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Eight Novelists Between Wars

Last week the SRL published
“Hashions in Defeatism,” by Van
Wyck Brooks, which criticized the
role of the cynic in contemporary
fiction. The following article,
which is a preview of “American
Literature: 1920-1940,” to be pub-
lished by The Macmillan Co., views
the “cynics” in another light.

HE vast mass of popular fiction

makes, and has ever made, its

appeal to uncritical sentiment.
The plots are so contrived as to grat-
ify the cravings of the heart. The char-
acters are so conceived as to rouse dis-
gust, where they are villains, and,
where they are sympathetic, to feed
the reader’s appetite for nobility, for
wit, refinement, altruism, intelligence,
and resourcefulness. All romantic stor-
ies are success stories; and the reader
who identifies himself with the hero
or heroine has the gratification of vi-
cariously realizing his ideals and at-
taining the object of his ambitions.
Such fiction serves, no doubt, its use-
ful function in the human economy. It
is one of the most innocuous forms of
entertainment and diversion; and the
provision of such forms of entertain-
ment is one of the most crying needs
of urban life. They lend their glamour
to drab and commonplace lives, and
give heart to readers depressed by what
they have seen of the world. I would
not think of discouraging the produc-
tion or consumption of this trashy fic-
tion any more than I would the produc-
tion and consumption of moving pic-
‘tures.

I go to the movies a good deal my-
self and have no apologies to make for
that way of passing an evening. It is
a form of relaxation as salutary for
the tired scholar as for the tired bus-
inessman. It is even conceivable that
the sentimental trashiness of our pop-
ular drama works unconsciously to de-
termine the direction of serious fiction
—Dby which I mean the work of our
clever men who are aiming at some-
thing more than sales. It may be partly
by reaction from the taste of the vul-
gar as shown in our most popular art
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form that our best novelists lean over
backwards in their avoidance of sen-
timentalism and the pseudo-refinements
of bourgeois taste. Now, let me say at
once that the authors whom I am fea-
turing as representative of present-day
fiction are not necessarily such as I
would have summoned out of the void
had I been the Proteus of American
fiction. Nourished as 1 was on Dickens
and Trollope and Hawthorne, on James
and Hardy and Tolstoy—fond as I am,
among present-day writers, of Marcel
Proust and Thomas Mann and André
Malraux—it is unlikely that I should
have had the hardihood, not to say the
imagination, to have conceived of Ern-
est Hemingway and William Faulkner,
of Thomas Wolfe and John Steinbeck,
or John Dos Passos or Erskine Cald-
well, or J. P. Marquand or James T.
Farrell, as standard-bearers of our cul-
tural effort.

Now they are very much with us;
they are the voices of our day, and we
cannot deny them. Each one of them
I have chosen to discuss has a marked
and individual accent, giving esthetic
definition to all his offering, and that

—Candidisraeli
_!ohn Steinbeck, says Mr. Beach, is
“100 fond of men to be a cynie.”
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precious air of being selective. Let it
be the corrosive irony of Dos Passos,
the weighted understatement of Hem-
ingway, the conscious naiveté of Cald-
well; let it be the nervous intensity,
the rush and incandescence of Faulk-
ner or the lyrical Gargantuan extrava-
gance of Wolfe—even where these qual-
ities are present in excess, even where
they lead the author at times along the
perilous edge of absurdity—in every
case there is something to give the in-
dividual stamp of art to the neutral
stuff of common observation. It is the
mind that is working, but never the
mind in its purely scientific and color-
less apprehension of truth. It is the
mind humanized by emotion and im-
plemented with the rhetoric of feeling.
Irony and naiveté are forms of wit;
they give point and savor to what
might be unimpressive in direct state-
ment.

Even the stark objectivity of Farrell
—his bleak, unvarnished recording of
things said and done, of brutality, stu-
pidity, obscenity, and silliness—even
this seemingly photographic method in-
volves the art of self-restraint, self-
suppression, so hard for any conscious
creator to observe-—and from it all,
from a narrative in which the author
never once appears, there emanates a
strong savor of his personal attitude,
a sense of the cold fury of loathing
with which he contemplates the cul-
tural purgatory from which he made
himself so narrow an escape. The very
force of the mind, where we are spe-
cially conscious of that, as in Jonathan
Swift or Michelangelo—to leave for a
moment the field of fiction—this is not
properly force of mind but force within
the mind, power manifesting itself in
the operations of the mind. The drive
itself comes from the personality, from
above or below the mind; the drive is
furnished by the sense of values and
importance in concepts of the mind,
but it is not from the mind that we
have our sense of values.

In all these writers we are impressed
by their freedom and boldness in
dealing with life and character. This
boldness is again an esthetic, an emo-



tional quality. There is a kind of ruth-
lessness or cruelty in their treatment
of human nature. Many readers will
think this is overdone. They will think
it unkind or immoral to tell the truth
too nakedly; or they will think that
these men give a partial and one-sided
view of the truth. And very likely they
are right in this last judgment, though
they may not be right in condemning
this school of writers for being one-
sided and partial. It may simply mean
that with true artistic instinct they
have selected from the social scene,
or from certain parts of it, what seems
to them most characteristic or what
lends itself most naturally to esthetic
representation. The rest they leave out
of the picture in order not to confuse
the effect. And that may be one reason
why these men interest us more stead-
ily than certain others who, in the in-
terest of fairness and comprehensive-
ness, have crowded their canvas with
figures that will not come to life and
only serve to give a messy effect to
the whole.

And that is not all. These writers,
like powerful artists in all times, are
concerned to render what we may call
the very essence of human experience.
And for this purpose they have need of
characters and incidents that are per-
haps more sensational than the aver-
age. The peculiarities of human nature
are best exhibited in extreme cases. It
is about vice and crime that moral
problems cluster most thickly. Pedes-
trian virtue was always notoriously
hard to make interesting in literature.
Great fiction, great drama, was always
too strong meat for squeamish readers.
They were as much distressed with the
grossness of Ben Jonson, Fielding, and
Sterne, as they are with that of Hem-
ingway or Steinbeck. American litera-
ture has definitely passed out of its
Victorian phase, and we need not be
surprised to find our writers making
liberal use of their new freedom. It
would have been so, no doubt, if there
had never been a World War, a fem-
inist movement, a Freud, a Marx, or a
Darwin. But all these things have been.
It is not the world of Scott and Thack-
eray into which these men are born,
above all not the same world of the
mind. And before considering them in-
dividually, it will pay us to take ac-
count of certain attitudes common to
them all which are directly referable
to the times in which they write. These
are our own times, and these men are
the product of the world we have made.

HE most important common feature

of American fiction today is that

it has all been produced in the interval
between two world wars, each one of
them greater in scope than the wars
following the French Revolution of
1789, and far more disastrous in their
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effects than those Napoleonic wars.
One of these men took part in the
fighting as officer of field artillery in
France (Marquand), one as member of
the Canadian Flying Corps and the
British Air Force in France (Faulk-
ner), one as a member of the Italian
Arditi (Hemingway), one as a private
in the Medical Corps (Dos Passos);
two of them also saw service in the
ambulance and Red Cross service (Dos
Passos and Hemingway). Of the young-
er men, one viewed the war from the
point of view of a college student
(Wolfe), and the others from those of
schoolboys, farm hands, mill hands,
football players (Steinbeck, Caldwell,
Farrell). I think we may say that all
of them have viewed the first World
War with the same horror and dismay;
that they all have shared the same
doubts as to the ideology that inspired
it and that led to our participation in
it, the same disgust with that world-
wide commercial spirit which was so
largely responsible for it, and the same
loathing for those traits of human na-
ture which have allowed the dominance
of this commercial spirit throughout
the civilized world. The disillusionment
with human nature, which was already
so common among intellectuals before
the war, became, we might almost say,
universal with them as a result of it.

Few of these men have written ex-
tensively about the war; but the first
World War was the greatest single
cause (among many) of an attitude to-
ward human nature in general which
is the most obvious feature of serious
contemporary American fiction. Vari-
ous as are the talents and methods of
these men, and various as are the fields
in which human nature is shown by
them in action, they are at one in their
disposition to show it in a distinctly
unflattering light. In their general view
of it they are uncompromising realists
in the historical sense of that term.
They are determined not to be taken
in by the claims of the heart and the
imagination, by man’s pretensions to
be heroic.

It would be a mistake to bracket
these eight writers as plain cynics.
One or two of them, when you look
close, would seem to be too fond of
men in their natural state for that—
would seem indeed to be convinced of
the essential goodness of human beings
—or if goodness is too special a word,
then of their essential likableness, or,
as we might say, their innocence of
evil. Such is the case with Steinbeck,
and sometimes with Hemingway. On
the whole, however, these writers show
men behaving rather disappointingly—
rather meanly-—and the impression con-
veyed is that they must inevitably be-
have rather meanly in the conditions

(Continued on page 17)
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Product of the Tragic Muse_

IN THIS OUR LIFE. By Ellen Glas-
gow. New York: Harcourt, Brace &
Co. 1941, 467 pp. $2.50.

Reviewed by HowarD MUMFORD JONES

OU can, if you like, remark fa-
miliar patterns in the warp and

I woof of “In This Our Life,”
which brings Miss Glasgow’s social his-
tory of Virginia down to the present.
You can say that you have met some
of these persons before. Asa Timber-
lake, the unheroie, shabby-genteel fa-
ther, compounded of suffering and steel
—was he not in “Vein of Iron?” His
daughter Stanley, feminine, futile, and
disastrous, is sister under the skin to
Jennie Birdsong of ‘“The Sheltered
Life.” Her mother, Lavinia, is the sen-
timental petted invalid of other nov-
els. Uncle William is the hoary mas-
culine sinner for whom Miss Glasgow
has a fictional partiality; Aunt Char-
lotte is his placid but not unsubtle
wife for whom he has a strong per-
sonal respect. They have been dis-
played before—in “The Romantic Co-
medians,” for example. You may learn-
edly comment that Queenborough is
Richmond, a town where God fails to
fulfill himself in many ways. You may
even complain, if you are a close read-
er, that some of the events are too
palpably prepared for.

But these are irrelevant observa-
tions, the sort of thing English depart-
ments welcome in graduate students
as proof they are not ignorant of lit-
erary history. What is essential and
important about “In This Our Life” is
that the themes of the twenty books
which Miss Glasgow has devoted to
Queenborough and to Virginia are here
swept into a final symphony, a tragic
orchestral poem which is yet lambent
with unearthly wisdom, an iridescent
inward light. Miss Glasgow’s pages
are still vibrant with humor and scorn,
they still march and move at the com-
mand of an expert stylist. They do so,
I think, because, although she has not
lost curiosity, she long ago won seren-
ity. She knows that man is the captive
of this earth. But she knows
also that he is not.

In 1941 the foremost wo-
man in the South exhibits
the unflagging curiosity
about the sources of human
frailty she first showed
when, a learned girl, she
wrote those early crudities,
“The Descendant” and
“Phases of an Inferior
Planet.” Fresh from the
reading of evolutionary sci-
ence, she thought in the

nineteenth century that character
was the product of heredity and en-
vironment. But she refused even then
to admit that it was merely the prod-
uct of heredity and environment. Mor-
als, she held then and held since, are
not synonymous with mores. Now in
the twentieth century this distin-
guished moralist knows that charac-
ter ought to be something more than
the product of heredity and environ-
ment, but that frequently it is not.

N the days of Mencken Miss Glas-

gow once announced that what the
South needed was more blood and
irony. Bewitched by a formula so sim-
ple, shoals of Southern novelists set
to work to misinterpret this golden
phrase. Most of them have been un-
able to distinguish blood from bloodi-
ness. Most of them have showed a
singular aptitude for confusing what
is tragic with what is terrible. They
have confounded irony with icono-
clasm. For them, culture below the
Potomac meant the exploitation of the
uncultivated. They not merely an-
nounced the demise of romanticism,
they held a literary lynching bee and
strung up the corpse. Somewhere in
Masefield’s “Dauber” there is a line:
“Spit brown, my boy, and get a hairy
chest.” This is what many writers in
the Sahara of the Bozarts understood
by irony and blood in their efforts to
make that desert blossom with their
blows.

Miss Glasgow, alone among the bar-
barians, has been a moralist of the
classic order. She never confounded
Masefield with Thoreau. “I wished,”
wrote the Concord sage,” to live delib-
erately, to front only the essential
facts of life.” “I wanted,” he said, “to
live deep and suck out all the marrow
of life . . . to drive life into a corner,

and reduce it to its lowest terms, and,
if it proved to be mean, why then to
get the whole and genuine meanness
of it, and publish its meanness to the
world.” It is nowhere recorded that
Thoreau set fire to his cabin or bashed
in the head of Farmer Hosmer with

Drawing from “Ellen Glasgow,” by Dorothea L. Mann.
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an axe. Driving life into a corner in
order to inspect its meanness is not
the same thing as driving life into a
trap. Tragedy is not a problem of vio-
lence, it is a problem of values.

It ought not be necessary to enun-
ciate these simple and oracular truths.
But there is a vague feeling abroad
that Miss Glasgow is outmoded be-
cause she did not stroll down “Tobacco
Road.” It is not, however, Miss Glas-
gow who is out of date. The difficulty
is not going back to her, the difficulty
is to catch up with her. What shall
we say of a spirit so rare that, as it
nears its seventh decade, if is still
seeking to live deep and suck all the
marrow of life? When shall we have
a criticism civilized enough to accept
the truth that the ironist and the so-
cial comedian are simply other aspects
of one who has been haunted by the
tragic sense ? Social revolutions sweep
across the face of the planet, but the
old enigma remains—what price men
and women ?

“In This Our Life” is a product of
the tragic muse. Its motto might be
that simple and startling sentence with
which Thackeray concluded ‘“Vanity
Fair”: “Which of us is happy in this
world ? Which of us has his desire ? or,
having it, is satisfied?” The book is
as subtle as that. In the Timberlake
family two marriages go wrong be-
cause, by the law of her being, Stan-
ley Timberlake cannot be other than
the eternal feminine. The repercus-
sions of her sexuality shake a whole
family for the simple and sufficient
reason that sexuality is beyond good
and evil. But are men and women be-
yond good and evil? Civilization is
compounded of good and evil, but the
paradox is: whose good? whose evil?
While reformatory novelists have as-
sumed that Southern society must be
revolutionized if a single soul is to be
saved, Miss Glasgow has quietly an-
nounced that the most revolutionary
thing in any society would be for some
one to save his own soul. Pending that
salvation, the only anodyne is a half
tender, half mocking stoi-
cism.

“In This Our Life” is dis-
tinguished writing. I think
the middle portion not as
good as the other parts, I
think the novel not quite of
the calibre of either “Vein
of Iron” or “Barren Ground.”
But “In This Our Life” is
not so much a work of fic-
tion as it is a testament, a
summary, a philosophy, a
belief. The wisest woman in



