
CAN A WIFE WEITE HER HUSBAND'S BIOGRAPHY? 391 

"Friihlingserwachen", which Broun 
translated neatly enough as "The 
Spring Offensive". He gave it as his 
opinion that Mr. Stein's performance 
was the worst he had ever seen on any 
stage, or words to that effect. Mr. 
Stein brought suit for libel, which was 
thrown out of court on the grounds 
that a dramatic critic's opinions did 
not have to be intelligent. They mere
ly had to be his own. The next time 
Broun had occasion to review a per
formance by the mooted Stein, he was 
ever so gentle. He merely said that 
Stein's performance wasn't up to his 
usual standard. 

I t does seem to me that room for 
that diverting episode should be made 
in the next edition of "Seeing Things 
at Night". It might be managed by 
cutting out Broun's pun based on the 
startling similarity between the words 
carnal and Cornell. 

Seeing Things at Night. By Heywood 
Broun. Harconrt, Brace and Co. 

CAN A WIFE WRITE HER 
HUSBAND'S BIOGRAPHY? 

By Sydney Greenbie 

DEAN CROSS of Yale says she 
can't, at least not at this stage of 

man's self-consciousness. "The rela
tion between husband and wife is so 
intimate," he argues in the last "Yale 
Review", "that it is hazardous for 
either to write the biography of the 
other . . . . Sometime, no doubt, the ex
isting restraint will be removed from 
their pens, and then we shall have 
some entertaining biographies." I 
think that Charmian London has 
broken through those restraints in 
"The Book of Jack London". It seems 
that five years of widowhood have in 
no way lessened the strain of her 
grief, nor have they minimized the 

ardor of her great love and devotion. 
And she does not hesitate to give us 
every fraction of her worship. But it 
is also certain that few wives would 
at the same time have laid bare the 
past of their husbands with the hon
esty, lack of false modesty, and de
parture from the conventional that 
Charmian London evinces. Nor is she 
playing up to people "who delight in 
picturesque crime", though she tells us 
that another Dean, Dean of American 
Letters, said that "Jack London was a 
self-confessed felon, and ought to be 
behind the bars today". There is 
nothing in her life of Jack that smacks 
of "good influence" and "conversion", 
not even as much as Jack himself con
fessed to in "Martin Eden" and "John 
Barleycorn". Jack did not become a 
"good" man. What Charmian London 
sets out to do is to show up a man who 
emerged from the worst type of 
American social conditions into a gen
erous and noble creature simply be
cause these qualities were always la
tent in the man. And she shows that 
even to the last day of his life Jack 
had to struggle against the currents 
of life which sought to bear him back 
again downstream. She is portraying, 
in a sense, not her individual husband 
but the America or the social con
sciousness of America which aims to 
give the underdog a chance. And to 
me she has given an accurate picture 
of the Jack London I was fortunate 
enough to know. 

I have always believed that the com
ing and going of a really great man in 
the world is unaccompanied by any 
bluster. If there is blare of trumpet 
it is not of his making, but of the 
mob's. If of his making, he is not a 
great man. No one of the few great 
men I have known convinced me more 
of this than Jack London. 

I had been late in making my reser-
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vation for a plate at a dinner given to 
Jack some years ago and was in con
sequence placed in a corner near the 
door. Jack was late. As he appeared 
in the doorway, I said to my compan
ion, "There he is", and looked up into 
his bright, smiling face. There must 
have been something in my look that 
spoke to Jack, for he put out his hand 
to me—a total stranger—warmly, and 
passed on to his seat at the other end 
of the room. And in that moment I 
felt that I knew Jack London. 

A few years after that I was in San 
Francisco and called up Glen Ellen by 
phone. Jack's sister, Eliza, answered. 
I wanted to come out to the ranch. 
Without consulting Jack, she told me 
what train to take and that I would 
be met at the station. Others also 
drifted in as casually, and from the 
moment of my arrival I enjoyed a hos
pitality such as I have seldom known 
elsewhere. Thenceforward I thought 
I really knew Jack London. But now 
that I have read "The Book" I am sure 
I do. 

"The Book of Jack London" will 
scandalize a good many. It is too 
much of a rib of its Adam not to do 
so. Charmian London did not march 
shoulder to shoulder v»'ith Jack for 
over ten years without becoming thor
oughly embued with his spirit. But 
there will be enough of those of us 
who stand bareheaded before man to 
make her story of Jack London more 
than worth while. It is regrettable 
that, carried along by her ardor and 
her grief, Mrs. London should have 

been so unfortunate in much of her 
phrasing. Intensely eager to convey 
that which was hers through an excep
tional and wondrous relationship, she 
seems to struggle for expression and, 
often unable to get exactly the word 
she is after, she permits herself to 
coin new words and new combinations 
of words, when all along the simpler 
word lies there at hand. One cannot 
find justification for bepuzzlement, 
funning, unveraeity, startlement, and 
a tendency to hold back the reader's 
interest by verbosity. One regrets 
that, having drawn such a vivid por
trait of her husband, she has not 
equally developed the dramiatic possi
bilities in the men and women who af
fected his life and thought. Gloudsley 
.Johns, for instance, evidently one of 
Jack's closest and most enduring 
friends, might just as well have been 
an inscription on the wall. I still don't 
know who he is and what he did. 

But withal, those of us who knew 
Jack London ever so slightly feel that 
in her book Charmian London has 
given us a life-sized portrait of the 
man. More than that, as his wife she 
has held herself up to him as the mir
ror for his personality; and in her 
love, her devotion, her understanding, 
we see Jack London as it would have 
been impossible for us to see him 
through any other medium. "The 
Book of Jack London" will be an in
exhaustible source for other studies of 
Jack London that may come. 

The Book of Jack London. By Charmian 
London. Two volumes. The Century Co. 
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A GROUP OF BOOKS WORTH READING 

By Heywood Broun 

EDNA F E E B E R ' S new novel " T h e 
G i r l s " (Doubleday-j Page) represents a 

triumph of feeling over form. Miss Eerber 
has chosen as a plot scheme the tricky and 
troublesome formula of three generations. 
The device compels her to reproduce life 
again and once more in practically the same 
terms. Existence haSj to be sure, its rhythms 
and its repetitions, but they seldom fall into 
pat terns exact enough to suit the convenience 
of the novelist. Without attempting a defi
nition, form ought to be something which 
sits as easily upon a writer as an old hat. 
Indeed there are times when it is eminently 
proper to dofE i t altogether. These are the 
moments in which Miss Eerber excels. Only 
let her go bareheaded and there is every evi
dence that breezes are blowing. The stiff 
plan of her story is forgotten once she 
begins to let her characters shift for them
selves without regard to arriving at any 
definite point at a given time. There is emo
tion in " T h e G i r l s " and with it a persua
sive clearheadedness. I t is eloquent in its 
appeal for the right which the new genera
tion seems to insist upon before all others 
—the right to be wrong. The book follows 
the development of a female line from its 
place in the home out to sunlight. Before 
we are done we know the chief figures of 
the novel intimately. Some of the minor 
sketches are meagre. Miss Eerber has not 
quite forgotten that she is a writer of short 
stories and she is inclined to be satisfied a t 
times with fast blocking in of two-dimen
sional folk. She tries occasionally to make 
a sentence or so do the work of a paragraph. 
She relies on these occasions on what E. i". 
A. has called "comple te characterlzers". 
Man with ail his subtleties is no fit subject 
for such easy definition. Miss Eerber is fine 
enough to take her time, and when she does 
" T h e G i r l s " seems among the most vigor
ous pieces of work done recently by any of 
the young Americans. 

Apparently the war is still too much a 
par t of life to be accepted unqualifiedly as 

a field for literature. I t is so much easier 
to cry " P r o G e r m a n " and " B o l s h e v i s t " 
than to discuss ar t forms, that " T h r e e Sol
d i e r s " (Doran), this novel of the reaction 
of certain characters to the A. E. F . , has 
not received much consideration without 
taint of political and economic feeling. 
There are those who think that John Dos 
Passes ought to be sent to jai l and others 
who hail him as the first of native authors 
to tell the t ruth about the war. We are not 
disposed to class the book either among 
lamentations or revelations. I t does not 
seem to us a book which may fairly be ac
cepted as a s tar t ing point for generaliza
tions about the army. I t was not written to 
be read by a Congressional Committee or 
anything like that . " P r o v e i t , " some few 
critics have asked, which seems to us just 
about as ridiculous as if the reviewers of 
another day had greeted ' ' Tom J o n e s ' ' 
with cries of ' ' Add it up " or had demanded 
of Zola that he demonstrate the square root 
of " L a T e r r e " . Mathematics ought not to 
enter into the consideration of " T h r e e Sol
d i e r s " any more than politics. I t is not 
important whether there were ten men in 
the army like Andrews or ten thousand. We 
feel sure that there must have been at least 
one, which is ample for the purpose of any 
artist. Nothing which has come out of the 
school of American realists has seemed to us 
so entirely honest. There is not an atom 
of Dose in the book. I t represents deep 
convictions and impressions eloquently ex
pressed. Indeed the eloquence sometimes 
carries the writer a little beyond the prov
ince of realism. There is at times a little 
more lyricism than is quite compatible with 
life in the army or elsewhere. Yet it is 
captious to deplore the occasional imagina
tive excesses, since nothing but imagination 
has enabled Dos Passes to reduce so vast 
and diffuse a thing as the American invad
ing army into a definite personality. The 
army is the chief figure in the story. When 
the novelist asks us to meet and regard it 
there may be many who will object tha t an 
old friend has changed beyond recognition. 
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