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scenery for his drama of unhappy people. 
Sometimes indeed his politicians seem 
less people than props. He seems instead 
to have written out of some inner wear i ­
ness and not out of the politics of Ohio a 
tale in which the young are callow and 
impulsive and the older, imDulsive still, 
find in life some excitement, much de ­
sire, but little, if any, abiding satisfac­
tion. 

Perhaps, however, it is futile to seek 
meaning and pvirpose where the play's 
the thing. Whether Mr. Burnet t finds the 
secret hear t of the politician or not, 
whether he discloses the ult imate u n ­
happy seizure of the second best, or less 
than that, by all men as they grow older, 
he unquestionably can wri te fast-paced, 
reader-holding fiction. Some of his char­
acters are less fresh than familiar. Some 
of his situations are sharply strained. A 
good deal of his writing is as vivid and 
as superficial as lacquer. But the book 
moves. There is no doubt about that. 
Crowded with interlocking stories, it ad ­
vances in complex melodrama to the pop­
ular unraveled ending. Only our simple 
fathers demanded vir tue t r iumphant . We 
have grown too wise to be so easily 
pleased. A good melodramatist in these 
times is not concerned with saving the 
old homestead; he ends with the house 
burning to the joint consternation of the 
mortgagor and the mortgagee. Py r rhus 
made the pattern, as Mr. Burnet t con­
cedes, bu t Pyrrhus , as Mr. Burnet t dem­
onstrates, was not the only man who 
could neatly execute the design. 

ionathan Daniels is editor of the Ra­
leigh News and Observer. 

Blurb of the Week: 
"This intriguing story begins with a 

really delicious dea th-bed scene" . . . 
From the jacket of "Hell's Bells" by 
Marmaduke Dixey. 

Without Benefit 
of Supervisors 

FOR THE SAKE OF SHADOWS. By 
Max Miller. New York: E. P. Dutton 
& Co. 1936. $2.50. 

Reviewed by STEPHEN VINCENT BENET 

MA X MILLER'S roof needed c re -
osoting and his auto needed a 
new top. So he found himself, 

like other writers before him, sitting in 
a Hollywood studio wi th five new pen ­
cils, three different-colored stacks of pa ­
per, and a well-oiled typewriter, won­
dering what to do about a girl and a boy 
in the U. S. Coast Guard. They came to 
nothing in the end—^he couldn't make 
them sufficiently colossal. But, if anybody 
wants to know what the new inmate of 
room 19 on the lower floor th inks about, 
the first week or so while the size of the 
check still seems incredible, here it is. 
Mr. Miller, it appears, got out, after that. 
Fortunately, perhaps, for the reflexes b e ­
come numbed very quickly, after the first 
half-dozen conferences. 

A sensitive and intelligent reporter, 
Mr. Miller sets down what he saw and 
heard, from the screen-wri ter saying, 
"But I tell you he had to have the horse 
die at the end of the race. If h e hadn' t 've 
had the horse die what would he have 
had die? He had to have something die," 
to the producer, remarking magnoliously, 
"There is nothing great about these. 
Nothing great whatsoever. It starts out 
too slight. My God, who ever heard of a 
great picture starting out as slight as this. 
It ought to start out with a scene of big 
confusion. There should be ships and 
S.O.S-s. It should all be confusion." There 
is the visitor who said "Ain't it disillu-
sionin'?" and the pleasant, experienced 
woman from upstairs who told him, "We 
have all agreed that we should have a 
motto framed on our walls reading: 
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AFTER ALL, IT'S ONLY ANOTHER 
PICTURE." And then, there was the 
shoe-shine man on the Lot. On the whole, 
he seemed to be the happiest—at least he 
was the one that Mr. Miller envied. He 
was shining real shoes wi th real polish— 
and when they were shined, they were 
shined. 

Of course Mr. Miller can be dismissed 
by Hollywood—if Hollywood reads this 
book—as "one of those highbrow wri ters 
who couldn't make good in pictures." But 
that would be a trifle inaccurate. Mr. 
Miller was an excellent and experienced 
reporter before he became a wri ter of 
books—and he is an excellent reporter 
still. And what h e gets to a T, besides 
a great deal of amusing and limpidly b i t ­
ter satire, is the puzzled wra th and im­
potence of the wri ter who wants to do 
work, after all, no mat ter how much he 
is paid, and can't find how it is to be 
done. For he has come to a land where 
a story isn't a story bu t a conference, 
and little pigs fly around roasted crying 
"Come eat me!" Only they aren ' t real l i t ­
tle pigs—they tu rn into something else 
on the stroke of midnight—and another 
matchless super-epic opens, in forty-two 
key-cit ies wi th appropriate pomp. 

What Mr. Miller has left out of his 
book is the fact that good pictures are 
made, from Mickey Mouse to "The In ­
former." But what he has pu t in ought 
to explain to a good many people, from 
the writer 's angle, the curious, p re ten­
tious sterility of much of the Hollywood 
product—and why you will see a picture 
with screen-credit given to A the famous 
novelist and B the celebrated playwright 
and then wonder wha t has happened to 
their minds. For an individual wri ter is, 
let us say, an ear of com—and you are 
not going to tu rn an ear of c o m into an 
apple, even by paying it a great deal of 
money. Especially when you ' re not quite 
sure what sort of apple you want . And it 
doesn't really better a dish to pu t seven­
teen different cooks on it. It 's more apt 
to turn out hash. 

Meanwhile, wri ters will continue to go 
to Hollywood for the money, and Holly­
wood will continue to feel vaguely 
cheated when the new expensive import 
doesn't produce a box-office wow in his 
supervised room 19. "We did everything 
for that fellow—we gave him a private 
water-cooler and put h is name on the 
door." Perhaps that wasn' t enough. Mr. 
Miller wasn' t quite able to work the 
wreck of the Morro Castle into his Coast 
Guard story, though he tried. At the end 
of eight days, he only h a d a few notes 
and it wasn' t a great picture. But he has 
been able to make an entire and amusing 
book of his fantastic experiences in the 
sleek, artificial sunlight. Only he was 
writing that himself, without benefit of 
supervisors. Worm bites bird. 

Stephen Vincent Benet can speak witli 
authority of the sensations of an author 
in Hollywood, having spent considerable 
time there himself a few years ago. 
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Civili2ation in the U. S. A. 
MAINLAND. By GilbeH Seldes. New 

York: Charles Scribner's Sons. 1936. $3. 

I 
Reviewed by BERNARD DEVOTO 

HAVE devoted a large section of 
this book," Mr. Seldes says, "to 
refuting the general theory that the 

American system of life has resulted in 
nothing but tawdriness, childishness, and 
a d ry and withered soul." Advice to op­
ponents: don't t ry to argue with that 
section of "Mainland." It is a chapter and 
verse documentation of the thesis main­
tained here last week, that during the 
last quar te r -cen tury a majority, the most 
fluent and publicized majority, of Amer ­
ican intellectuals have been wrong in 
their representations and interpretations 
of American history, American insti tu­
tions and traditions, and American life. 
Not wrong in part, in occasional detail, 
in an assertion here or a syllogism there 
or a minor argument somewhere else, but 
always wrong about everything. Stated 
thus bluntly it may, to a virginal mind, 
.seem blatantly overstated, but it is literal 
t ruth and the specimens which Mr. Seldes 
examines may be supplemented with ten 
thousand others. Hundreds of books may 
be earmarked as evidence, whole files of 
magazines, an enormous mass of organ­
ized and integrated nonsense which got 
itself accepted by the guild as realistic 
description and which, unfortunately for 
those who would rebut Mr. Seldes, r e ­
mains in the records. He comes into ac ­
tion against it on page one, firing at every 
port, and his broadsides make highly ex ­
hilarating reading. Already several sup­
porters of the dying cause have com­
plained that parts of Mr. Seldes's gunfire 
are unsportsmanlike, that some of his 
targets are too easy, that he pots some of 
them sitting down. Maybe; but what are 
they doing in the line of fire? Analyzing 
America in time of crisis is serious bus i ­
ness. If an idealogue insists on discussing 
important matters without first acquaint­
ing himself with them, he must expect 
to be winged by a man who knows what 
he is talking about. The former managing 
editor of the Dial knows his idealogues, 
and the author of "The Stammering Cen­
tury" and "The Years of the Locust" 
knows his history. 

When Mr. Seldes goes on to the al l -
important part of his book, his own analy­
sis of the American past, he bases it on 
the findings of history and the sociolog­
ical, as distinguished from the economic, 
principles of Marx. He accepts Marx's 
axiom (it is also Pareto's, though in one 
of the few misconceptions in his book 
Mr. Seldes seems to think otherwise) 
that "the mode of production of material 
life determines the social, political, and 
intellectual process of life in general." He 
joins to this principle the fundamental. 

unanswerable, and usually disregarded 
truism that the mode of production of 
material life in the United States has 
been so different from what it has been 
anywhere else that the social and political 
life here is conditioned in a unique, char­
acteristic form and function. This will 
not, of course, be news to students of 
history. The absolute, determining impor­
tance to American institutions of the 
cheap land which made widely dispersed 
property the basis of freedom, established 
democracy as our political mechanism, 
provided a constantly rising standard of 
living, and created both the democratic 
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materialism and the democratic faith in 
progress—the absolute importance of 
cheap land in establishing uniquely 
American ways of life has been the in­
sistence of historical research ever since 
Turner 's classic statement of it in 1893. 
Following Turner and his school, follow­
ing Charles Beard and his school, fol­
lowing the recent and highly important 
work of Walter Webb, Mr. Seldes goes 
on to interpret the national past as the 
conflict of two generalized, inclusive com­
plexes of forces. A trans-AUeghany p ro­
liferation of a native society in conform­
ity with the unique conditions of this 
continent has been opposed by, but to a 
certain extent victorious over, an At lan­
tic seaboard with roots in the European 
interests, moved in part by the same 
forces, and tending always to be shaped 
by them. 

I do not think that Mr. Seldes's analysis 
can be overthrown, or that any important 
dissent from his third section, an expo­

sition of characteristic American intellec­
tual processes and achievements, can be 
sustained. The most vigorous forces in 
American life are the ones that have been 
resolved from the forces he examines. 
They are materialistic, not idealistic; p lu­
ralistic, not monistic; dynamic, not static. 
They correspond to the dominant impor­
tance of the middle class, whose most 
characteristic organization of society is 
to be found in the Middle West—which 
has come to be what we effectively mean 
by democracy. It is an organization which 
established the widespread diffusion of 
property as the bulwark of freedom, 
which has struggled to reestablish it 
against the concentrations of property 
that menace freedom, which has always 
opposed internationalism whether of fi­
nance or of political theory, and which in 
summoning the government to implement 
and defend it has moved slowly but dis-
cernibly toward democratic collectivism. 

In his concluding section, Mr. Seldes 
examines the present crisis and some of 
the proposed solutions to it, including the 
forced and false simplification which 
holds that the United States must choose 
either the fascist or the communist form 
of the servile state. Holding that different 
forces operating on different material 
produce different results and that a plu­
ralistic cul ture whose core is change can­
not be forced into a static and monistic 
form, he declares that the asserted al ter­
native is unt rue to logic, to history, and 
to fact. The issue already joined is ra ther 
between a technology which must con­
trol industry on behalf of an expanding 
economy of plenty, and a financial sys­
tem geared to economic scarcity and in 
deadly danger of freezing so. Mr. Seldes's 
vote, and his faith, is with the complex 
of forces which has opposed such a finan­
cial system since before the United States 
was born. Vote and faith put him on the 
side of a good many Americans who are 
poison to the idealogues—but so much 
the bet ter omen. Other and more inspir­
ing omens go with him—of history, and 
of the middle class, the too nearly voice­
less people who in the end have deter ­
mined every event in our past. And who 
have always determined it in their own 
terms, giving native shape to native life. 

"Mainland" is brilliant in its analyses, 
its characterizations, and its illumination 
of the present by means of history, but if 
it were merely a brilliant book there 
would be no point in treating it at this 
length. It is courageous and exhilarating, 
it is hard and firm, it is in great part u n ­
assailable. It speaks clearly and. if a life­
time of working in the materials with 
which it deals entitles me to judge, what 
it says is true. More than all this, it is a 
sign of the times. Only a few more books 
like it would be necessary to show that 
the American middle class, the seldom 
considered bu t preeminent fact about 
American life, now knows that it need 
not go voiceless and is beginning to find 
its voice. 
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