few things, such as The
Facts, that seem a little magazine-made, what one finds
in How to Write Short Stories is a series of studies of
American types almost equal in importance to those of
Sherwood Anderson and Sinclair Lewis.

It may, indeed, be said of Ring Lardner that, if we
compare him with these other two writers, he shows a
certain specific advantage over each of them. In those of
Mr. Lardner’s stories in which he attempts something
rather similar to Sherwood Anderson’s The Egg or I'm a
Fool, he shows a firmer grasp both of the Western
vernacular and of the external realities with which he is
dealing. In a sense, he is closer to life. It is curious to
speculate what would have happened to some of the
stories in this collection if they had been written by
Sherwood Anderson. Two of Lardner’s baseball players—
Alibi Ike and .a scout who is willing to risk ruining his
team for the sake of a perfect quartet—may almost be
called neurotics; and a third—the demon batter in My
Roomy—is evidently quite insane. What startling pre-
occupations might not have been revealed to the reader if
Anderson had X-rayed their deepest insides! Is not the
mysterious Elliot, who insists upon shaving in the middle
of the night and cannot sleep unless the water in the
bathtub is running, a brother to John Webster of Many
Marriages, who appeared before his daughter naked, and
to the girl in Out of Nowhere Into Nothing, who used to
listen to the water-pail slopping over? With Anderson,
you are sometimes so far submerged in the spiritual sen-
sations of these characters that you lose sight of them as
actual people in an actual Western community; with
Lardner’s queer cases, however, you are never taken in-
side them; you see them only in their relations with other
people. And when Lardner comes closest to Lewis, as in
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the story called The Golden Honeymoon, he is less likely
than Lewis to caricature, and hence to falsify, because he
is primarily interested in studying a kind of person rather
than in drawing up an indictment.

But Mr. Lardner has, of course, not as yet attained the
stature of either of these men. Anderson has a poef’s
sensibility; Lewis, a satirist’s fury. But what Lardner may
have to match these he has never yet fully revealed. For
all his saturnine tone, his apparent scorn of vulgar valucs,
he seems committed to popular journalism. He does not
even care to admit that he has tried to do work on a
higher level—hence the clownish presentation of these
stories. Yet he would seem to come closer than anyone
clse among living American writers to possessing the com-
bination of qualitics that made Huckleberry Finn a
masterpiece. For one thing, he has rcady invention—
which most American recalists have not; and for another—
what is even rarer—an unmistakable personal accent
which represents a special way of looking at things. Even
such important cxamples of recent American realism as
Sinclair Lewis's Main Street and Babbitt have been put
together largely out of literary materials that the author
found ready to hand—the pre-war English novel of Ben-
nett and Wells. But Ring Lardner seems to have imitated
nobody, and nobody else could reproduce his essence.
You have to read the whole of a novel of Lewis to find
out that there is anything remarkable about it; but there
is scarcely a paragraph of Lardner’s which, in its irony
both fresh and morose, docs not convey somehow the
sense of a distinguished aloof intelligence. And he has
shown an unexcelled, a perhaps unrivalled, mastery of
what since the publication of Mencken’s book, has come
to be known as the American language. Mark Twain, in
his foreword to Huckleberry Finn, explained that he had
taken great care to differentiate between “the Missouri
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Negro dialect; the extremest form of the backwoods
Southwestern dialect; the ordinary ‘Pike County’ dialect;
and four modified varieties of this last.” So Lardner has
marked the distinction between the baseball player’s and
the prize-fighter's slang, can speak the language of the
Chicago song-writer of Some Like Them Cold, who has
come to New York to make his fortune, and has equally
at his command the whole vocabulary of adolescent
clichés of the young girl who writes to the songwriter,
and of the quite different set of clichés of the middle-
aged man from New Jersey who goes to Florida for his
golden honeymoon. And he understands the difference
between the spoken language of these semi-literate types
and the language they will use when they write. Finally,
what is most important, he writes the vernacular like an
artist and not merely like a clever journalist—as George
Ade or O. Henry did. There is nothing artificial or forced
about the use of slang in these stories; it is as natural as it
is apt. Lardner’s language is the product of a philologist’s
ear and a born writer’s relish for words.

Will Ring Lardner, then, go on to his Huckleberry
Finn or has he already told all he knows? It may be that
the mechanical repetition of a trick that one finds in
such a story as Horseshoes and the melodramatic exagger-
ation of Champion indicate limitations. But you never
know: here is a man who has had the freedom of the
modern West no less than Mark Twain did of the old
one, who approaches it, as Mark Twain did, with a per-
ceptive interest in human beings instead of with the
naturalist’s formula—a man who lives at a time when, if
one be not sold irredeemably into bondage to the Saturday
Evening Post, it is far easier for a serious writer to get
published and find a hearing than it was in Mark
Twain’s day. If Ring Lardner has anything more to give
us, the time has now come to deliver it. He has not even
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popular glory to gain by pursuing any other course. His
popular vein is about worked out; and he has always been
too much of an artist to make the biggest kind of success
as a clown; his books have never sold so well as Stephen
Leacock’s or Irvin Cobb’s. When Lewis himself, in his
earlier phase a humorist for the Saturday Evening Post,
took a chance and composed in Main Street his satire
upon its readers, he received unexpected support. It
turned out that there were thousands of people who were
ready to hear what he wanted to say. What bell might not
Lardner ring if he set out to give us the works?

July, 1924



EUGENE O'NEILL AND THE NATURALISTS
I. Eugene O’Neill as Prose-Writer

Tre new voLuMmE of Eugenc O'Neill's plays contains
The Hairy Ape, Anna Christie and The First Man. The
first of these scems to me almost the only thing that Mr.
O'Neill has yet written that has very much value as
literature apart from its effectiveness as drama. As a rule,
the plays of O’'Neill are singularly uninviting on the
printed page. The dialogue is raw and prosaic, in texture
quite undistinguished, and the author has made no at-
tempt to appeal to the imagination by way of the stage
directions, which are not lifted above the baldness of the
prompt-book. These plays appear too often, in short, as
rather second-rate naturalistic picces that owe their
eminence, not to their intrinsic greatness, but, as Marx
said of John Stuart Mill, “to the flatness of the surround-
ing country.” The dialogue of The First Man, which I
have not scen on the stage, proves in the reading so
tasteless and drecary that one does not see how one could
sit through it.

But Eugene O’'Neill has another vein in which he is a
literary artist of genius. When he is writing the more or
less grammatical dialogue of the middle-class characters
of his plays, his prose is heavy and indigestible even
beyond the needs of naturalism. People say the same
things to one another over and over again and never
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succeed in saying them any more effectively than the
first time; long speeches shuflle dragging fect, marking
time without progressing, for pages. But as soon as Mr.
O'Neill gets a character who can only talk some kind of
vernacular, he begins to write like a poet. We had
already had evidence of this in the Negro hero of The
Emperor Jones and in the first act of Anna Christie, but
when one saw The Hairy Ape produced by the Province-
town Players, one had the fecling that Mr. O’Neill had
for the first time become fully articulate. As Walter
Pritchard Eton said, he wrote slang like “a sort of wild
organ music.” The scenes in which the non-illiterate
characters talk are as clumsy and dead as ever, but the
greater part of the play, in which Yank, the stoker, dis-
courses, has a mouth-filling rhythmical eloquence very
rare in naturalistic drama.

When the speeches came to life in this way, the drama
was always more moving. One felt that Mr. O’'Neill, in
his gift for drawing music from humble people, had a
kinship with Sherwood Anderson. For The Hairy Ape
is the tragedy not, as in the common formula, of the
American pitted against his environment nor even of the
proletarian pitted against capitalism, but of the universal
human being pitted against himself. It is, as Mr. O’Neill
has labelled it, a play “of ancient and modern life.” 1
have heard this disputed by people who had got the im-
pression from seeing the play that the hero of The Hairy
Ape is thwarted by the forces of society instead of by his
own limitations. But I believe that if anyone will read
the last scenes in the printed text, he will see that though
it is a consciousness of social inferiority that gives the
first impetus to Yank’s débécle and though he himself at
first supposes that it is society he has to fight, the Hairy
Ape’s ultimate struggle for freedom takes place within
the man himself. I am not sure that Mr. O’'Neill always
gives enough dramatic emphasis to his most important
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ideas. The significance of thesc last scenes of The Hairy
Ape was not thrown into relief on the stage. People
seemed to understand the play better when they saw it a
second time. This is a reason—aside from the fact that
the Ape is good literature—that it is useful to have it in
a book.

November, 1922

II. All God’s Chillun and Others

Catskill Dutch by Roscoe Brink was a long, con-
scientious, rather boring play about rural life on the Hud-
son after the Givil War. There is a good deal of this sort
of naturalism now being turned out in America. No
longer than a decade ago, our critics were still complain-
ing of the scarcity of sober realism in American fiction
and drama; that was the period of the great ascendancy
of the school of Arnold Bennett and Stanley Houghton,
and almost nobody but Dreiser, in the United States, was
doing anything of the sort for us. Now the formula has
been discovered, and dozens of people are applying it.
The writer had occasion recently to go through the manu-
scripts submitted in a magazine short-story contest and,
even knowing the popularity of novels like Lewis’s and
Willa Cather’s, was astonished by the unanimity with
which this formula had been adopted: of the three ablest
writers who emerged, one dealt with the Jews on the
New York East Side, another with the Southern
Negroes, and a third with the suburbs of San Francisco.
All three, like Mr. Brink, wrote competently and sin-
cerely; but none of them had anything much that was
personal or vivid to communicate. They tended, like Mr.
Brink, to be duller than the life they described.

Thus we are getting the backwash of the naturalistic
movement—as we have of so many other movements—
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when Europe is just leaving it behind. What in the
theater is called expressionism represents an attempt to
escape from the literal methods of realism—as the cubism
of Braque and Picasso represents an attempt to escape
from the photographic ideals of nineteenth-century paint-
ing. The expressionistic method, as Mr. Stark Young has
said, is “merely the poetic method”; but it has produced
a genre that differs from any previous dramatic poetry,
because it is practised by people who have had to break
away from naturalism. It was not a problem for Shake-
speare to disregard literal realism and to have any sort
of character give vent to his inmost thoughts in the non-
colloquial language of the imagination, because Shakes-
peare did not have to make the effort of unlearning Ibsen
and Shaw. But the dramatic poet today has to take a
naturalistic subject and try to knock poetry into it—just
as the modern painter has to take a conventional still-life
and by main force hack it to pieces and shuffle up the
fragments in a novel pattern. Hence the discordant con-
ceits, the limping allegories, of such a play as The Man
Who Ate the Popomack—a pioneer English expressionistic
comedy by W. J. Turner. The Man Who Ate the Pcpo-
mack, though it has a dash of wit and some charming
speeches (particularly in the Chinese scene), is, on the
whole, rather an unsatisfactory medley of a little Shaw,
a little Galsworthy, a little expressionism and a residuum
of jokes from Punch (the man who comes to dinner in a
diving suit). The difficulties of presenting a fairy-tale
mixed up with a drawingroom comedy seem acutely to
have been felt by the producers, who have radically
altered Mr. Turner's text and presented as a conventional
dream what the author, as appears from the printed
play, meant to be shown as actually happening. I don’t
think they have improved matters by doing this; I prefer



EUGENE O'NEILL AND THE NATURALISTS 103

Mr. Turner’s version. But then it is true that the author
has not solved the problem himself.

A much better play than either of these, All God’s
Chillun Got Wings by Eugene O’'Neill, also shows signs
of an effort to impose subjective fancies upon an idea
objectively conceived. The Provincetown Players, in pro-
ducing the play, have not tried to carry out the idea that
appears in the author’s text, of having the walls and
ceiling of the interior set contract as the situation be-
comes more oppressive, but they have made him a present
of a curious church with a waist like a human being’s
and flying buttresses of brick that seem to be streaming
away in the wind. These devices, both author’s and pro-
ducer’s, strike one as a little mechanical, as not quite be-
longing with the rest of the play; but, in any case, they
are unimportant and not typical of the treatment of the
whole. Mr. O’Neill has made a much more effective de-
parture from the cumbersome naturalism of the “tran-
script from life” of the type of Catskill Dutch, by simply
throwing overboard most of its detail. He has sheared
away, in All God'’s Chillun, almost everything except the
relation between his two central characters, and, in doing
s0, has gaincd intensity, one of the qualities our realism
most necds.

For the rest, All God’s Chillun Got Wings is one of
the best things yet written about the race problem of
Negro and white and one of the best of O'Neill’s plays.
Two of Mr. O'Neill’s chief assets are, first, a nervous
driving force that carries the audience inescapably along;
and, second, a gift for the eloquent use of the various
forms of the American vernacular. Both of these All
God’s Chillun has. It is not quite so consistently com-
pelling or well-written as The Emperor Jones or The
Hairy Ape; it has its harsh notes and its raw expanses.
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But then, it has a certain advantage over either of these
other plays in presenting two characters equally strong, in
collision with one another, instead of one central char-
acter who only contends with himself.

Mr. O'Neill has another qualification which sets him
completely apart from the other American dramatists,
who have so far done very little more than modify the
conventional American comedy in the direction of Shaw
or Sinclair Lewis: he nearly always, with whatever crude-
ness, is expressing some real experience, some impact
directly from life. The characters and the scene in
O'Neill are sometimes forbiddingly bleak—as in the lat-
ter part of All God’s Chillun—but they are likely at any
moment, by taking on the power and the awfulness of
naked natural forces, to establish a violent contact
between themselves and us. This was true of even
Welded (on the stage), a monotonous drama of marriage
~—which failed principally, it seems to me, through not
having been well enough written. Mr. O’Neill, with this
sort of subject from ordinary middle-class life, does not
pay enough attention to style. A play, like anything else
that is built of words, is primarily a work of literature,
and even the most vigorous dramatic idea cannot be
trusted to make its effect without the right words to con-
vey it. All but the greatest of actors are liable to betray a
careless text, but an accurate and brilliant text will man-
age to speak for itself in spite of the very worst. The
expressiveness of Mr. O'Neill seems to diminish in
direct proportion to his distance from the language of
the people. At one pole, you have The Hairy Ape, cer-
tainly his best-written play; at the other Welded, per-
haps his worst. In All God’s Chillun Got Wings, you see
his quality rising and falling—between the stale language
of stock-company melodrama and the vivid, the racy, the
real. May 28, 1924



THE NEW AMERICAN COMEDY

Ten veARrs aco people flocked to comedies like It Pays to
Advertise, in which the heroes were breezy business men
who made a great deal of money in the last act, or to
sentimental dramas like Turn to the Right, in which the
simple American home was glorified. Today, they go to
the theater to sec satires like Beggar on Horseback by
Marc Connelly and George S. Kaufman, in which busi-
ness is made ridiculous; or comedics like George Kelly’s
The Show-Off and J. P. McEvoy’s The Potters, in which
business is made obnoxious and the American home
hideous. It is not merely that these plays find producers
but that they actually become very popular. The Potters
is now in its seventh month, and The Show-Off has cele-
brated its hundredth performance. The work of a younger
generation who have served their apprenticeships to the
bond-selling business and the advertising agencics, to the
ideals of Main Strcet generally, and who, encouraged no
doubt by Lewis’s example, have decided to trust their
instincts in caricaturing these things, these plays find, as
Lewis’s novels did, audiences with similar instincts, who
want nothing better than a chance to guffaw at their
own preposterous dullness. Such comedics and their pub-
lic are a sign—if not quite indubitably that America is
becoming more intelligent—at least that a good many
Americans have reached a point of supersaturation with
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our current commercial ideals. We have at last become
aware that our commercialism has certain unattractive
aspects and have begun to satirize oursclves. The crass
business man, indeed, as well as the romantic advertiser,
are alrcady showing signs—in the pages of Life, for ex-
ample—of passing into the popular mind as stereotyped
comic characters, like the dude or the hayseed of yester-
day.

Our satirists, nevertheless, have retained a good deal
of the machinery, and hence of the point of view, of the
business man’s comedy upon which they have improved.
The homely little old mother of Turn to the Right still
survives—though in a modified form—as a fundamental
element in The Show-Off and even in Expressing Willie;
and the principal male characters, however absurd or hol-
low, do not fail to make a great deal of money at the end
of the last act, like the hero of It Pays to Advertise.
Aubrey Piper in The Show-Off saves his brother-in-law
from being swindled out of the profits of his invention,
and Mr. Potter turns out, after all, not to have sold the
valuable oil lease. Once our writers of comedy depart
from the more obvious kind of satire that depends on
intensifying ugliness, they gravitate toward the com-
monplace—nor docs it scem to me that the pessimistic
heresics of the last scenes of Elmer Rice’s The Adding
Machine, for example, are very much less commonplace
than the reassuring conventions I have mentioned. There
can, howcever, be no doubt whatever that in effects of
ferocious ugliness our dramatists have rccently dis-
tinguished themselves. The almost half-witted joviality
of The Show-Off; the cooped-up poisoned interiors of
The Adding Machine; and the series of messy collisions
between people living too hurriedly or too close together
that makes The Potters like a long headache: conversa-
tions shattered by the subway, meals bolted while trans-
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acting business, the love affair on the piazza that is sud-
denly arrested by the headlights of another pair of lovers
who are parking their car in the strect, the exasperated
members of a family, all with mutually conflicting aims,
continually coming and going to the din of the door bell,
the telephone, the phonograph and the radio—it is in
such heightenings of the surface horrors of modern Amer-
ican life that our theater at present excels.

What one misses, however, in these plays, even at their
strongest as satire, is a feeling for literary style. Our
American dramatists do not write very well. Marc Con-
nelly and George S. Kaufman deal more fancifully and
more gaily than these others with the office building and
the suburban sitting-room, but they do not write any
better. Zona Gale, who writes well in her novels, loses
most of her distinction when she works for the stage.
Rachel Crothers, who, in Expressing Willie, presents the
successful business man going in for culture, has in-
vented some amusing patter for the conversational artist
and the psychoanalytic siren into whose hands her hero
has fallen, and shows in general a gift for dialogue. Scott
Fitzgerald, in his play The Vegetable, which has been
published and tried out on the stage but never yet brought
to New York, has applied to this comedy of commercial
mediocrity an imagination further from the commonplace
than that of anyone else who has tried it, but his uncer-
tain grasp of his subjects, more dangerous in a play than
a novel, scems unpropitious to its success on the stage.

What might we not get, one asks oneself, if Ring
Lardner were to write a play? He has already done several
amusing sketches, and there is a rumor that he is now
composing, in collaboration with George Gershwin, a
version of Carmen in “the American language.” His new
book of short stories seems to me to establish him as some-
thing much nearer an artist than either Mr. Kelly or Mr.



108 THE SHORES OF LIGHT

McEvoy—I might almost say than Mr. Rice. He has a
charming imagination and he writes Americanese with
a real sense of style. If anyone is capable of doing a
one-hundred-percent American comedy that would also
be dramatic literature, it is probably Mr. Lardner. But
in the meantime, he is busy supplying the text for a
syndicated daily comic strip—just as Mr. McEvoy has
recently taken the Potters into the comic section with a
daily strip of his own. That is the trouble with American
comedy. If, on the one hand, it still stays too close to the
comedy of yesterday, it is drawn, when it pulls away,
toward the slapstick of the funny papers. The dramatists
I have mentioned above put before us the materials for a
national comedy but they apply to them the methods of
the comic strip. What is needed is somzone to color them
with the temperament of the artist.

June 18, 1924



A VORTEX IN THE NINETIES:
STEPHEN CRANE

Mg. Tuomas Beer’s Stephen Crane: A Study in Amer-
ican Letters is the latest and not one of the least satisfac-
tory additions to the twentieth-century portrait gallery of
nineteenth-century celebrities inaugurated five years ago
by Mr. Lytton Strachey. Since Eminent Victorians,
biography in English has become what it has long been
in France: a form of literary art. “Those two fat volumes,”
at seven-fifty a set, which Mr. Strachey deplored in
1918, have already begun to disappear, and instead we
have, if not always masterpieces of Stracheyan compres-
sion and point, at least narratives that are critical and
selective and of dimensions appropriate to their subjects.

Mr. Becer, however, differs from most of his fellows in
not imitating Strachey’s style as well as his economy and
form. Mr. Beer has gone for his style to a writer who had
already before Strachey brought something of Strachey’s
accent to the chronicle of the nineteenth century: he has
gone to our own Henry Adams. He patronizes American
politics in very much Adams’s manner and even imitates
those curious transitions—the result, perhaps, in Adams’s
case, of the effort to impose a unity on a set of historical
phenomena that appalled him by their apparent incon-
sequence—which in his History of the United States and
The Education of Henry Adams suggest sometimes that
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the smooth-flowing garment of style has been arranged
with a view to draping rather vague intellectual contours.
We find Mr. Beer writing: “This jape [a bon mot of
Mark Twain’s at the expense of Henry James] was in
London six months later, but Crane, a few blocks to the
north of its making, was far from well,” or, “He had
read with appreciation Knut Flamsun’s Hunger when
Karl Harriman brought the book to Brede in summer,
but appetite ceased and Mrs. Crane had agitated con-
ferences with friends as to Switzerland and the Black
Forest.” Was there really any point to be made by com-
bining in the same sentence Hamsun’s Hunger and
Crane’s illness?

But Mr. Beer, in spite of this and some other defects
of style, has written an incredibly entertaining book about
one of the most unpromising of periods. The eighties and
nineties in America appear—at least to one who was
born on the hither edge of them—perhaps the most
provincial and uninspired moment in the history of Amer-
ican society. It sometimes seems to me that it is even
possible to detect a distinct intellectual decline between
Americans educated in the seventies and Americans edu-
cated in the eighties. In the seventies, men were still living
on the culture and believing in the social ideal which had
survived from the founding of the Republic. The doctors,
the professors, the lawyers and the churchmen who were
graduated from college in the seventies had at once a
certain all-around humanism and a serious and dignified
attitude toward life; they were carrying on an integrity of
moral ideal. But by the eighties Business was flooding in
and ideals were in confusion: the old-fashioned lawyer
was on his way to becoming a corporation lawyer whose
principal function was to keep Business from going to jail;
the doctor was on his way to becoming a modern “special-
ist” and sending Business to a sanitarium; and the church
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and the university were beginning to be abandoned by
first-rate men altogether. In the meantime, the men of
the eighties, with whatever sound culture and honest
aims, were finding themselves launched in a world where
there was a great deal of money to be made and most
people were trying to make money. Humanism went by
the board; moral scruples were put to rout; and serious-
ness about man and his problems was abrogated entirely
in favor of the seriousness of Business about things that
were not serious. The State became identified with Busi-
ness; ideas were shot on sight. The people who acquired
money had a pretty good time, one supposes; at least they
spent a great deal of money. But life, in the long run, by
the turn of the century, seemed to many unsatisfac-
tory. What was a man to do who had been educated for
the old America and who once might have served the
Republic or followed an interesting profession in a
society which offered stability and lcisurc? Become the
slave of Business at one extreme or drink himself to death
at the other, but in any case absorb, perhaps uncon-
sciously, enough of the commercial ideal to neutralize
any others with which he might have started out. For
one of the most depressing features of the American
world of this period was that it hardly knew what was
the matter with it. It was only at a later date that people
like Edith Wharton and Van Wyck Brooks began to
diagnose and describe.

Now, Mr. Thomas Beer’s success with this unselfcon-
scious epoch has been attained in this book not merely
through his minute knowledge of it and his exquisite
appreciation of its humors, but from the fact that he has
found in the sprawling and unorganized, the prosaic and
Philistine America of the end of the nineteenth century
a point of intellectual dignity from which it is possible
to focus it. Stephen Crane was a vortex of intensity in a



112 THE SHORES OF LIGHT

generally stagnant sea. He was an artist not as the age
understood th’it word but as the world at large under-
stands it. I do not say that he was a great artist or that he
was even of the first rank, but what he had was the real
thing and he adulterated it with nothing else.* Stephen
Crane had arrived in prose, apparently without having
read Maupassant or knowing anything of the school of
Flaubert, at precisely their objective method and their
ironic point of view, and in poetry, at a terse vers libre
which at its best has scarcely been surpassed by any of
the more profuse vers librists who have since received
more liberal publicity; and he managed to practice his
art without any journalistic infection. Mr. Beer says, in
fact, that Crane, after years of newspaper training, was
never able to write copy successfully: he could no more
suspend his artistic sincerity to turn out a half-column
on a fire than he was able, in Active Service, to concoct
a popular novel. And, as a result of this undeviating de-
votion to a purpose which was, in that period, as little
comprchensible to Richard Watson Gilder as it would
have been to Mrs. Astor, he seems to have been regarded
with almost universal suspicion. Joseph Conrad, who
knew him well and who contributes an introduction to
Mr. Beer’s study, and Mr. Beer, who has been at pains
to investigate, both bear witness that Crane could never
really have becn described as dissipated; and his writing
is certainly the product of a mind of unblunted edge.
Yet Stephen Crane, in the United States, at the time of
*I should certainly say today that Stephen Crane was an
artist of the first rank, but I have left this opinion of the twen-
ties as typical of our contemptuous attitude toward the nineties
and our diffidence in making claims for the American writers
of the past. It will be noted that, when I mention Crane later in
The All-Star Literary Vaudeville, my opinion of him has already

gone up; and still later, in The Critic Who Does Not Exist, 1
give him a place among American classics.
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his great reputation, was accused of every vice and crime
from drug-taking and dying in delirium tremens to se-
ducing country girls and attempting to burn James Gor-
don Bennett’s yacht. As he remarked, in 1896: “When
people see a banker taking a glass of beer in a café, they
say, ‘There is Smith. When they behold a writer taking
a glass of beer, they say, ‘Send for the police!””

The effect of Mr. Beer’s study is, however, as I have
suggested, to bring out in these barren decades in which
Stephen Crane lived a certain importance and interest
which they owe to Stephen Crane’s having lived in
them. The happenings and habits of the era—the Bow-
cry, the Cuban War, Clyde Fitch and Lillian Russell,
the debaucheries of the Haymarket and the racing days
on the Jersey coast—though they may have for us a
charm of memory, do not usually wear for us the aspect
of having been in themselves enchanting; but they take
on a certain literary glamor when we watch them
through Stephen Crane’s eyes. What is exciting is to
see this life experienced and criticized by a man of first-
rate intelligence who was also living in the thick of it—
to see its literature tried by the touchstone of a prac-
ticing artist who could feel the hollowness of Stevenson
and the value of Henry James, who realized that Huckle-
berry Finn was spoiled as a perfect novel by its final
pages of farce and—as I learn from another source than
the biography of Mr. Beer—sometimes amused himself
by trying to cut down specimens of contemporary Ameri-
can poetry to the minimum of idea or emotion that, on
scrutiny, he found them to contain. What is touching,
and perhaps most startling of all, to an American young
enough to remember the banter and slang of the nineties
as the language of a lost world, of an innocently rakish
youth that had nothing to do with art or ideas, is to hear
that language mordantly talked by an intensely serious
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man: “I will bet my marbles and my best top that
Walter Besant is forgotten in twenty years”; “Mr. Yeats
is the only man I have met who talks of Wilde with any
sense. The others talk like a lot of little girls at a Sunday
School party when a kid says a wicked word in a corner.”
Other personal qualities come through in a letter to a
runaway boy whom he had found without money in San
Antonio: “Dear Deadeye Dick: Thanks for sending back
my money so fast. The hotel trun me out, as my friends
of the Bowery say. . .. Now, old man, take some advice
from a tough jay from back East. You say your family
is all right and nobody bothers you. Well, it struck me
that you were too young a kid and too handsome to be
free and easy around where a lot of bad boys and girls
will take your pennies. So better stay home and grow a
mustache before you rush out into the red universe any
more.”

In any case, Mr. Beer has put Stephen Crane squarely
back in his place on the literary map. He was partially
excluded by his own time and has remained something
of an outlaw even in ours. His biographer has shown
him here as one of the most intellectually respectable
Americans of the latter part of the century; and his works,
if they are republished now, as there is a rumor they are
to be, will have a lesson of artistic discipline to teach an
age of easy writing.

January 2, 1924



EMERGENCE OF ERNEST HEMINGWAY

O~ Ocroser 21, 1923, the following note appeared in
Burton Rascoe’s A Bookman's Daybook, a feature of the
Sunday edition of the New York Tribune, of which

Rascoe was at that time literary editor:

Called upon Mary and Edmund Wilson late in the
afternoon, and Wilson called my attention to some amus-
ing stuff by Ernest Hemingway in the new issue of the
Little Review.* [Lewis] Galanti¢re sent me a copy of
Hemingway’s Three Stories and Ten Poems, which was
published in Paris, and said that I would find it inter-
esting, but I have not yet got around to reading it.
Wilson was ill with a cold and complained that the diff-
culty with New York is that it is hard to keep feeling
well here, that it ties one up nervously and residents of
Manhattan are always having colds.

I presently had the following letter from Hemingway,
who was then working on a newspaper in Canada:

November 11, 1923
Dear Mr. Wilson:

In Burton Rascoe’s Social and Literary Notes I saw
vou had drawn his attention to some writing of mine
in the Little Review.

* These contributions were In Our Time, comprising six of the
little vignettes that afterward appeared in the two books of that

title, and a satirical prose poem called They Made Peace—
What Is Peace?
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I am sending you Three Stories and Ten Poems. As
far as I know it has not yet been reviewed in the States.
Gertrude Stein writes me she has done a review but [
don’t know whether she has gotten it published yet.

You don’t know anything in Canada.

I would like to send out some for review but do not
know whether to put a dedication, as compulsory in
France, or what. Being an unknown name and the books
unimposing they would probably be received as by Mr.
Rascoe who has not yet had time, after three months, to
read the copy Galantiére sent him. (He could read it
all in an hour and a half.)

The Contact Publishing Co. is McAlmon. It has pub-
lished Wm. Carlos Williams, Mina Loy, Marsden Hart-
ley and McAlmon.

I hope you like the book. If you are interested could
you send me the names of four or five people to send it
to to get it reviewed? It would be terribly good of you.
This address will be good until January when we go back
to Paris.

Thanking you very much whether you have the time
to do it or not.

Yours sincerely,
1599 Bathurst Street Ernest Hemingway
Toronto, Canada

I acknowledged the book when I got it, mentioning
that I might do a note on it in the Dial, and had from
him the following reply:

November 25
1599 Bathurst Street
Toronto
Dear Mr. Wilson:
Thank you ever so much for the letter. It was awfully
good of you.
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The book is a silly size. McAlmon wanted to get out
a series of small books with Mina Loy, W. C. Williams,
etc. and wanted me in it. I gave him the stories and
poems. I am glad to have it out and once it is published
it is back of you.

I am very glad you liked some of it. As far as I can
think at the minute yours is the only critical opinion in
the States I have any respect for. Mary Colum is some-
times sound. Rascoe was intelligent about Eliot. There
are probably good ones that I don’t know.

No I don’t think My Old Man derives from Ander-
son. It is about a boy and his father and race-horses.
Sherwood has written about boys and horses. But very
differently. It derives from boys and horses. Anderson
derives from boys and horses. I don’t think they’re any-
thing alike. I know I wasn’t inspired by him.

I know him pretty well but have not seen him for
several years. His work seems to have gone to hell, per-
haps from people in New York telling him too much
how good he was. Functions of criticism. I am very fond
of him. He has written good stories.

Would it perhaps be better to postpone the “Briefer
Mentions” in the Dial until In Our Time comes out
sometime next month and I will send it to you. You can
get from it what I am trying to get at and the two of
them together could make one review.

I am awfully glad you liked the In Our Time stuff in
the Little Review and it is where I think I have gotten
hold of it.

There is no use trying to explain it without the book.

It is very sporting of you to offer to help me get a book
before the publishers. I don’t know any of them.

Edward O'Brien wrote me thce other day asking formal
permission to reprint My Old Man in his Best Short
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Stories of 1923 and asking if he could dedicate the book
to me. As the book isn’t out that is confidential. He
prints bum ones and good ones. He asked me if I had
enough stories for a Boni and Liveright book. I don’t
know whether that means he could get them to publish
it. I will write and ask you about it when the time comes
if you don’t mind.

E. E. Cummings’ Enormous Room was the best book
published last year that I read. Somebody told me it was
a flop. Then look at One of Ours. Prize, big salc, people
taking it seriously. You were in the war weren’t you?
Wasn't that last scene in the lines wonderful? Do you
know where it came from? The battle scene in Birth of
a Nation. 1 identified episode after episode, Catherized.
Poor woman she had to get her war experience some-
where.

The thing in the L.R. was a joke.* T wrote it in the
wagon-restaurant going back to Lausanne, had been at
a very finc lunch at Gertrude Stein’s and talked there
all afternoon and read a lot of her new stuff and then
drank a big bottle of Beaune myself in the dining car.
Facing opening the wire again in the morning I tried to
analyse the conference.

Her mcthod is invaluable for analysing anything or
making notes on a person or a place. She has a wonder-
ful head. I would like to write a review of an old book
of hers sometime. She is where Mencken and Mary
Colum fall down and skin their noses.

Please excuse this very long letter and thanks again
ever so much for your letter and the good advice. I would
like to see you very much when we go through N. Y.

Very sincerely,
Ernest Hemingway.
* They Made Peace—What Is Peace?
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He looked me up on his next visit to New York and
sent me the first In Our Time (lower-cased in our time),
which was published in the spring of 1924 in an edition
of a hundred and seventy copies by the Three Mountains
Press in Paris. This contained only eleven of the fifteen
stories that appeared in the Boni and Liveright edition
of 192s.

I wrote a review of in our time and Three Stories and
Ten Poems, which appeared in the Dial of October,
1924. Though it is not of much interest in itself, I am
proud of it because it is, so far as I know, the first criti-
cism of Hemingway that appeared in print. (It is not,
however, listed by Louis Henry Cohn in his Bibliography
of the Works of Ernest Hemingway. The first article
noted by him is of November, 1925: a review by Burton
Rascoe of the expanded In Our Time.)

Mr. Hemingway’s Dry-Points

Three Stories and Ten Poems. By Ernest Hemingway.
12mo. 58 pages. Contact Publishing Company. Paris.
$1.50.

In Our Time. By Ernest Hemingway. 12mo. 30 pages.

The Three Mountains Press. Paris. $2.

Mr. Hemingway's poems are not particularly impor-
tant, but his prose is of the first distinction. He must be
counted as the only American writer but one—Mr.
Sherwood Anderson—who has felt the genius of Ger-
trude Stein’s Three Lives and has evidently been in-
fluenced by it. Indeed, Miss Stein, Mr. Anderson and
Mr. Hemingway may now be said to form a school by
themselves. The characteristic of this school is a naiveté
of language, often passing into the colloquialism of the
character dealt with, which serves actually tc convey
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profound emotions and complex states of mind. It is a
distinctively American development in prose—as opposed
to more or less successful American achievements in the
traditional style of English prose—which has artistically
justified itself at its best as a limpid shaft into deep
waters.

Not, however, that Mr. Hemingway is imitative. On
the contrary, he is rather strikingly original, and in the
dry compressed little vignettes of In Our Time, has al-
most invented a form of his own:

“They shot the six cabinet ministers at half-past six
in the morning against the wall of a hospital. There were
pools of water in the courtyard. There were dead leaves
on the paving of the courtyard. It rained hard. All the
shutters of the hospital were nailed shut. 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 ihe 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.”

Mr. Hemingway is remarkably successful in suggest-
ing moral values by a series of simple statements of this
sort. His more important book is called In Our Time,
and, behind its cool objective manner, it constitutes a
harrowing record of the barbarities of the period in which
we live: you have not only political executions, but hang-
ings of criminals, bull-ights, assassinations by the police
and the cruelties and horrors of the war. Mr. Hem-
ingway is unperturbed as he tells us about these things:
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he is not a propagandist even for humanity. His bull-
fight sketches have the dry sharpness and elegance of the
bull-fight lithographs of Goya. And, like Goya, he is
concerned first of all with making a fine picture. Too
proud an artist to simplify in the interests of conven-
tional pretenses, he is showing you what life is like. And
I am inclined to think that his little book has more artistic
dignity than anything else about the period of the war
that has as yet been written by an American.

Not perhaps the most vivid book, but the soundest.
Mr. Hemingway, who can make you feel the poignancy
of the Italian soldicr deciding in his death agony that
he will “make a separate peace,” has no anti-militarist
parti pris which will lead him to suppress from his record
the cxhilaration of the men who had “jammed an ab-
solutely perfect barricade across the bridge” and who
were “frightfully put out when we heard the flank had
gone, and we Had to fall back.” It is only in the paleness,
the thinness of some of his effects that Mr. Hemingway
sometimes fails. I am thinking especially of the story
called Up in Michigan, which should have been a master-
piece, but has the curious defect of dealing with rude
and primitive people yet leaving them rather shadowy.

In Our Time has a pretty and very amusing cover
designed from scrambled newspaper clippings. The only
objection I have to its appearance is that the titles are
printed throughout without capitals—thus: “in our time
by ernest hemingway—paris.” This device, which had
a certain effectiveness when the modernists used it first
to call attention to the newness of what they were offer-
ing, is now becoming a bore. The American advertisers
have taken it over as one of their stock tricks. And it is
so unsightly in itself that one does not like to see it
become—as in the case of Mr. Hemingway’s book and
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Mr. Hueffer's* trans-atlantic review—a kind of badge
for all that is freshest and most interesting in contempo-
rary writing.

October, 1924

In conncction with this review, Hemingway wrote me
the following letter:

113 Rue Notre Dame des Champs
Paris VII
October 18, 1924
Dear Wilson:

Thank you so much for writing the review in the
October Dial. 1 liked it very much. You are very right
about the lack of capital letters—which scemed very
silly and affected to me—but Bird had put them in and
as he was printing the I Our Time himselt and that
was all the fun he was getting out of it I thought he
could go ahead and be a damn fool in his own way if it
pleased him. So long as he did not fool with the text.

I'm awfully glad you liked it.

How are you anyway? and did you ever get Chaplin
for your ballet?

We have lived very quietly, working hard, except for
a trip to Spain, Pamplona, where we had a fine time
and [ learned a lot about bull fighting, the inside the
ring scene. We had a lot of minor adventures.

T've worked like hell most of the time and think the
stuff. gets better. Finished the book of 14 stories with a
chapter on In Our Time between cach story—that is the
way they were meant to go—to give the picture of the
whole between examining it in detail. Like looking with
your cyes at something, say a passing coast line, and
° Ford Madox Ford, who changed his family name from
Hueffer.
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then looking at it with 15X binoculars. Or rather, maybe,
looking at it and then going in and living in it—and
then coming out and looking at it again.

I sent the book to Don Stewart* at the Yale Club
about three wecks ago. When he was here he offered
to try and scll it for me. I think you would like it, it has
a pretty good unity. In some of the stories since the In
Our Time I've gotten across both the people and the
scene. It makes you feel good when you can do it. It
feels now as though I had gotten on top of it.

Will you get over here thm winter do you think? We
will prolmblv be in Paris all winter. Not enough money
to get out. The baby is very well and husky. Ihd]cy is
working on the piano.

She sends her best regards to you and Mrs. Wilson.

Hope everything is going well with you and that you
have a good winter. 1 would like to hear from you and
I did appreciate the review. It was cool and clear minded
and decent and impersonal and sympathetic. Christ how
I hate this terrible personal stuff. Do you remember my
writing from Toronto wanting some reviews and pub
licity? and then got some and it turned me sick.

I think there's nothing more discouraging than unintcl
ligent appreciation. Not really discouraging; but just
driving something back inside of you. Some bright guy
said In Qur Time was a series of thumbnail sketches
showing a great deal of talent but obviously under the
influence of Ring Lardner. Yeah! That kind of stufl is
finc. It docesn’t bother. But these wordy, sentimental
bastards. You are the only man writing criticism who
or whom I can read when the book being criticized is
onc I've read or know something about. I can read almost
anybody when they write on things I don’t know about.

® Donald Ogden Stewart.
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Intelligence is so damn rare and the people who have it
often have such a bad time with it that they get bitter
or propagandistic and then it’s not much use.

With best wishes to you and to your wife,

Very sincerely,
Ernest Hemingway

Is this What Price Glory? really a good play. [ don’t
mean a good play—it sounds fine over here.



IMAGINARY DIALOGUES
I. The Poet’s Return

Mr. Paul Rosenfeld and Mr. Matthew Josephson

Mgr. RosenreLp. I was very much interested, Mr.
Josephson, to read in a recent number of Broom your
review of Elinor Wylie’s poetry. I had never precisely
understood your position before, but you have now made
it quite clear.

MR. Josepnson. It is a point of view of which a plain
statement has, I think, been long overdue in America;
it is the only point of view, I am sure, which will make
it possible for Americans to realize themselves creatively.
I was really very much surprised on my return from
a prolonged absence abroad to find that none of the pro-
fessional literary people had had the boldness or the in-
telligence to formulate it—though the necessity for it is
perfectly obvious. Gilbert Seldes, in his articles on the
movies, the jazzsband and the comic strip, has come
nearer to it than anyone else; but even he is still somewhat
intimidated by the pretentions of the officially “artistic”:
he insists upon trying to believe in Bugs Baer and Sher-
wood Anderson both at the same time; he will not admit
that Irving Berlin has rendered Schoenberg uninteresting
and unnecessary.

Mg. Rosenrerp. I see; but it seems to me that Seldes’s

125
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position is easier to defend than yours. For whereas Seldes
merely wants to call attention to the neglected virtues
of the vulgar, you are attempting also to discredit things
that are fine. You say, for cxample, in your review of
Mrs. Wylie, “The large imaginative, daring, formidable
people in America are mostly to be found on the vaude-
ville stage, in the movies, the advertising business, prize-
fighting, railroads, Wall Street. One is led to this conclu-
sion by observing to what an alarming extent those who
produce poetry lack such virtues. Art is purveyed for
small persecuted colonies, dispersed throughout this con-
tinent, and hidden away among its stone walls and steel
foundations. They simply do not join in the great funny
time that is being had by all. . . . Thus, while the age
itself is given to upheaval, our poets, insensibly enough,
strike perfectly traditional poses and have nothing to
say which would place them in this time rather than in
Heine's or Landor’s time.” Now, in the first place, I
should deny that Mrs. Wylie fails to express any con-
temporary reality. She may not, to be sure, give voice
to the emotions of a vaudeville actor, a pugilist or an ad-
vertising man; but she does convey something that lies
concealed below the lives of many educated Americans—
and that is not merely an imitation of the emotions of
Heine or Landor, but a feeling which, when it finds
vent at all, acquires a peculiar intensity and brilliance
from the hardness of the unsympathetic surface that so-
ciety opposes to it and the severity of the Puritan tradi-
tion that has hitherto held it in check. Elinor Wylie is
the Edith Wharton of our poets. Her pride, her sub-
merged passion and her museum show-case culture are
all characteristically American; her images of glass and
bronze and gold and graved flint and crystal lenses have
the hardness and exactitude and glitter of the world in
which she has lived; they could have been cast in no
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other society than that of the American East. When I
read Mrs. Wylie, I think of high rooms in dustless ex-
pensive houses, of old mirrors and silverware kept up to
looking gleamingly new, of gilt backs of Congreve and
Keats behind the panes of mahogany book-cases. Or
rather she is the symbol of the soul which has learned
to subject itself to the discipline of these things and
which finds itself at last in revolt against them, which
feels that stirring within her that would sever its bonds
and be off, that would make her to arise and follow after
the milk-white hounds of the moon. She is the pang of
the heart that is transfixed by the splinter-sharp ice of
lack, the woman-cry in its sheerest bell-timbres—snow-
silvers, white-golds, copper-blues—

Mr. Josernson. Go on; that is very amusing; but I
hope you don'’t consider it criticism.

Mgr. Rosenrerp. What do you mean? I thought that
Elinor Wylie did express something real and I was try-
ing to explain what it was.

Mr. Josepnson. That is precisely the kind of thing
that has compelled my colleagues and me to write about
you so much and so bitterly. The day for irresponsible
rhapsody as a substitute for exact analysis has now long
passed. What you publish as critical essays are, of course,
merely opium visions: they have no real relation to their
subjects. They are simply romantic fantasics cxfloreating
a century too late. Like all romantics, you are under the
delusion that in order to produce literature, the only
thing necessary is to let one’s feclings go. Now, if you
measured your feelings against the fact, you would real-
ize that your outburst just now has nothing to do with
Elinor Wylie; it probably expresses some emotion of
your own. And if you measured Elinor Wylie against
the fact, you would sce that she is not important. Neither
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you nor Elinor Wylie exists in the face of the great
American Fact!

Mgr. Rosenrerp. Well, I may be more or less of a ro-
manticist but I understand the value of tradition; and,
to return to your review of Black Armour, I do not see
why Elinor Wylie should not build on Landor and
Heine. Every artist invents his own language, and the
language of art changes with the changes of civilization.
First Becthoven is unintelligible; then Wagner; then
Stravinsky; but in the end the world has always to
recognize that the language of art is its own. And in the
meantime cach one of these men has built on his prede-
cessors and without him could not have existed. Did not
Virgil derive from Homer, and Dante derive from Virgil?
Yet all three are completely different: they have written
the poems of three different worlds. It is not merely a
question of taking over a technique or of reflecting a
point of view but of living up to a standard of excellence.
Let me remind you how much Joyee's Ulysses is ob-
viously indebted to Homer, and how devotedly T. S.
Eliot has gone to school to the Elizabethans.

MR. Josepuson. Precisely: and on that account neither
one of them is of very much interest to us. You are like
all Americans who think themselves modern; you feel
the thrill of doing something sensational when you come
out for The Waste Land or Ulysses. But the one is only
the last excretion of naturalism as the other is the last
gasp of romantic poetry. Joyce tries to brace himself to
his dreary task of reporting bar-room conversations by
playing a game with the structure of Homer, just as
Eliot, shrinking from a world which he cannot embrace
and enjoy, flees for refuge to Tourneur and Webster;
there is scarcely an original word in The Waste Land—
there is scarcely a line which is not either a quotation or
an echo of someone else. And yet you American critics



THE POET'S RETURN 120

have been making an extravagant fuss about it and call-
ing it an authentic interpretation of the world in which
you live, and you have thus joined the party of defeat.
It is the same with Arnold Schoenberg, whom you praise
and a passage from whose Pierrot Lunaire you have com-
pared to Tristan und Isolde: you are right about that,
of course; but Schoenberg is the death of Wagner, the
dissolution of a romantic corpse; he is the creaking of
the rusty hinges in the ruined palace of Klingsor. Like
Eliot, he has nothing to offer but the whine of a dry com-
plaint. We who have been lately in Germany and France
and who have had the advantage of acquaintance with
some of the more tonic figures of the younger generation,
such as Tzara and the other dadaists, can see clearly that
Eliot and Schoenberg and Joyce are as dead for the
purposes of the present as Shakespeare, Flaubert and
Wagner. The man who would master the gigantic, the
gorgeous, the. fantastic world of the twenticth century
must be able to identify himself with it, not cry out
against it as they do, not for ever be wailing over some-
thing that is gone and that nothing now can cver bring
back. That is why I have said in the review to which
you take such exception that the time “demands hardier
poets, such as can straddle the language of our people,
or know the genius of this people as well as a vaudeville
comedian o: an advertising copy-writer.” You do not
understand my position at all if you suppose that you
can prove your case by the example of Eliot or Joyce.
You have, besides, with your romantic inexactitude, mis-
stated my position completely: you assume that Elinor
Whylie, in imitating her predecessors, has created a lan-
guage of her own, but I do not admit your contention
that she has anything new to express. What 1 wrote was
that “our poets have nothing to say which would place
them in this time rather than in Heine’s or Landor’s.”
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Elinor Wylie translates Greek epigrams just exactly as
Landor did; she writes a lyric on a Nocturne of Chopin.
Of what use is that to anybody? The Greeks and Landor
and Chopin were all very well in their time, but they do
not represent our reality.

Mr. Roseneerp. The life of feeling is always real. 1
grant you that its language changes—but man himself
does not change so quickly in a mere two thousand years.
He suffers the same chagrins; he is roused by the same
passions. So long as he is capable of love and pain, he
will continue to read Sappho and Catullus, Heine, Mus-
set and Keats; his emotions will find lyric expression very
much as theirs have done. The language of the heart
which has already survived from the Greck and Roman
worlds to Heine’s has not become obsolete in the space
of a hundred ycars!

Mr. Josepuson. Your case is even worse than I
thought: you have not only failed to adjust yourself to
the great revolution that has taken place; you apparently
do not even realize that there is any adjustment to be
made. You still entertain the delusion that you are living
in the early ninetcenth century. I am sure that you read
Goethe in the subway and sing Schumann and Schubert
in the shower. Yet the subway and the shower them-
sclves arc more magnificent poems than anything by
Schubert or Goethe. Isn’t it marvellous, an obus of steel,
loaded with human beings and thundering under the
carth through a tunnel a hundred miles long! A marble
cell with a gleaming canopy that releases at a touch of
the hand a cascade of crystal needles! What does the
shower or the subway train have to do with the language
of the heart? What did the people who created them
care about it? What have Sappho and Catullus and
Heine and Schubert and Elinor Wylie to say to the
people whose privilege it is to revel in this monstrous
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poetry, whose lives are all compounded of it, who are
themselves the improvisatori of a prodigious mechanical
fantasy? Our American engineers, our industrialism, our
business and finance themselves, have created this as-
tounding world. To interpret it, you must take it on its
own terms. The great processes of manufacture and dis-
tribution and organization go on with stupendous and
resistless gestures; they are for America today what the
conquests and the explorations were for the Renaissance.
And today it is the vaudeville comedian or the artist of
the comic-strip who truly conveys the excitement of
America’s hilarious brutality, the gusto of its gargantuan
appetite. It is the writer of advertising copy who forges
its literature. “Meaty Marrowy Oxtail Joints”: there is
the beauty of our real world, the satisfaction of produc-
ing a savory soup and the uninhibited joy of consuming
it! “The velvety clutch responds to the merest pressure
.« . the pliant but positive gears engage silently at a
touch of the convenient control”: there is a cadence from
motoring, from the delicacy of a sensuous machinery.
People who are employed in washing themselves in
silver-fitted snow-dazzling bathrooms, with fragrant non-
sinkable soap, in eating such an abundance of different
kinds of food as no nation in the world has ever known,
in transporting themselves through the air, under the
earth or across its surface at a speed hitherto unimagined,
and in sclling all thesec marvels to other people who are
eager and delighted to buy, such a race has ceased to
feel the need for what you call the “language of the
heart.” They have learned to do without “the heart”;
their life is all in appetite and action. You will never be
able to interest them in the old kind of literature again.
Or music. Or plastic art. What does “literature” amount
to now? The last complaints of the dying poets! What is
music? You admire Varése; but what is Varese at his
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boldest but the echo of the music of the streetsP—and
the streets do it better than he. The hawking taxis, the
screaming sirens, the joyous yell of the mechanical life,
all this we hear every dayj; it is the rhythm to which we
dance, to which the power-drunken city exults. It is an
impertinence for a modern composer to think himsclf a
clever fellow for capturing a few of these noises, so
glorious and wild in their native state, and clipping them
and toning them down to be handled by the instruments
of an orchestra and performed at a single little concert
to which a few hundred people will listen. And what is
painting? What is sculpture? A bad monument to cele-
brate a battle, a landscape not much larger than a play-
ing-card in a gallery like a mausoleum, which only a
handful of people in New York will ever come in to see
and which the millions in the rest of the country will
not even hear about! How can you set up these trivialitics
as rivals to the electric sign, which thousands of people
see every day—a triumph of ingenuity, of color, of imagi-
nation!—which slings its great gold-green-red symbol
across the face of the heavens themselves and tells the
world that it has made a new Chewing Gum or a Pickle
or a Cigarette that will give you a new sensation! I tell
you that culture as you understand it is no longer of any
value; the human race no longer believes in it. That is
why I am giving my support to the campaign for Henry
Ford for President! Henry Ford never listens to music
nor looks at pictures nor reads poetry; it is, in fact, even
a matter of doubt whether he is able to read at all. He
has said openly that he would not give ten cents for all
the art in the world. But he Gets Things Done; he Gives
Us a Laugh; he takes the Whole World for a Ride! He
sends tractors to the lumber camps and cuts in half their
titanic labor; he charters a ship and sets out for Europe
to put an end to the war; he succeeds in making Con-
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gress turn over to him the federal water plant at Muscle
Shoals on a lease of a hundred years. And these things
Henry Ford can do just because he ignores the past, just
because the restraints and the pieties that your schooling
imposes on you do not exist for him. It is only such a
figure as Ford that America really respects and who will
cventually be able to rule it. As I have written, “There
shall be one great Powerhouse for the entire land, and
ultimately a greater one for the whole world. . . . Let
Ford be President. Let him assemble us all into his
machine. Let us be properly assembled. Let us all func-
tion unanimously. Let the wheels turn more swiftly.”

Mg. RosenreLp. I am afraid that you have come back
to America—after living so long abroad—with rather a
mistaken idea of what the life here is like. You have
been influenced by the notions of America of such peo-
ple as Léger and Cocteau—

Mg. Josepuson. You must not imagine that my point
of view has anything in common with Jean Cocteau’s!
Cocteau is as old-fashioned now as Anatole France or
Verlaine. He is merely a belated aesthetic who tries to
be up-to-date—he would have been morc at home in the
cighties. Between Cocteau and myself there is scarcely
communication. My affiliations have been with the dada-
ists, with Tzara, Breton, Soupault—

Mr. RosenreLp. —You have been influenced by the
dadaists, then. In any case, my point is this. Your dadaists,
like Cocteau, have made a sort of cult of America.
The United States looks so exotic to people who have
never been here. I have had the same illusion myself
when I have been living a long time abroad. The truth
is that the French have seen pictures of our skyscrapers
and enormous bridges, they have been thrilled by the
pace of our movies and excited by our Negro jazz, and,
being nowadays the most cautious and balanced, the
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least precipitate people in the world, they are fascinated
by the idea of a country where such excesses are of com-
mon occurrence. They have been using America as a
war-cry with which to rally against the staleness and
banality into which their classical tradition has fallen,
never dreaming how much more banal five-eighths of
America is than the dirtiest and poorest French town.
A European whom I know and who had been much in
Paris with the modern composers and writers, came re-
cently for the first time to America and was very much
disappointed. “Is this New York?” he exclaimed when
he landed. “Why it is just exactly like Europe!” He had
expected to see people riding automobiles up the sides
of enormous buildings, as they do in the comic films;
impossible elevated railroads running on top of one
another in tiers; skyscrapers as high as the Matterhorn,
and Heaven knows what else. Now I cannot help feeling
a little that you have caught this point of view. When
you are back in Amcrican life again, I do not know if
you will be able to preserve it—I do not know if you
will enjoy “the great funny time that is being had by all.”
You scem to think that the people who compose the ads
necessarily believe in the things they write, that their
enthusiasm for their products is genuine. But actually,
the chances are that the man who writes the paeans to
oxtail joints has never seen one in his life and would not
care to eat it if he did. The chances are that he is sick-
ened by advertising and everything that reminds him
of it. Sherwood Anderson until very lately was a writer
of advertising copy; but do you think he found that
inspiring? Do you imagine he shared your view that
selling manufactured goods was the highest form of
creative activity? On the contrary, he devoted all his
leisure to working at that kind of literature that you say

you regard as futile—to fixing, in his stories, those visions
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that reveal with a poet’s art the limited, the stunted lives
of the people of the factories and the farms, the gentle-
ness and the fineness that lie quivering underneath the
burden of the cities and the barrenness of the fields,
the soul of man so long exiled from its heritage that it
scarcely dares recognize itself nor remember to what visi-
tations it once had been opened wide. No: surely, only
one point of view is possible at the present time for the
writer of good faith in America—or for the artist of
any kind—and that is against all the forces which you
are making an cffort to flatter—against the America
which would starve us all and exhaust us and grind us
under, so that the machine might “function unani-
mously” and “the wheels turn more swiftly.” These artists
like Sherwood Anderson, whom you describe as “small
persecuted colonies,” as if they were cowards or defec-
tive people unable to ride the whirlwind and direct the
storm, are perhaps now our only real heroes because they
have dared to oppose themselves to it and to blurt out
one desperate word, in the teeth of routine and vulgarity,
for the honor of the human spirit!

MRr. Josepuson. The Honor of the Human Spirit . . .
the Principles of Justice and Humanity . . . Liberty,
Fraternity, Equality . . . the Dawn of a New Day . . .
Workers of the world, unite! you have nothing to lose
but your chains! . . . E. E. Cummings could make an
amusing pocm by mixing them all up together and
sticking in the Paris urinal and the venereal affiches.
My dear fellow, you take it all too seriously. In Europe
no one takes those things seriously. Those clichés from
the eighteenth century, old campaign cries and catch-
words and shibboleths, are as stale and as lifcless now
as old newspapers of the war. The world was hysterical
then and still babbled a romantic liberalism; but, now
that its fever has subsided, it has settled down to give
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itself up to the working out of economic forces, and it
finds that that will do very well. They may prove to
have a wisdom of their own. It can even enjoy its own
absurdity and make a lark of its fantastic confusion.
And that is where dada comes in. It was dada that
awakened laughter when humanity had been worrying
too long about the honor of the human spirit and all
those other insipid abstractions. The younger and more
alert minds of the countries involved in the war now
feel free to be gay without shame. The time has now
come to amuse ourselves. We have worked and suf-
fered enough—and for what? For the most colossal farce
of all time! For Mussolini, for the starvation of Russia,
for a war between England and France. Not that I object
to wars, which arc among the livelier numbers in the
universal vaudeville; nor that I disapprove of Mussolini,
whom I admire for his buffoonery and his vigor. But
they are certainly not what anybody wanted nor what
anybody thought he was fighting for. The results of the
war arc nonsense, superb nonsense! from any point of
view. Think of Wilson taking on the combined prestige
of Lincoln, Cromwell and Christ, assembling thousands
of words on World Peace, day after day, night after
night, marshalling them together, sending them forth,
army upon army of words, besieging an imaginary cita-
del with celestial storm-clouds of words—then finally
choking, collapsing deflated in the great content un-
comprchending West and having the gross of green
spectacles that he had brought back with care from
Versailles thrown casually out behind the house by peo-
ple who had not paid the slightest attention to a syl-
lable he had been saying! What is the next turn?
Landru? D'Annunzio? The Harding administration?
Léon Daudet turning the suicide of his son into a gigan-
tic piece of publicity? Morris Gest turning Reinhardt’s
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Miracle into a Barnum and Bailey circus? The Oil
Scandal? The Dial Award? Dada makes the most of
them all and turns them all upside down. For dada is
the spirit of play, of the fascinating idiocy of things. It
shows the lack of connection between everything with
a dazzling quickness of mind. And so it is the nonsense
comedian like Ed Wynn or Joe Cook, the humorist like
Lardner or Benchley, who comes nearest among Ameri-
cans to the disintegrating laughter of dada and is truest
to the spirit of the time. A lady in décolleté steps forward
to sing an aria from some popular and saccharine opera,
but before she has got further than the opening bars a
screen is dropped down in front of her, and Joe Cook
appears before it in a burlesque juggling act; then the
screen is lifted again and the soprano, who has never
stopped singing, complacently completes her aria. Or,
in a farce of Ring Lardner’s, three men are discovered
fishing in boats; from time to time one of them rings a
bell and a maid brings them trays of drinks, walking
across the water. “Can you imitate birds?” asks one of
them, at the end of a long silence. “No,” the other re-
plies, “but I can construct a shack suitable for occupancy
by six persons.” For after all, what is life as we know it
but a serics of delicious inconsequences? So why not
come out frankly for the leaders with the greatest ca-
pacity for absurdity? They will provide the greatest
amount of fun. That is why we say, “Vote for Henry
Ford! the Master Dadaist of the twenticth century!”
Mgr. Rosenrerp. Yes, I see: that, I suppose, is the
real difference between us. For me, it is a serious matter,
but for you, it is only a game. I read your manifestos
printed upside down, your assertions that “Oui=Non”
and your plays in which the different acts have nothing
to do with each other, and I see the point of their point-
lessness; but I cannot quite laugh at the joke. You keep
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saying that this or that lacks reality or does not represent
anything real, but for me the artistic life of Europe, the
life of feeling which it makes articulate, is the only au-
thentic reality. When I hear of young musicians killed
in the war or starving to death in Russia, of distinguished
conductors insulted and great operas banned from the
stage, when I sec the desolation of a people who, through
devotion to such ideals as Henry Ford’s have at last been
reduced to a condition in which they live without even
such music as the old New England singing societies
provided, relegating it to dreary old concert-halls in a
few of the largest cities and to the luxury and the ba-
nality of the insufferable Metropolitan—I cannot help
being saddened. Perhaps I do err through overscrious-
ness; I dare say you are right about that. It may be true
that I have been extravagant in expressing my indigna-
tion over the later works of Richard Strauss, because 1
felt that by the surrender to a cheap success he had
betrayed the great tradition of German music; and that
I ought not to have worried so much about the artistic
failure of Mahler. And there are times when my con-
science reproaches me for my treatment of poor old
Saint-Saéns, whom I accused of sclling his soul, when
perhaps he had none to scll. One of you younger men
could no doubt have done all this much better; you
would have been able to snuff out Strauss or Saint-Saéns
with a single bizarre sneer. But I shall always be con-
vinced that the thing with which all these men were
trying, with however imperfect success, to identify them-
selves is the only thing in the world from which one
can derive any faith to lift one above the nonsense of
events. I would save, not the warring states, not the
bankers and the politicians, not even the peoples, with
their wretched lives, if they had never made anything
beautiful, but the fatherland of Goethe and Bach, of
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Shakespeare and Wagner and Musorgsky, of the imagi-
nation of Europe. It is to citizenship there that I have
been bred, and I can understand no other allegiance.

Mr. Josepuson. That fatherland has been defeated:
America is its defeat.

Mr. Rosenrerp. It is a defeat I am ready to share.

Mr. Josepuson. What bravado of the romantic spirit
that goes on striking noble poses even after it has been
abolished! Gestures of that sort, however—though spir-
ited and touching in themselves—can never nowadays
seem anything but ridiculous. It is all very well to say
that I have lived too long abroad and that I don’t under-
stand America; but there is one thing I can tell you with
assurance I appreciate as the Americans appreciate it
that you seem to have lived here all your life without
ever being aware of at all. You think you are up to the
minute in following American music, that you are gen-
erously promoting its advance, when you contribute an
article to the Dial on Leo Ornstein or Roger Sessions.
But where are your fanfares for Lopez and Whiteman?
for the rich rhythms of the Negro revues? You say that
we exist without music at precisely the time when our
jazz—a gorgeous and disturbing carnival, one of the most
vital expressions of our time—has been making the
whole world delirious! And you have not yet, so far as
I know, written a word about it. You have no ear for
the popular voices. You always refer to vulgarity with
loathing. Life for you must be thinned and refined and
laid away in an elegant score before you can consent to
touch it. You talk about the desolation of a people who
have no use for music. But I, all new to the States as I
am, see people dancing everywhere to their music, and
I throb to the prodigious orgy. There is no desolation in
that music—only the drunkenness, the dizziness of life—
vulgar life, unrestrained, taut-nerved, hurtling out with
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its howling trombones in its great gaudy circus parade
toward the unknown mechanical future. I have heard
that music in the streets, intrepid, cacophonic, trium-
phant, and I have thrown up my hat for joy! But you
have preferred to remain indoors while the parade went
by outside. You stagnate in the quictude of the library
where Schoenberg and Bach are alike entombed.

Mgr. RosenreLp. On the contrary, I have listened to
that music, too; and I confess that it has given me pain.
I have even had moments of depression when I have
fancied that what you say might be true. But make no
mistake, my friend: if art is to be defeated, you will be
among the victims. You are a poet, like Elinor Wylie;
you are a critic, like myself. You can never march with
that procession; they have no place for critics or poets.
You can only get yourself cut to pieces by prostrating
yourself before Juggernaut, in amazement and awe at
his might. If you choose to pretend to enjoy it, that is
your own affair.

April 9, 1924



II. The Delegate from Great Neck

Mr. F. Scott Fitzgerald and Mr. Van Wyck Brooks

Mg. Frizeerarp. How do you do, Mr. Brooks. I'm
afraid it's an awful nuisance for you to see me.

Mg. Brooks. Not at all. I'm very glad to. I'm only
sorry to have had to put it off. But I've been so fright-
fully busy with my book 