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PREFACE

A few years ago I read, by chance, Sinclair.Lewis's novel Ann
Vickers, published in 1933, and I was surprised to find in its story the
concepts and rhetoric of a feminist movement as contemporary as the cur-
rent ideas and expressions being espoﬁsed by the various women's libera-
tion and rights groups. The question of women's roles occurred to me:
are women's roles today different from those in the earlier part of the
century? What are the changes, if any, in their roles in fiction? I
was particularly interested in Lewis's fiction because he was from the
Midwest, wrote about middle-class people, and remains a severe critic of
our towns and cities as well as of our social institutions and values.

A study directed towards examining the images of women in his novels,
which cdver a period of about thirty-seven years of our history, would,
I thought, not only shed light on who the midwestern woman is, but alsc
on who we ‘are all becoming.

Several people were especially helpful in assisting me with this
study. The expertise in reading the chapters and vaiuable comments of
my thesis adviser, Dr. Mary Rohrberger, enabled me to shape what at times
seemed 1like a morass of material. Also, I am fertunate to have had as
members of my thesis committee Dr. Clinton Keeler, Dr. Jennifer Kidney,
and Prof. John Schweitzer, whose constructive comments and encouraging
remarks made the work seem lighter.

Finally, I thank my husband, Roland, who shared the good moments as

well as the bad, each step of the way, and who understood it all.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Over a period of thirtanine years Sinclair Lewis published twenty-
three novels, two collections of short stories, three plays, essays. re-
views, and ephemera. He recorded middle-class America through periods
ranging from the suffragist movement, prohibition, the depression, and
two world wars. D. J. Dooley comments on Lewis's scope: "“Looking cutward
rather than inward, he attempted to analyze the forces which affected the
behavior of his fellow citizens in a confusing transitional periocd; he
tried to discover what were the sources of hope and frustraticn in the
lives of typical young women, white collar workers, engineers, and garage
mechanics of his time."! Dooley adds that "he was influenced by H. G.
Wells, G. B. Shaw, and Thorstein Veblen; his themes were: (1) the barri-
ers of provincialism; (2) the waste of mis-education; (3) the possibili-
ties of socialism; (4) the promise of science and technolegy; (5) the
precariousness of marriage in modern sociaty, especially as it is affected

2 Writers Carl Van Doren and E. M. Forster use such

by job security."
adjectives to describe Lewis's ability to record the ambience of the
social scene as seismographic and photographic, respectively.

The subject of this work is the image of women in Lewis‘s noveis; the
original intention was to examine the American woman portrayed by a writer

whose method of writing lent itself to the socio-cultural approach of

criticism or examination, but after the novels were analyzed, some of the
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portrayals were found to function aesthetically within the structure of
the novel, as well as thematically as specific social types, so that the
"approach varies from the sociai-cultural to the formal. Further, this
writer felt that one could find, in Lewis's fiction, many facets which
Taine said 9must be the principal method by which society and men are ob-
served, analyzed, and classified. Fiction should be the scientific labo-
ratory of society--the laboratory in which the complex components of our
social system are mixed with each other, so that the race may watch the
experiment, see the result, and be better able to make decisions affecting
its 1ife.“3 |

By examining the roles of Women in American society in the literature
of an author whose photographic method and seismographic responses trace
and réflect, over a long period in our history, a variety of images of
women, we can, by "observing, analyzing, and classifying," better imagine
ourselves. |

Lewié's approach to his characterizations varies from the realistic
to the satiric, or from the fully representational to'the caricaturistic.
With a major figure Tike Carol Kennicott, Lewis supplies many details con-
cerning myriad aspects of her thoughts and actions, but with Peony Planish,
Lewis limits the details to those aspects of her nature that reveal her
acquisitiveness and her degenerate, rococo taste. This latter method, the
satiric, is indicative of his concern with social injustices and reform.
Sheldon Grebstein comments on this method of characterization, which he
says stems from the Theophrastian Character:

The "Character" writer differs from the novelist in two special

ways: (1) he deliberately ignores all qualities which would

distinguish an individual; (2) he selects, invents, and borrows

from a large number of individuals only those qualities or man-
nerisms or attitudes which express a particular type or trait



(the Flatterer, the Braggart, the Pretender to Learn?ng); then

he makes these into a composite character who becomes the per-

fect and typical representative of the desired trait. . .

The novel 1is an imitation of life, eliciting a direct response

from the reader and permitting the reader's projection into

it, while the creator of "Character" deliberately kept the

reader and the work apart in order tc evoke an intellectual
response, an evaluation.4

Often Lewis's intention is to evoke an evaluation cof the society or
- the forces that are shaping the characters, and one technique of his
method is to show the relationship between the character and his posses-
sions. He said, "'By your eyebrow pencils, your encyclopedias, and your

+ud For example, if Lewis wants to empha-

alarm clocks shall ye be known.
size a grasping, acquisitive woman like Fran Dodsworth or Caprice Chart

he describes their bedrooms, elaborate affairs full of silver toilette
articles, lavender chaise lounges, damask drapes, and other expensive
clutter. Edith Cortright, on the other hand, enjoys the spartan simplicity
of a small Italian villa of bare walls and shining stone floors, an indi-
cation that Edith's spirit reflects Lewis's deepest values. And Leora
Arrowsmith, who, Lewis says, best exemplifies qualities of loyalty and
love, is free from all acquisitive instincts; even her clothes show her
disregard for appearance and fashion: buttons missing, a spot here and
there, an uneven hemline. Another factor Lewis uses to shape or mold a
character is that character's point of view which Lewis delineates in a
ratio of realism to sentimentalism. Lewis's use of the two terms is the
following: the realist views the world primarily intellectually or
objectively, seeing behind appearances or through pretense, sham, and
shoddy values; the sentimentalist views the world primarily through his

or her feelings and emotions, and consequently, although the view may be

enchanting, it oftern proves to be distorted. For example, Carol Milford



in Main Street views life in the small town of Gopher Priarie (before she
actually goes there) through some blurred photographs that her husband-to-
be, Will Kehnicott, trying to entice her to marry him,shows her. What
Carol sees in the photographs about Gopher Prairie springs from hear roman-
tic feelings--a pastoral beauty surrounding simple, hard-working, kind
people; she sees herself iﬁ the town working hand in hand with the people
to enrich their Tives; in short, Carol's view is sentimental, distorted

by her feelings for Will as well as by a thousand myths about the sunny
decencies and the pure heart of the American viliage. When Carol actually
goes to live in Gopher Prairie she views the town objectively and finds a
vast distance between her closely observed impressions and her precon-
ceived, sentimental view; hence Carol's character is shaped by the
conflicting elements within her of realism and sentimentalism. Thus Lewis
shapes character in two importént ways: through the external (objects,
possessions, etc.), he communicates the internal, and through point of
view he projects thoughts and feelings which are of primarily two types,
the realistic and the sentimental.

For the purpose of this work, the women in Lewis's novels are classi-
fied in seven chapters: the first deals with prototypes found in his
apprenticeship novels; the second with Carol Kennicott and other wives who
Tive in a small midwestern town in the years before the 1920's; thé third
with wives in cities and suburbs who, under the impact of mass production
and mass communication become stereotypes; the fourth with an acquisitive
woman, a product of a society bent upon consumption, who seeks culture and
people for her own adornment; the fifth with women who concentrate their
lives in careers rather than domestic affairs; the sixth with wives whose

relationships with their husbands are, to a degree, destructive; and the



seventh with a woman who represents Lewis's ideal companion or wife.
Two major goals are sought in the course of this work: to define

and classify types of American women, as Lewis delineated them, and to

trace the pattern of development br change in the image of women in his

novels over the period in which he wrote, from 1914 to 1951.



ENDNOTES

]D. J. Dooley, The Art of Sinclair Lewis {Lincoln, Nebraska: Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press, 1967), p. 53. '

2Dob]ey, pp. 58-9.

3Everett Carter, "Realism to Naturalism: Towards a Philosophy of
Literary Realism" in Theories of American Realism, eds. Donald M.
Kartiganer and Malcolm A. Griffith (New York: MacMillan, 1972), p. 385.

4Sheldon Grebstein, Sinclair Lewis (New York: Twayne Publishers,
1962), p. 162.

5

Grebstein, p. 163.



CHAPTER II
PROTOTYPES IN THE EARLY NOVELS

Sinclair Lewis wrote five novels before Main Street was published.
They are, for the most part, breezy romances--Tight fiction written to
appeal to readers looking for adventure and romance in swift-moving plots.
In these apprenticeship novels, however, are the outlines of themes and
traces of characterizations that appear repeatedly in his novels through-
out his long writing career. For example, in the search for image§ of
women in his early work, one finds four major typeéi the bohemian or
"hobohemian,f as Lewis calls a group of dilettantes who dabble in

“"culture," and who take puerile delight in deviating from the conventional;

the very nice, respectable housewife or "the pretty pink face," as cne of

Lewis's characters calls them; the daring, imaginative "playmate," eariiest
of Lewis's romantic heroines; the career woman, ill-trained for jobs but
persisting and determined to shape a better life for herself.

If one doesn't count the potboiler Hike and the Areoplane, a boys'

adventure story, that Lewis wrote under the pseudonym "Tom Graham," Our
Mr. Wrenn is Sinclair Lewis's first novel; it was published in 1914. The
protagonist is a shy, lonely clerk 1iving in lower Manhattan, but dreaming
of travel and adventure. When he is not working he escapes from the gloom
of Mrs. Lapp's boarding house by going to a fmovie housef on Fourteenth
Street called the fNicke]orion." It is at the movies that Mr. Wrenn finds

material for his dreams, which 1ike the dreams of Lewis's other



protagonists will cause conflicts; the wrong dreams must be resolved
before the hero or heroine can find happiness. For example, as late as

in his last novel World So Wide, Lewis's hero dreams of success, wealth,

and a beautiful companion, a dream which he actually achieves before he

realizes that "“it seemed to him a dream of luxury fabulous and wasteful
ul

and a Tittle vulgar. Mr. Wrenn, too, like the later hero, must search
beyond the easy dream for lasting happiness.

This dream often includes the wrong woman, one who is unsuitable for
the hero. Shy Mr. Wrenn's first dream of a woman focuses on Istra Nash,
a splendid looking creature who might have stepped off the screen, but
who is actually first seen by Mr. Wrenn in Mrs. Cottermole's tea room in
England where Mr. Wrenn has ventured forth in search of excitement and
romance after having been unexpectedly left a small inheritance. He gapes
when he sees her: fHer red hair, red as a poinsetta, parted and drawn
severely back, made a sweep about the dead white skin of her bored sensi-
tive face. Bored blue-grey eyes, with pathetic crescents of faintly
violet-hued wrinkles at the side. Thin, long cheeks, a delicate nose,
and a straight strong mouth of thin but startlingly red 11ps."2

Istra Nash is the first of Lewis's "bohemians": those persons who
attend to art but rarely work at it, who are easily bored and impetuous
in their behavior, restless, yet imaginative, women who disdain the
plodders like Mr. Wrenn but need their steadfastness. Istra is all of
these things but she is also a woman who understands "p]ay,f which is the
ability of two people to enter into a world of their own making, even if
it is only over a Sunday wa]k or an afternoon cup of tea, in order to
escape from their grim surroundings and deadening routines. Sheldon

Grebstein, 1in his book Sinclair Lewis, notes that Istra Nash is a dual




prototype: "She represents not only Lewfs's dislike for the bchemian
(the "hobohemianf he called it), but alsc his rejection of the beautiful,
clever, alluring, intellectual, yet emotionally shallow and destructive
woman, a species culminating in Fran Dodsworth.f'3

Mr. Wrenn finds Istra, with her slim dresses, uncorseted figure,
her leaf-green silk kimono, silver vanity artic]e;, and gold cigarette
case with long black Russian cigarettes in it, a revelation. fGee! I
bet that red-headed lady would be interestin' to know" (p. 77).

As Istra is momentarily at Toose ends she takes up with Mr. Wrenn
because his type amuses her. She is bored by Interesting Persons whom
she defines: "An interesting person is a writer or an artist or an editor
or a girl who's been in Holloway Jail or Cannongate for suffraging, or
anyone else who depends on an accident to be tolerable" (p. 80). She
takes Mr. Wrenn to the studio of Olympia Johns to introduce him to a
group of people who are gesticulating through the smoke-fi]led room as
fhey discuss Rodin, suffragism, varietism in sexual relationships, social-
ism, and the education of female children.

In her plan to teach Mr. Wrenn "how to p1ay,f she suggests, that
same evening, that they throw on some hiking clothes and walk {after a
brief train ride in a third-class compartment) to an inn, in Aengusmere,
where some of the artists and writers Istra knows are staying. So it is
that the amazed but willing Mr. Wrenn is dragged off into the night for
tramping the English countryside with Istra. Sleeping in haystacks,
walking in the rain, boiling eggs and tea along the roadside, Mr. Wrenn
Tearns the fun of adventure.

However, an important episode occurs at a temperance inn when he and

Istra stop for supper. It exposes a major flaw in the woman as “playmate."
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She is a snob, intq]erant towards those who do not know how to play. As
Mr. Wrenn and Istra eat their meal, she complains that the inn is full of
tourists--probably, she sneers, from fDavenport or Omaha." They are
impossible, she concludes, because she has overheard them talking about
fquaint English flavor," and nothing Mr. ernn can say will dissuade her
(p. 120). Thus, the womaniof imagination, games, and play is flawed by

a disdain for those who are seemingly lacking in the play she fancies is
a superior attitude.

Mr. Wrenn, however, is still enchanted by Istra, the first bright
person he has met: fMost]y she talked of the boulevards and Pere Dureon,
of Debussy and artichokes, in little laughing sentences that sprang like
fire out of the dimness of the mist" (p. 116).

And he begins to learn to play. After they arrive, tired and rumpled,
at Aeﬁgusmere, Istra retires, but Mr. Wrenn is inspired to new energy by
the thought of creating a special supper for Istra. He buys orchids for
their table and a new Norfolk jacket and orange tie for himself; he then
orders a special "high-tea" to be prepared with special dishes and to be
served on the best china; he prepares a fanciful invitation and creates
a mood aﬁd setting for a princess. But the play comes to an abrupt end
when he learns that the restless Istra has impetuously fled for Paris
leaving a short note saying goodbye. Never again does Mr. Wrenn play.

After Istra and England, Mr. Wrenn sensibly returns to his work; but
he has the good luck to meet a man who introduces him to the joys of a
jolly boarding house, where he meets a fpretty pink—facg,? whom Istra
calls a type of who]esome,,sweet, homebody woman. She is Nelly Croubel
who embodies the perfect mother, housewife type, but who, also, is a

career woman of sorts: she is a sweet, kind woman who is working at
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Wanamacy's as an assiétant buyer in the Tingerig department. Nelly is
only a half-hearted career woman waiting for the right person to marry
so that she can settle into domesticity.

Wnen she and Mr. Wrenn get married they take a flat in the Bronx
where Nelly prepares sausages and “s'prise® deserts for their suppers;
and although she misses her job because her days ére long, she looks for-
ward to that house in Jersey where, she blushes, their fkiddies“ can play
in the nice yard and she can keep a garden: for this she has "infinite
hope" (p. 239).

It is an aspect of Mr. Wrenn's maturation’that he has not succumbed
to the dream of Istra; he knows that Nelly will be the best companion for
him. Professor Grebstein notes that Mr. Wrenn "has learned enough about
life and himself to be able to conquer his dangerous feelings for Istra

and to choose Nelly Croubel. . . .“4

In The Trail of the Hawk, published in 1915, Lewis portrays three

types of women: the girl from the East who is the "playmate"; the girl
from back home who represents the respectable housewife; and the "hobo-
hemian" who infests the parties and the studios in the city. The charac-
ter of Istra Nésh has been split,as it were, into two new persons: the
“play" aspect of her nature is invested in the heroine, Ruth Winslow,
and the destructive, "bohemian" aspect has been relegated to a minor,
fringe figure, nicknémed fTottykins.f Nelly Croubel's type is repeated
in Gertie Cowles, but the respectability, so appealing to Mr. Wrenn, is
only restrictive to Carl Ericson.

The story is about Carl who grows up in the Middlewest, in a town
not far from Gopher Prairie called Joralemon. He yearns for adventure

and unlike Mr. Wrenn, who is not equipped for it outside the "movie house,"
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Carl has the drive for real adventure. He becomes an aviator; he is a
“hawk," a creature daring and brave, seeking unexplored trails.

The women he is attracted to reflect his degree of development for
adventure: the first is Gertie Cowles, the girl down the block with the
white muslin dresses, b1ue»sashes, and a piano in her parlor; the second
is Ruth Winslow, the woman from the East who fascinates Carl by her imag-
ination and desire tc explore the unknown.

Gertie Cowles is the richest child in Joralemon. When Carl first
sees her she is described: "She was a very dressy and complacent child,
possessed not only of a clean white muslin dress with three rows of tucks,
immaculate bronze boots, and a green tam o' shanter, but also of a large
hair ribbon, a ribbon sash, and a silver chain with a large, gold-washed,
heart-shaped locket. She was softly plump, softly gentle of face, softly
brown of hair, and softly pleasant of speech."5 Gertie is the stereotype
of the sweet child in fiction who grows up to represent the sweetheart on
the lace valentine, who upholds virtue and respectability, performing
immaculately her duties as wife and mother. After Qur Mr. Wrenn this
type of woman is never chosen by the hero. In Lewis's novel The God

Seeker published in 1949, thirty-four years after The Trail of the Hawk,

the Gertie Cowles type is present in the character of Huldah Purdick:
"Huldah Purdick had warm brown hair, not too neat, a face round and fresh
and often dimpling, earnest eyes that could be gay with people whom she
trusted. . . . She was in some peril of becoming too plump and heavy-
breasted, but she fought it with vigor and cheerfu]ness.?s Huldah, like
Gertie, is warmly feminine, but the edges of her being are too soft, too

passive, and 1ike Gertie she will not be the wife of the Lewis hero who

chooses the sharply defined, daring woman.
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It is not, however, just this passiveness that discourages Carl
from choosing Gertie to be his wife when they grow up; it is her attitude
which is safe and respectable that eventually cools his attraction for
her and it is present in one of her first conversations with him: "'Are
you a nice boy? . . . Maybe my mamma will let me play with you if you are
a nice boyf"(p. 10).

After they have,grown'up and Carl is well-known for his skill and
bravery as an aviator and he is working in a profitable business in New
York City he renews his acquaintanceship with Gertie, who with her mother
and brother have moved to the city. Gertie is still a very nice girl
~giving chafing-dish parties where her guests do "stunts" and play charades
and Gertie performs her rendition of a dance, after the painting Bringing
in the Sheaves. Gertie doesn't work, it's not really respectable; she
takes dancing lessons until she finds out that, too, is really work so
she takes up, instead, ceramics. When Carl tries to warn her that she
is wasting her time and is in danger of becoming a dilettante he uses the
word "he]],f in his excitement of trying to make her see her error.
Instead of listening to the substance of his speech, Gertie flies at him
for using such vulgar language, telling him that it is not nice. Carl
finally rea]izés that, as attracted to her as he has been, she can no
longer figure seriously in his future. He understands that Gertie will
make a rarebit with the same skill and controlled emotion as she will
dance or apply a ceramic glaze but that she will claw and scrap with
passion te uphold the restricting gjgg_va1ues of manners and of propriety,
as she knows it.

The second type of woman in the novel who does not figure seriously

in Carl's 1ife but who is nevertheless a part of the scene, influencing,
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in some degree, the other women, is the bohemian “Tottykins":

She was of the kind who look at men appraisingly, and

expect them tc come up, be unduly familiar, and be

crushed. _

A small, thin female with bobbed hair was Tottykins,
who kept her large husband and her fat, white grub of an
infant somewhere in the back blocks. She fingered a Tong,

- gold religious chain with her square, stubby hand, while
she gazed into men's eyes with what she privately termed

“daring frankness."

. « . Tottykins the intensely cultured and inquisi-

tive about life, the primitively free and pervasively

original, who announced in public places that she wanted

always to live like the spirit of the Dancing Bacchante

statue, but had the assistant rector of St. Orgul's in

for coffee, every fourth Monday evening (pp. 243-4).

This type of woman, ridiculous in her postulating and hypocritical
behavior represents the fragmenting of the woman in a society where
women's roles were undergoing rapid sociological changes. A world war,
industrial growth, and the tremendous influence of mass communications,
in the field of travel, as well as in radio and movies, had brought
foreign manners, customs, and life styles close to home. Another impor-
tant change was the migration to the city for individuals, both men and
women, as well as families, to find work to replace the lonely, back-
breaking work of the farm. It is no wonder that women, finding possibil-
ities for new roles, and new freedoms, and yet not knowing how to cope,
often appeared ridiculous.

The third type of woman is the heroine, Ruth Winslow, the girl from
the East, from drawing rooms full of Taughter and good talk about books
and music, the girl whose imagination invigorates each day and whose dar-
ing leads her to see and understand life beyond those drawing rooms. At
least this is how Carl Ericson sees her. He is smitten at the first sight

of Ruth, on a trolley, and notices that she is a "dark-haired girl
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with humor and excitement about 11fe in her face. . .T (p. 253). He
speculates that she 1is fborn a good comrade. Her laughter marked her as
one of the women whom earthquake and flood and childbearing cannot rob of
a sense of humor. . . . There was no hint of the coquette about her"
(p. 255). In Ruth there are qualities that will appear in all of Lewis's
heroines; they will be good comrades, willing to share adventure cor to
attempt the unconventional, and they will do it with humor and style.
Ruth is the first of the real "playmates." Martin Light, in The

Quixotic Vision of Sinclair Lewis, defines the concept of “play":

"The Adventure of Love" is the title of Part III of the
novel. We are naw fully exposed to Lewis's concept of
"play," which he had introduced briefly through Istra
Nash in Qur Mr. Wrenn. Play expresses Lewis's romantic,
as opposed to his satiric, view of Tlife. It is what most
of his women and many of his men yearn for. It is their
answer to oppressive reality. Play means games, make-
believe, fantasy, and escape into nature. It nourishes
the flagging spirit. The dreams are lost, childhood has
flown, but the yearning remains, and an unhappy man or
woman, knowing no way to recover, feels an upsurging hope
in the discovery of a playfellow; they will be "kids," or
brothers and sisters to each other.”/

Ruth and Carl exemplify this concept; they share a love for the romantic
and for fancy. . One spring day, as they are walking in New York City, she
tells him, "'You've guessed my secret, I'm the Spirit of Spring . . . I
thought it all out and decided that I shall be the American Sappho. At
any moment I am quite 1likely to rush madly across the pavement and sit
down on the curb and indite several stanzas on the back of a calling-card,
while the crowd galumps around me in an awed ring. . . . Buy me a book
with spring in it, and a princess, and a sky 1ik¢ this cern-flower blue

with bunny rabbit clouds'" (p. 334). As they continue their walk Ruth
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insists the people are “'1ike maids of honor and young knights, disguised
in modern dress! They’re charming!'" (p. 335).

Carl feels a twinge of disappointment. E!egant people, he thinks,
are useless; but under her spell he gives himself up to the pleasures of
youth and love: fIt was too great a day for earnestness about anything
less than joy and life; a day for shameless luxuriating in the sun, and
for wearing bright things. In shop windows with curtains of fluted silk
were silver things and jade; satin gowns and shoe buckles of rhinestones"
(p. 335).

Under the inf]uencé of yoﬁth and love and spring Carl accepts Ruth's
romantizing about the idle, Park Avenue strollers, but Ruth's attitude
will become a serious conflict in Lewis's future heroine "playmates."

Ruth also exposes, in her little game, another attitude which will become
destructive in human re]ationships. It is her need for attention, and

her egccentric position in relation to others. She will be writing poetry
while "the crowd galumps around me in an awed ring." It is just this sort
of posturing that Lewis's hero, Sam Dodsworth, will find intolerable in

his wife Fran, and Hayden Chart, thirty-six years later, in World So Wide,

despises in his wife Caprice. Ruth Winslow's speech pattern is another
clue that the playmate heroine will change into a much less attractive
character. She speaks like Istra Nash, "little laughing sentences that
spring like fire," but embedded in the sentence is the superficiality of
a woman like Fran Dodsworth, who also talks much 1ike Istra and Ruth--
whimsical, bright talk--but who is a shallow, acquisitiye, and destructive
woman.

Another aspect of this scene is that jt is rareninllater nqvels that

Lewis's characters find happiness or even momentary enchantment in the
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city which in Lewis's work is a me#aphqr for eroding forces on human
nature. In ﬂgygﬁ Ruth and Carl fplay“ outside of the city; hiking in
the Palisades, skiing on wooded hillsides, picnicking on secluded beaches,
swimming in mountain lakes in the Berkshires. When Ruth and Carl marry
and take an apartment in the city their love encounters difficulties.
Ruth cannot sustain, through the tedium of her days while Carl is at work,
the romance of their early courtship. As she peers out her window she
sees, in the nearby tenement buildings, the countless faces of women lean-
ing on window sills, looking vacantly into the streets for some sign of
excitement or drama to alleviate the grinding dullness of days spent in
listless, slovenly housework and poverty. Ruth is depressed by such
sights and her relationship with Carl loses some of its enchantment.
Although Ruth and Carl's marriage takes up little space in the novel,
Lewis does introduce, at Teast, some of the conflicts, which in his later
novels, he will explore in depth. They quarrel because he works too hard
at a job he does not really respect, and she has no work to occupy her.
They quarrel seriously over a friend of Carl's whom she finds boorish.
Over this disagreement Carl leaves their apartment and spends the night
walking and thinking about their life together, reaching the conclusion
that they must run away from the pressures and routines of the city which
are destroying them. He returns to the apartment to tell Ruth that
"'People don't run away from slavery often enough. And so they don't ever
get to do real work either. . . . Perhaps if enough of us run away from
nice normal grinding we'll start people wondering just why they should go
on toiling to produce a lot of booze and clothes and things that nobody

needs'" (p. 407).
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They decide to sail for Argentira, where Carl has taken a demotion
in order to work in a new country, fantasizing that all will be happy.

The novel ends as they sail on the S.S. Sangreal; the ship's name, the

holy grail, and symbolic of their search for happiness.

In writing the happy ending Lewis has left unresolved the conflicts
in the Ericson's marriage but the problems have been, in part, presented,
to be dealt with in later novels. It will be thirty-six more years of
writing before Lewis will find a resolution for his hero and heroine and
that it should come in a weak novel should not detract from the essential

significance of the meaning. It is not by chance that in World So Wide,

an identical ending occurs. Hayden and Ruth Chart are sailing, from Italy
to Symrna, to Alexandria, to distant cities and countries to find, as the
youthful Carl and Ruth promised each other, "new horizons for each other"
(p. 404). The difference is, in this novel published posthumously, that
the conflicts have been resolved, in part, by Lewis's having created the

ideal woman.

Sinclair Lewis was married to Grace Livingstone Hegger in 1914; she
is a model for Lewis's early heroines. Sheldon Grebstein notes:
", . most of the romantic Tove in Lewis's early novels is abstracted
from his own courtship and marriage of Grace Livingstone Hegger . . . we
know also that Lewis used some of her experiences and characteristics in
his portrayal of Una Golden in The Job. In short, Lewis's sophisticated
and eastern heroines are based on his first wife, who was a stylish
dresser, who had a British accent which by her own admission varied in
degree with the company she was in . . . and who, we may infer, was a

snob on more than one occasion,"8
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‘She was much Tike Ruth Winslmw in her sp@gch, dress, attitudes
(toward the "galumping crowdsf), and witlingness for "daventuring," the
Lewises' word for adventuring together. Lewis dréw heavily on types he
knew well; he was tq use Dorothy Thompson, his second wife, and Marcella
Powers, his companion for five years, for models in his later novels,

drawing upon them for his fictional characters.

In The Job, published in 1917, Lewis portrays the prototype of the
career woman; he uses Grace Hegger's experiences as a junior editor for

Vogue Magazine where she was working during their courtship and early

months of marriage, in his account of the heroine's career,

It is the story of Una Go]den,‘a young woman from Panama, Pennsyl-
vania, a one-street, sleepy town, who is left penniless with a mother to
support, wheﬁ her father dies. Una has three choices: because she is
attractive she may marry one of the Tocal boys she has grown up with and
become a housewife, hoping that her husband will accept her mother in
their household with good grace; or, because she is not in love, she may
yet choose to stay in Panama where she feels secure among the people she
knows, but having to work in some mean paying position such as that of
librarian, milliner, or seamstress, living meagerly and timidly with her
mother in a couple of rooms; her third choice is to take her mother and
move to the city--in this case, New York City--and to look for a promising
job which will enable her to shape a 1life of possibi]ities other than the
slow, thin-gruel existence she knows awaits them in Panama. This last
choice is not without its difficulties. Una has no training for a city
job; the pressures of competition will be great and she doesn't know the

ways of the business world, and also there is the unfrfend]y resistance
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of society, in general, towards a single woman trying to shape a career;
nevertheless, Una chooses the city.

One of Lewis's recurrent themes is the necessity for a person, man
or woman, to find fulfillment through work. Women are often handicapped
by undirected Teisure; they become discontented consumers and legendary
naggers; they do not have the self respect of the non-parasitic individual.
In Main Street, one of Carol Kennicott's problems is that she is unable to
use her energies in work that the community respects (which is not the 1ip
service paid to those who volunteer for charitable duties) and she becomes
a figure of mild ridicule, a butterfly beating its wings against its sense
of ineptitude and uselessness. Una's fate is different; she is, through
circumstances, forced to train herself and to work, which will enable her
to extricate herself from the usual fate of women: the tedium of indif-
ferent marriages or the circumscribed 1ife of the poorly paid, meanly
employed.

In order to show the vast step that Una was taking it is convenient
to begin with an examination of her mother, a woman who is untrained for
work except for the tasks of housekeeping and child raising and who, for
mental stimulation, lives on the small romantic dreams she feeds by read-
ing pulp fiction and women's magazines:

Mrs. Golden was one of the women who aspired just enough to

be vaguely discontented; not enough to make them toil at the

acquisition of understand1ng and knowledge. She had floated

into a comfortable semi-belief in a semi-Christian Science,

and she read novels with a conviction that she would have

been a romantic person "if she hadn't married Mr. Golden--not

but what he's a fine man and very bright and all, but he-

hasn't got much imagination or any, well, romance". . . She

really did like people, liked to give cookies to the ne1gh—

borhood boys, and if--you weren't impatient about her s]ack-

ness--you found her a wistful and touching figure in her
slight youthfulness and in the ambition to be a romantic
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personage, a Marie Antoinette or a Mrs. Grover Cleveland,

which ambition she still retained at fifty-five;9'.‘

If necessity had not intervened Una might have married and become
very much like her mother, for the "Goldens were too respectable to per-
mit her to have a job, and too poor to permit her to go to college"

(p. 5). Ever since high school Uha had to occupy‘herself by attending
gossip parties, keeping house, and though she reads voluminously she
reads indiscriminately. At twenty-four Una is thrown into making a deci-
sion which will change her debilitating hum-drum life: "All these years
she had . . . been trying to find work that needed her. Her father's
death had freed her; had permitted her to toil for her mother, cherish
her, be regarded as useful. Instantly--still without learning that there
was such a principle as feminism--she had become a feminist, demanding
the world and all the fullness thereof as her field of labor" (p. 25).

With the small sum of money from Mr. Golden, Una and her mother
depart for New York City where they lease a walk-up apartment and where
Una enrolls in a business course. She learns typing, shorthand, and other
secretarial skills before she hunts for a job which she eventually gets at

the Motor and Gas Gazette, a trade magazine, for eight dollars a week.

Her work proves to be enervating and tedious; she types copy and files
letters day after day, week after week, month after month, becoming slight-
1y stooped and nearsighted. She has noticed that, fWomen aren't trusted

in business, and you can't count without requnsibi]ityf (p. 72). However
her spirits are not entirely extinguished by the dgadly rqutine because

she finds companionship in her fellow office mates, espgcial]y with Walter
Babson, a briskly moving young man full of ideas for his work and smiles

for Una.



They fall in Tove. For the mest part Lewis depicts their romance in
embarrassing, slick-magaiine prose: "Una beamed and enjoyed her boy's
youthfu] enthusiasm. Mother of the race, ancient triba]bwoman, medieval
chatelaine, she was just now; kin to all the women who, in any age, have
clapped their hands to their men's boasting" (p. 75). Or, "She encircied
his neck with her arm, laid her cheek beside his chin, rejoiced bound-
lessly in the man roughness of his chin, of his coat sleeve, the man
scent of him--scent of his tobacco and soap and hair. She opened her

lips to his" (p. 87). Walter Babson exclaims, through tattered images,

reminiscent of The Romance of the Rose: "'I feel as though I were a rob-
ber who had gone crashing right through the hedge around your soul, and
then after that come out in a garden--the sweetest, coclest garden . . .
I will try to be good to you--and for you'" (p. 87).

It is fortunate that the romance of Una and Walter is not the major
focus of the novel; however, two points about their relationship need to
be made; one is peripheral to their courtship and concerns a statement
Walter makes to Una: "'I'm really as mid-Victorian as you are, in know-
ledge. Only I'm modern by instinct, and the combination will always keep
me half baked . . . I'm a Middle Western farmer, and yet I regard myself
about half the time as an Oxford man with a training in Paris'" (p. 104).

This is a statement Lewis might have made about himself. Certainly
this schism is apparent in many of his heroes and heroines and it undoubt-
edly affected the way in which they view the world and the persons they

love. For example, in the Trail of the Hawk, Carl Ericson imposes on

Ruth Winslow an aura of glamor and enchantment, seeing in her all of
those qualities which he, the "Middle Western farmer," lacks. This view

of Ruth, this half-seeing, causes conflicts in their relationship because
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Ruth cannof sustain his image; she cannot supply all of the romance and
enchantment that the man, because of his lack of understandfng and his
immaturity, craves. As the Lewis heroes mature the women are relieved
of this burden. This is not to say, however, that the woman does not,
initially, enjoy her role as enchantress; she, as much as the man, falls
into the trap. The second point is that Lewis could, occasionally,
honestly dépict sexual feelings. Walter and Una hike up through the
Palisades and at one point he gently unfastens the top button of her
blouse and tenderly kisses her neck. His action leads to a discussion
of their feelings for each other, their predicaments which prevent them
from marrying, and their scruples which prevent them from having an
affair. It is shbrt?y after this that Walter takes an offer for a job
in St. Louis, leaving Una, who knows it is better for them both, terribly
lonely without him. With a group of friends she returns to the scene of
his kiss and while the group is picnicking she walks off by herself:
"She sat alone by the river. Suddenly, with a feverish wrench, she bared
her breast, then shook her head angrily, rearranged her blouse, went back
to the group, and was unusually gay.. . . ." (p. 108). The passage con-
trasts sharply with such superficial statements as, "Una beamed and
enjoyed her boy's youthful enthusiasm." .

The story continues with Una's struggles against loneliness and
with the treadmill of her office routine. Her job seems to be a deadend;
she makes little progress and her future looks bleak. At this point the
burden of her mother increases. Mrs. Golden is described bitterly, a
contrast from the earlier description: "The woman who had aspired and
been idle while Captain Golden had toiled for her, who had mourned and

been idle while Una had planned for her, and who had always been a
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compound of selfishness and Tove, was more and more accustomed to taking
her daughter's youth to feed her comfort and her canary--a bird of
atrophied voice and uncieanly habit" (p. 96). Mrs. Golden loves romantic
novels: "Mrs. Golden loved to sit soft and read stories of young love.
Partly by nature and partly because she had learned that thus she could
best obtain her wishes, she was as gentle as a well-filled cat and deli-
cate as a tulle scarf. She was admiringly adhesive to Una as she had
been to Captain Golden, and she managed the new master of the house just
as she managed the former one. She listened to dictates pleasantly, was
perfectly charmed at suggestions that she do anything, and then grace-
fully forgot" (p, 97). Mrs. Golden is a version of Nelly Croubel, the
sweet respectable wife, but from Nelly to Gertie Cowles to Mrs. Golden
this type has changed into a less than admirable character.

Una's mother dies and although this relieves Una of some responsi-
bility it also throws her into real loneliness. Alone she battles for
her 1ife, but forces are against her because society itself does not
approve of what she is doing. Lewis illustrates this point in a scene
in which an anonymous man, riding a trolley, is thinking about girls Tike
Una whom he has noticed on public transportation: He often aphorized,
"Frightfully hackneyed to say, 'women's place is in the home,' but really
you know, these women going to offices, vulgarizing all their fine woman-
liness, and this shrieking sistefhood going in for suffrage and Lord
knows what. Give me the reticences of the harem rather than one of these
office-women with gum-chewing vacuities. None of them clever enough to
be tragic!" He was ever so whimsical about the way in which the suffrage
movement had cheated him of the chance to find a "grande amoureuse"

(p. 127).
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So far Una has not considered herself or her position in relation
to outside factors or conditions; she is, for example, unaware of the
opinions of the anonymous man, or the suffrage movement, except as a
name, and she is unaware of the resistence to women like herself; she
only knows that she is not getting anywhere and that she is becoming
frustrated. Her frusfration is delineated in a séene in which she ex-
presses an inordinate loathing for a wet-grey rag lying in the corner of
the office washroom. It becomes an objectification of her fears and
frustrations; to her it represents her predicament, and Una becomes
frantic. She goes from job to jéb hoping for a break and not finding
one. She moves into a women's residence hotel to alleviate her Toneli-
. ness and there, at least, she begins to find relief from her introspec-
tion through the expansion of her awareness caused by her exposure to
other women's ideas and experiences.

She meets Mamie Magen, the hard working socialist who exclaims that
"the capitalists with their profit-sharing and search for improved
methods of production were as sincere in‘desiring the scientific era as
were the most burning socialists. . . ." (p. 183). She meets Mrs.
Lawrence, the divorcee, who tells her that women are exploited on their
jobs: "The bosses give us a lot of taffy and raise their hats--but they
don't raise our wages. ... Women are a lot more conscientious on jobs
than men are--but that's because we're fools; you don't catch men staying
ti11 six-thirty because the boss has shystered all afternoon and wants to
catch up on his correspondence . . . most of the women--Lord! they're
just cowed sheep" (p. 173). And Una notices that women together are
quite different from women with men: "They were all splendidly casual

and wise and good-looking. With no men about to intimidate them--or to
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attract them--they made a solid phalanx of bland, satisfied femininity,
and Una felt more barred out than in an office. She longed for a man

who would be curious about her. . ." (p. 175). Later she finds out
that Mrs. Lawrence, too, thinks about men a great deal: "'l want love and
that's all there is to it--that's crudely all there ever is to it with
any woman, no matterlhow much she pretends to be satisfied with mourning
the dead or caring for children, or swatting a job or being religious or

anything else. . . (p. 184). And Una begins to question her own feel-

ings about sex, about her relationship to Walter Babson, whether it was
"a crude physical need for a man, instead of a mystic fidelity to her
lost Tove" (p. 185). At any rate, listening to others and beginning to
think, she is awakened to the possibilities that "1ife is too sacred to
be taken in war and filthy industries and dull education; and that most
forms and organizations and inherited castes are not sacred at all"
(p. 185). And Una discovers the effect of routine on workers:

She knew that the machines were supposed to save work.

But she was aware that girls worked just as hard and

long and hopelessly after their introduction as before;

and she suspected that there was something wrong with

a social system in which time-saving devices didn't

save time for anybody but the owners. . . . She could

not imagine any future for these women in business

except the accidents of marriage or death--or a revolu-

tion in the attitude toward them. She saw the comfort-

able average men of the office sooner or later, if they

were but faithful and lived long enough, had opportuni-

ties, responsibility, forced upon them. No such force

was used upon the ccmfortable average women! (p. 235).

Although Una is gaining perspective about herself and is beginning
to understand her predicament she makes the biggest error of her life--
she marries Mr. Eddie Schwirtz, the jovial salesman, who takes her out

on the occasions when he is in town. Lewis illustrates that parailel
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with Una's frustration with her job is her growing interest in marriage.
Una rubs cold-cream on her face every night "standing before a milky
mirror in the_rather c]osevand lingerie-scattered bedroom" (p. 238),
speculating in a dreamy fashion about her 1ife; and not being at all
clear about what to do, she marries Eddie to discover on her wedding -
night that she had made a mistake:

He addressed her with volubility and earnestness upon his

belief that now they were married, she must get rid of all

her virginal book-learned notions about reticence between

husband and wife. Such feminine "hanky-panky tricks" he

assured her, were the cause of "all these finicky, unhappy

marriages and these rotten divorces--lot of fool cliubwomen

and suffragettes and high-brow's expecting a man to be Tike

anun. . . . Tell you, the first thing these women have

gotta learn is that a man's a man, and if they learn that

they won't need a vote! (p. 254).

No wife of Eddie Schwirtz is going to work. Month after month Una
sits in shabby hotel rooms waiting for Eddie. Their marriage deterio-
rates quickly because Eddie drinks, owes money, loses his job, and
blames it all on Una whom he still will not allow to work to help them
out of their financial difficulties. But a crisis comes when Una finally
realizes that she is being pulled under by her marriage and she decides
to fight to stay alive. She resolves to "learn to be calm and train all
her faculties," so that she might work her way out of the morass of her
marriage. The narrator says, of her decision, that "the important thing
was not the form of it, but her resolve not to sink into nothingness. . ."
(p. 261). Eddie responds to Una's decision to work with great bitterness:
"'You women that have been in business simply ain't fit to be mairied.

You think you're too good to help a man. Yes, even when you haven't been

anything but dub stenographers. I never noticed that you were such a



whale of success;'“ {p. 269). Una retaliates: "'No," she said, "'not for
marriage that has any love and comradeship in it. But I admit a business
woman doesn't care to put up with being a cow in a stable.'" "'. . . I
wonder--I wonder how many millions of women in what are supposed to be
happy homes are sick of being chambermaids and mistresses till they get
dulled and used to it; Nobody will ever know. A1l these notions about
women being emancipated--you'd think marriage had changed entirely. Yet
right now in 1912 . . . not changed a bit" (p. 270).

Finally Una realizes that their marriage has been unfair to them
both. Eddie's attitudes about women, she realizes, have been distorted
by the society in which he grew up: “In small-town boy gang talks behind
barns, in clerkly confidences as a young man, in the chatter of smoking-
cars and provincial hotel offices, he had been trained to know only two
kinds of women, both very complaisant to smart live-wires: the bouncing
lassies who laughed and kissed and would share with a man his pleasures,
such as poker and cocktails, and rapid motoring to no place in particu-
lar; and the meek, attentive, 'refined' kind, the wives and mothers who
cared for a man and admired him and believed whatever he told them about
his business" (pp. 274-5). The misfortune for Edaie is that Una is
neither of these types. She would have been the latter had she become
a womén like her mother, but through circumstances she is forced into
situations which shape her thinking about herself and her actions quite
differently from the usual stereotypes that Eddie knows.

Una goes back to work "with a vengeance," now that she knows what she
must do, which is tc make her work her career and te put aside marriage
as an alternative 1ife-style. She must always depend upon herself. "So

long as her world was ruled by chance, half-training, and lack of clear
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purﬁose, how could it be other than a hodge-podge?" (p. 197). Fortified
with this new knowledge, Una no Tonger stumbles aiong in her new job.
She attacks it, she thinks about what she is doing, she makes special
studies she is not required to do and she succeeds in impreséing her
bosses. In making a study of business she advances rapidly in her job,
and no longer is she a viétim.

This in itself would have been a very happy ending indeed, in fact,
somewhat incredible considering that few persons 1ike Una, who are meant
to be average, extricate themselves from daily misery. Unfortunately for
the plot of the novel, Lewis reintroduces Walter Babson and plunges the
story, which after the opening chapters has been an excellent realistic
portrayal of a marriage and of a woman's 1life in the city, into a bath
of silly cliches about men and women and babies. Mercifully, the ending
is brief. Una says that she will keep her job "'=-if I've had this world
of offices wished on to me, at least I'11 conquer 1£, and give my clerks
a decent time . . . . But just the same--oh, I am a woman, and I do need
love. I want Walter, and I want his child, my own baby and his'" (p.
327). Lewis is saying that women need biological and emotional fulfill-
ment as well as the self-respect, admiration, and independence she
receives from meaningful work. In this, of course, she is no different
from man, but no author would put that dialogue in a male character's
mouth. Lewis reverts to romantic stereotypical portrayals at the novel's
end. However, it remains that Una Golden is not only the prototype of
the career woman in Lewis's novels, she is also the first of his heroines

to consciously shape her Tlife.
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In 1916 the Sinclair Lewises visited Sauk Center, Minnesota, where
he was born and reared. After a short visit they bought a Model-T Ford
and set off for Seattle, Washington, and down to Carmei, California.
Lewis used this trip for background material on his next novel.

The plot of the novel, Free Air, published in 1919, involves a
chase and courtship by Milt Daggert, a boy from the small middlewestern
town of Schoenstrom, of Claire Boltwood, who is Tike Ruth Winslow,
another eastern enchantress. Milt is a car mechanic and part owner of
a garage in a muddy one-street town and he meets Miss Boltwood who has
driven from Brooklyn Heights, New York, with her father, who is i11 and
tired from his work in the city. Her purpose in the trip is to cure her
father from his various fatigues and, against his wishes, she is driving
him to Seattle where they have relatives.

They stop at Milt's garage for a minor repair and Milt is so smit-
ten by this goddess from the east (they exchange a sentence or two),
that he dashes to his boarding house room to throw a few clothes into a
cardboard suitcase, make arrangements for the garage, put gas in his

small Ford, and collect his cat Vere de Vere. The name of the cat is a

clue to Milt Daggert's romantic capabilities. In Our Mr. Wrenn, when
the hero had traveled with Istra Nash to the Aengusmere, he had nearly
learned to play the fanciful games Istra invented and, as has been
noted, he designed a supper for Istra as a part of a fancy he was creat-
ing for her. The note she was to have received for the occasion from

him was signed "Duke Vere De Vere." Mr. Wrenn is never again anyone

but himself; he is satisfied with his name William and is even a little
uneasy if someone calls hims Bill. But Milt Daggert, with his cat Vere

de Vere, picks up where Mr. Wrenn left off and persists in his role of
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errant knight in his muddy armor of Ford to pursue the fair Miss Boltwood
until she consents to marry him.

The novel is slick and breezy, full of slang and cliches, but in it
Lewis makes a statement about a conflict that was to bother him through-
out his life: how to correlate the world of the provincial with the
world of the sophisticate. Lewis himself personally never did know. He \
~grew up in the one and became a part of the other; he was restless in
both and he was critical of persons who held easy opinions of either.
But in his late novels he will create a fictional resolution.

In this novel, Milt is caught between trying to impress Claire's
family and relatives and being loyal to an old Scheenstrom friend who
has just discovered him in Seattle: "He had been snatched from the
world of beautiful words and serene dignity, of soaring mountains and
companionship with Claire in the radiant morning back to the mud and
dust of Schoenstrom, from the opera to "city sports” in a lunch room!

He hated Bill McGlowey and his sneering assumption that Milt belonged
in the filth with him. And he hated himself for not being enough of a
genius to combine Bill McGlowey and Claire Bo]twood."]0

Lewis's perfect heroes and heroines are few and when they exist
they figure as minor characters, but one thing they have in common is
that they have, to some degree, resolved this problem and their perspec-
tive of both worlds is compassionate.

Milt is not one of these perfect heroes by any means; he simply
knows what he wants and goes after it. At one point on his trip he
gives a pretty sbhoo] teacher a ride, and he pauses to consider two very
different types of women who appeal to him and who appear in Lewis's

early novels--the good housewife and the daring playmate. The school
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teacher obviously 1ikes Milt: "She glowed at him. . . . 'She's a nice
comfy fire, and here I go like a boob, chasing after a lone, cold ster
like Miss Boltwood, and probably I'il fall into ali the slews from hell
to breakfast on the way. But--I'11 get sleepy by a comfy fire'" (p. 92).

Unlike the "comfy" school teacher, Claire, Tike Ruth Winslow, is a
woman with imagination and courage (it takes determination to drive
across the country with an invalid father). But, 1ike Ruth, she is also
a snob. She becomes irritable in small town hotels, complaining of the
spotted table cloths, sloppy waitresses, and cold bedrooms. She misses
her world of gardenias and "talk of Parisian imagists." However she
chooses Milt over a man of her own society because Milt offers her more
scope for her own development: "'Milt likes his womenfolk to be daring.
Jeff wants his harem admiring and very reliable'" (p. 169). Life with
Milt will be full of adventure which will challenge her and keep her,
she hopes, from becoming rigid in custom and manner.

That Claire knows she needs a man that will not cloister her is
apparent when she warns Miit not to be carried away by his "he-man"
pursuit of her:

"You have been reading fiction, about this man--sometimes

he's a lumberjack, and sometimes a trapper or a miner, but

always he's frightfuily hairy--and he sees a charming

woman in the city, and kidnaps her, and shuts her up in

some unspeakable shanty, and makes her eat nice cold

boiled potatoes, and so naturally, she simply adores him!

A hundred men have written that story, and it's an example

of their insane masculine conceit, which I, as a woman,

resent. . . . You may not know it, but there are women

today who don't live just to please. . . . If a woman

like me were kidnapped, she would go on hating the brute,

or if she did give in, then the man would lose anyway,

because she would have degenerated; she'd have turned

into a slave, and lost exactly the things he'd Tiked in
her. . . ." (p. 215).
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The heroine in Free Air has her way. She will not be enclosed, nor
will she degenerate, because the novel, like most fairy tales, ends when
the marriage begins. The two free spirits, Claire and Milt, ride off
into the gold and garnet sunset, presumably to Tive happily ever after.

Lewis's next work, however, begins with a marriage, and the novel,
his first, as far as many readers and critics are concerned, is Main

Street. Free Air marks the end of his apprenticeship.

The Job is Lewis's best novel of this period primarily because of
his attitude toward his material which he is treating seriously; the
careful structure and, for the most part, concise prose are indications
that Lewis had respect for his subject. The protagonist, Una Golden, is
not memorable; one knows that she has pluck and courage enough to extri-
cate herself from forces which ordinarily overcome people, but of the
complexity of her feelings and of her essential humanness one learns very
little. Lewis portrays an American woman, who knew what to do because
the possibility of freedom was there, and in writing of her goals, her
methods, and her determination, he delineates the prototype of the

career woman. In The Trail of the Hawk and Free Air Ruth Winslow and

Claire Boltwood typify the youthful sophisticate, the woman from the
East, a companion in adventure and imagination. She is the charming
escapist, the forerunner of the "jazz baby" and the "flapper" of whom
Zelda Fitzgerald is the epitome and F. Scott Fitzgerald popularized in
his fiction. In Qur Mr. Wrenn and The Trail of the Hawk, the third

type, the bohemian, is cast in the personages of Istra Nash and
"Tottykins," who are depicted as restless, would-be intellectuals; they
are a variation on an old type--the eighteenth century blue-stocking

who was also derided for her show of intellectual endeavor. It can be
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assumed however that Lewis admired women of true intelligence who were

hard working; he married Dorothy ThompSon and admired greatly such women
as Francis Perkins, Secretary of Labor, and Edith Wharton, the novelist,
but he distrusted the pretentious and the dilettante. The last stereo-
type of Lewis's early novels is the respectable wife and mother. Nelly

Croubel, in Qur Mr. Wrenn, is the type at its beét; she is pleasant,

kind, and understanding and given to small enthusiasms for card games,
impromptu suppers, and doorstep conversations. With Gertie Cowles, in

The Trail of the Hawk, the image shifts; she is also rather pleasant and

kind but she uses respectability as a means for confining others to her
over-furnished drawing room of unaired opihions and values; and, with
Mfs. Golden, in The Job, Lewis refutes the type, creating a sighing,
passive woman who clings (with a cushion and box of chocolates in one
hand) to others, enervating them through her helplessness.

In Lewis's novels of the following decade, the twenties, the four
prototypes will undergo further change: the "hobohemian" becomes the

grotesque, over-blown figure of Sharon Falconer in Elmer Gantry; the

respectable mother will become a figure of irony and scorn in Elmer
Gantry; the young sophisticate or playmate will become neurcotic and
destructive in Dodsworth; and, the career woman will all but disappear

from Lewis's work until the 1930's.
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CHAPTER III
CAROL KENNICOTT: VILLAGE WIFE

In The Job, a young woman leaves the village to search for a new
1ife in the city; in Main Street the reverse action occurs when Carol
Milford of St. Paul and Minneapolis marries Dr. Will Kennicott and
leaves the relatively metropolitan area to live in the small town of
Gopher Prairie, Minnesota. Although The Job is acclaimed as the best
of Lewis's early novels because of its realistic portrayal of white
collar workers and of an oppressing marriage, it is ultimately a facile
work because its plot is sacrificed to an improbable happy ending.

Main Street is no such novel. Through its plot reversal, Lewis's protag-
onist finds herself having to work out her life in the defined, circum-
scribed area of the small town rather than in the multifaceted spaces of
the large city, and, unlike Una Golden, without the benefit of a career
through which to find independence and a focus for her creative energies:
"She was a woman with a working brain and no work."1 And Carol is an
average person, whatever that is, but which means that she is half-

. equipped to confront and to solve all of the problems which stand between
her and her happiness. One of the problems is that her family environ-
ment and her educational background nourished imaginative fancies and
half-formed ideas which have 1little relation to reality. She knows just
enough to be stirred to discontent. Carl Van Doren, Lewis's friend and

critic, comments on Carol: "His Carol Kennicott was not, romantically,

36
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2 genius. He knew that a girl of genius would, even from Gopher Prairie;
héve been drawn away to the footlights and flesh-pots--the privacy and
kind of anonymity--of a more shining neighborhood. Carol was barely
superior to the village level in her gitts, except for her virtue of
discontent."2

When Main Street was published in 1920 the hajority of critics and

readers praised it. D. J. Dooley in The Art of Sinclair Lewis notes that

"even when there were reservations about Lewis's plotting, style, or
methods of characterization, there was almost unqualified gratitude for
so complete a casebook of stupidities, so massive a club with which to

ud

beat the philistines. John Galsworthy sent a letter to Sinclair Lewis

praising Main Street and according to Grace Hegger Lewis, in With Love
from Gracie, they cried with happiness after reading his 1etter.4
. Galsworthy said that ". . . so wholesome and faithful a satiric attitude
of mind has been rather conspicuously absent from American thought and
Titerature. . . Every country, of course, has its Main Street, all
richly deserving diagnosis, but America has found in you so poignant
and just and stimulating a diagnostician."5

There were, however, exceptions to this chorus of praisers. One
critic, H. W. Boynton, wrote, in 1920, that Carol is “'a skittish emana-
tion of Mr. Lewis's fancy, a trivial, and pretentious 1ittle Phantom
with no dignity of mind or soul--a caricature of the advanced young
female of our kind and time.'"6 Boynton's remarks reflect the opinion
of more recent critics who also do not 1ike the character of Carol
Kennicott. They do not criticize the way Lewis developed her; they are

upset with her personality per se. Richard 0'Conner notes, in his work

Sinclair Lewis,that "viewed from half a century's distance, in fact,
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Carol Kennicott becomes a somewhat tiresome female, and her long suffer-
ing husband, who has to listentoall those adolescent vaporings, is a
figure more to be pitied than censured."7 Mary Austin, novelist and

critic, who often wrote for the American Mercury, is quoted by Mark

Schorer who notes:

One ambiguity in the characterization of Carol Kennicott may
or may not be relevant here. Mary Austin early raised the
question, “One wonders if he was fully aware of how much
Carol Kennicott's failure to find hereself in Gopher Prairie
was owing to the lack of sex potency, a lack which he re-
cords without relating it to any other of her insufficien-
cies." Nor does he significantly relate it to the drama.
That Carol is frigid, Dr. Kennicott, who should know, several
times tells her; but the fact does not disturb him or, in
itself, impair his happiness. Whether Eddie Schwirtz is an
equally reliable witness in the case of Una Golden of The
Job, where again the fact seems of 1ittle importance, one may
wonder, but it is nevertheless to be remarked that this
apparently gratuitous imposition of frigidity on so many of
his heroines is a mark of Sinclair Lewis's fiction.8

1t is a thesis of this chapter that Carol's dwindling sexual vitality

is an integral part of Lewis's theme: that Carol's potential as an indi-
vidual, in all of her aspects, sexual, psychological, and spiritual, is
finally defeated as she becomes shaped by the mores of the small town.

D. H. Lawrence writes of the eroding effects}of industrialization and
commercialism on one's sexuality and Sinclair Lewis, in Main Street, is
writing of the stultifying effects of ingrown relationships and the ugly
environment of the small town on one's sexuality.

The story of Carol Kennicott is the account of a woman who meets
defeat in a small midwestern town, a defeat which 1ies, first of all, in
her inability to effect any changes in her environment and, second of
all, in the fact that the hostility arising from the community because

of her attempts to change it causes her to become fearful and timid

~
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of Tife. Maxwell Geismar notes that "hér brief attempt to 'reform' the
town subsides into the long drawn-out and sometimes quite desperate
attempt to protect herself from the town.“9 The novel is divided into
two main parts; the first is the brief account of Carol's Tife before she
meets and marries Will Kennicott and of her first five years in Gopher
Prairie; the second is the story of Carol's grow%ng desperation, her
would-be love affair with Erik Valborg, her flight to Washington, D.C.,
and her final return to Gopher Prairie. In the first half, Carol is
full of confidence, most of the time; she is a vivacious reformer even
though she is unsure of her goals and motivations, but in the second
half she undergoes a gradual change as fear takes the place of confi-
dence until, at last, Carol acquiesces to the norms of Gopher Prairie.
Martin Light notes that Carol's behavior, like Madame Bovary's, to
. whom Carol has often been compared, is shaped by romantic notions. In
Emma Bovary's case it was her convent education and the reading of many
romantic novels that influenced her ideas about life. Carol, tooc, is
nourished on illusions: "When seen as the story of a woman with a mind
shaped by romantic notions, who challenges the community with her imprac-
tical idealism and suffers rebuffs and se]f-doubtg, Main Street appears
to have more purpose, unity, and psychological interest than many readers
have been willing to concede to 1t."]0
Carol is reared in a home where the family plays out joyful fanta-
sies peopled with characters 1like the "tarn htab" and the "skitmarigg,"
little spirits that inhabit various parts of their house. They have
dress-up parties and Christmas is "a rite full of surprises and tender-
ness" (p. 13). Carol's father allows her the run of the library where

she reads voraciously and indiscriminately: "Balzac, Rabelais, Thoreau,
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and Max Muller" (p. 14). Carol's romanticism is portrayed through images
as well as through exposition. In the first paragraph 6f the novel the
reader sees Carol as though she were a figure in a Eugene Delacroix
painting: |

On a hill by the Mississippi where the Chippewas camped two

generations ago, a girl stood in relief against the corn-

flower blue of Northern sky. . .

A breeze which has crossed a thousand miles of wheat-

lands bellied her taffeta skirt in a line so graceful, so

full of animation and moving beauty, that the heart of a

chance watcher on the lower road tightened to wistfullness

over her quality of suspended freedom. She lifted her arms,

she leaned back against the wind, her skirt dipped and

flared, a Tock blew wild. A girl on a hilltop; credulous,

plastic, young; drinking the air as she longed to drink

life (p. 7).
This romantic image of Carol is a contrast to one in the closing chapter
of the novel. She is seen hurrying down Main Street not Tooking at much
of anything. She has just come from an hour's work at the townswomen's
restroom and she is going to the "chatter" of the "Jolly Seventeen." In-
stead of the anonymous watcher whose "heart tightens to wistfulness,"
Carol is seen through glass by several local men, from inside the barber
shop, who comment that she is a "nice looking skirt" who will get over
her "funny ideas” after she has had a bunch of kids and settled down to
teaching Sunday School and minding her own business. One says, "Of
course she's like all the rest of these women--not solidly founded--not
scholarly--doesn't know anythingvabout political economy--falls for
every new idea that some windjamming crank puts out" (pp. 427-28).

Between the two images of Carol Kennicott is the story of a wcman
who tries to come to terms with her 1ife in a small town where one

either conformed to the mores and customs or was ridiculed or ostra-

cized.
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Most women, in Carol's time, the early nineteen hundreds, if they
went to college at all,did so to acquire a veneer of culture or train-
ing for an ancillary position; in both cases their education was but a
stopover between youth and the responsibilities of marriage. Carol,
herself, spends time in college "stalking a thing called General Cul-
ture," playing tennis, aﬁd giving chafing-dish parties. She dances
from course to course pursuing ideas and activities indiscriminately;
"her versatility ensnares her" (pp. 8-9). She keeps, in her room, a
miniature figure of the Dancing Bacchante, a talisman as it were, but
also an ironical note on her education, a reflection of its frivolity
and dilettantism, a portent of her troubles stemming from a lack of
specific training and direction.

Rather than marriage or a teaching career, Carol chooses to become
. a librarian, to which end she goes to Chicago to study, and her study
continues to be undirected. In the city she is exposed to a smattering
of "Freud, Romain Rolland, syndicaiism . . . feminism vs. haremism,
Chinese lyrics, nationalization of mines, Christian Science, and fishing
in Ontario" (pp. 15-16). If Carol finds a theme, so to speak, in all
the hodge-podge of notions and ideas she is briefly exposed to, it is in
her recurring dream of beautifying towns. She is susceptible to her
surroundings, aware of ugliness but not quite sure of how to attain
beauty; she has vague notions of turning villages into "Georgian houses
and Japanesé bungalows" (p. 16). As no one takes her seriously, she
doesn't take herself seriously; and, even though her nature is intelli-
gent and inquisitive, she is unable to find a structure upon which to
build, in part, because she is not well educated and, in part, because

she is not taken seriously--her role is marriage.
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Carol returns from Chicago to St. Paul to work as a librarian; she
is in Tlimbo, neither happy nor unhappy, waiting undirected, fulfilling
eéch day's tasks, not thinking about tne future. During this period she
meets Dr. Will Kennicott, who is attracted by Caroil and tries to con-
vince her to marry him and to live in Gopher Prairie, an "up and coming,"
beautiful 1ittle town. Carol is hesitant, but Will shows her some snap-
shots and She is won over. It is indicative of Carol that she makes up
hér'mind upon seeing pictures, rather than reascning from facts; she
does not even visit Gopher Prairie before they are married; she looks at
the vague, bleary snapshots, indistinct, except for one or two. Their
beauty is seductive: "lakes: dark water reflecting wooded bluffs . . . .
One winter picture of the edge of Plover Lake had the air of an etching:
lustrous slide of ice . . . reeds in thin black lines, arches of frosty
- grasses" (p. 23). Carol is drawn by this beauty and predictably, the
outiying land around Gopher Prairie will be her major source of spiritual
solace and happiness: "They drove home under the sunset. Mounds of
straw, and wheat-stacks 1like bee-hives, stood out in startling rose and
gold, and the green tufted stubble glistened. As the vast girdle of
crimson darkened, the fulfilled land became autumnal in deep reds and
browns. The black road before the buggy turned to a faint lavender,
then was blotted to uncertain grayness. Cattle came in a long line up
to the barred gates of the farmyards, and over the resting land was a
dark glow. Carol had found the dignity and greatness which had failed
her in Main Street" (pp. 60-61).

Carol is one of many heroines and heroes in American literature for
whom nature is identifiabie with harmony and peace. It is a part of

Lewis's innate romanticism (he greatly admired Thoreau's Walden) that
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nature should be restorative and nurturing after the eroding and degen-
erating effects of society upon the individual. It is also noteworthy
that Lewis's best novels are those in which a blending of this romanti-
cism intermingles and plays against his satiric realism, creating a
tension through the motifs and structure which shape his work.

Carol's romanticism is twofold: it stems from her Tove of and
association with nature and it stems from her imagination or fancy which
is not always trustworthy because it can be set in motion by false
assumptions. The following scene is an exampTe of Carol's romanticising
th?ough a set of associations that prove to have Tittle relationship with
reality. Before their marriage Will shows her a snapshot of a Swedish
immigrant farm-woman "with tight-drawn hair, and a baby bedraggled,
smeary, glorious—eyed" (p. 23). Four years or so later Carol meets the
.child and recalls the first time she saw his picture: "Magic had flut-
tered about her then--magic of sunset and cool air and the curiosity of
lovers. She held out her hands as much to that sanctity as to the boy"
(p. 185). Carol enchants the boy by telling him a fairy story, but the
story is interrupted by a call for the doctor. Carol is brought back
~ to reality; she cannot finish the story--she and Will leave abruptly.
The irony of this scene is created by Carol's romantic or sentimental
view of herself and others. When Carol first viewed the photograph of
the child and mother she told Will, "'Oh, it would be sweet to help him
--s0 sweet'" (p. 24). But what Carol actually does, what she accom-
plishes, is to tell the child a fairy tale, and it is this, the chasm
between her imaginative but impractical view andvher actions that cre-
ates the satiric realism brought about through the device of photograph,

Carol's imagination,and the actual scene.
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The device of the photographs is used again, toward the novel's
end, when Will travels to Washington, D. C. where Carcl is working and
frying to make a life for herseif outside of marriage and Gopher Prairie.
He tries to tempt Carol to return by showing her thirty snapshots:
"Without defense she was thrown into it. . . . She was seeing the sun-
speckled ferns among birches on the shore of the Minniemashie, wind
rippled miles of wheat, the porch of their own house where Hugh had
played, Main Street where she knew every window and every face" (p. 417).
Carol succumbs to nostalgia and eventually returns to Gopher Prairie.
There is a feeling that the photographs beguile Carol. Whether Lewis
intended "thirty" snapshots to parallel the thirty pieces of silver in
the biblical betrayal or not is a moot point, but one could argue that
Carol is betrayed in going back to Gopher Prairie, because once there,

- the promise of her youth and individuality as reflected in the wind-
blown image of her on the hill, in "suspended freedom," is forever Tost.

There is one more aspect of the photographs; it is their relation
to the}"real." The writer creates pictures; note the image of Carol in
the opening paragraphs of Main Street; such an image is clear, well-
defined, a chiaroscuro of feeling and meaning. The photographs, on the
contrary, are unclear and "smeary"; they function as representations of
the medium of mechanical reproduction and are contrasted with the medium
of the‘creative imagination which is, in this form, literary. Although
Lewis approved of many aspects of a technoleogical society he saw that
standardization and stereotyping was a real danger; thus Lewis uses the
device of shoddy reproduction methods such as the photographs or the
“"chromos" (mentioned in Dodsworth), to symbolize the artificial, the

false, the imitation. Through the device of the photographs Lewis



foreshadows the dangers of standardization and the creation of types
rather than individuals in a technologically-oriented society. Milton
Grebstein makes a point about stereotypes: "The characters who are types
and not individuals are such because their society--as Lewis sees it--does
not allow them development as individuals. America, the land of personal
liberty, and individga] freedom, produces types: Athis is Lewis's recur-
rent thesis."H
v“That Carol Kennicott is becoming a type of the small-town young
matron is clear by the end of the novel. She is seen kowtowing to Vida
Sherwin, the archetype of provincialism and conformity, taking orders and
wi]]ihg to do Vida's bidding in the town. Carol, ironically, wears
glasses now, but she "sees" much less; she accepts her environment as it
is. But it is her attitude toward her new-born daughter that best illus-
trates her submersion into a type of matron whose thoughts are gleaned
from the brassy pageé of women's fashion magazines: "Carol could not
decide whether she (the girl) was to become a feminist leader or marry a
scientist or both, but did settle on Vassar and a tricolette suit with a
small black hat for her Freshman year" (p. 429). Carol Kennicott's defeat
will inf]uence the following generation who will be the daughters of
-mothers who "settle" for stylishly dressed girls going to smart women's

colleges. Lewis's prognosis is painful.

Critics Mary Austin and Mark Schorer poiht out that Carol Kennicott's
characterization is ambiguous because she lacks "sex potency." Mary
Austin blames Carol's inability to find herself in Gopher Prairie on this
lack. However, one could argue that Gopher Prairie, along with molding
Carol into a stereotype, destroys her "sexual potency," and her frigidity

is not ambiguous, but is integral to the theme of the novel.
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Carel is not impotent on her honeymoon in Colorado: "It had been a
transforming honeymoon. She had been frightened to discover how tumui-
tuous a feeling could be roused in her" (p. 26). Carol muses on her
happiness during their honeymoon as she and Will are sitting in a train
travelling to Gopher Prairie, but encroaching on her happy thoughts is a
fear developing from her sense of the ugliness that she views: scabrous
towns, lonely farms, the gritty train, and people submissive in their
poverty. She seeks Will's hand for comfort and she tries to explain her
fear of ugliness to him, but, as Will has known the familiar landscape
since he was born, he cannot understand what Carol means; he sees the
towns as "hustling burgs," potential money-makers. He is unable to empa-
thize with Carol. He attempts to distract her from disconcerting thoughts
by playing a cat and mouse game with her fingers and she "for the first
time tolerated him rather than encouraged him" (p. 27). Besides playing
cat and mouse, Will tries to coax her into a good mood by alluding to
making love that evening and, as this tactic seems to work, Will turns to
a detective novel while Carol ponders, unemctionally now, upon the possi-
bilities for the Middiewest and for the United States in general:

Here she meditated--is the newest empire of the world; the

Northern Middlewest; a land of dairy herds and exquisite

lakes, of new automobiles and tar-paper shanties and silos

Tike red towers of clumsy speech and a hope that is bound-

less. . . . What is the future? A future of cities and fac-

tory smut. . . . Youth free to find knowledge and laughter?

Willingness to sift the sanctified lies? Or creamy-skinned

fat women, smeared with grease and chalk, gorgeous in the

skins of beasts and the bloody feathers of slain birds, play-

ing bridge with puffy pink-nailed jeweled fingers, women who

after much expenditure of labor and bad temper still gro-

tesquely resemble their own flatulent lap-dogs? The ancient

stale inequalities, or something different in history, unlike
the tedious maturity of other empires? (pp. 28-29).



47

Carol, in her reflections, conjures up an image of women who
symbolize the "ancient stale inequalities" of past empires. They are
women who consume resources and expenditure of labor without offering
up either beauty or usefulness in return; they are women who fore-
shadow the decadence and decline of societies and nations; they are
women unacquainted with "knowledge and laughter" and truth. That their
image is grotesque is an indication of Carol's revulsion to the goals
and energies of societies which tend to shape such women. The irony
is that Carol is not equipped to withstand such forces; indeed, her own
enérgy will be consumed as she flails against Gopher Prairie and she
will be, to a degree, at the mercy of such women.

The closer Carol and Will get to Gopher Prairie the more of a
stranger he becomes: "'Who was he? . . . He wasn't of her kind! His
neck was heavy; his speech was heavy; . « . She could not believe that
she had ever slept in his arms'" (p. 30). But once they detrain and get
through the jovial welcomes from a group of Will's friends and arrive
home--the final trap she thinks--she nevertheless responds to him: "She
was close in her husband's arms; she clung to him; whatever of his
strangeness and slowness and insularity she might find in him, none of
that mattered as Tong as she could slip her hands beneath his coat, run
her fingers over the warm smoothness of the satin-baék of his waistcoat,
seem almost to creep into his body, find him strength, find in the
courage and kindness of her man a shelter from the perplexing world.
*Sweet, so sweet,f she whispered" (p. 34).

Her pleasure and refuge in their sexual relations continue even

though she fluctuates between despair and hope in her relations with Will.
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On their way home frem a party, at which Carol shows too much of her
ankle and shocks the solid citizens by talking about gold stockings,
Will reprimands her and she is plunged intc despair because he makes
her cee that her effort to amuse them has, in effect, made her appear
ridiculous. Nevertheless, by the time they reach their front porch
they are reconciled and "he 1ifted her, carried her into the house,
and with her arms about his neck she forgot Main Steet" (p. 56).
Carol also finds pleasure in riding with Will or hunting with him in
the countryside. She senses his virility and she relaxes in his
company: "As the sun warmed the world of stubble into a welter of
yei]ow they turned from the highroad, through the bars of a farmer's
~gate, into a field, slowly bumping over the uneven earth. In a hol-
low of the rolling prairie Tost sight even of the country road. It
was warm and placid" (p. 57-58). Her response is fully sensuous.
However, as time goes on Carol finds:she cannot sustain herself
with these infrequent rides into the céuntryside and she knows by now
that she cannot talk to Will without being criticized for not under-
standing his town and people; fshe wanted someone to whom she could
say what she thought" (p. 66). She also discovers "that she had
nething to dof (p. 86). As the wife of a doctor she has a position
to retain. She cannot be employed; they have a maid so Carol has very
little housekeeping to do; they have no children and she cannot find
meaningful volunteer work in the community. As she drifts along,
mostly to avoid criticism and to be accepted by Will and the towns-
people, a crisis occurs which illustrates the extent of the town's
nostility towards her and which ends in a scene depicting, for the first

time, a dull dreariness in their sexual relations.
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The crisis is precipitated by the women in the Jolly Seventeen
bridge club. It is indicative that this group of women is only a
generation or two away from being the "grotesques" that Carol envisions
on her way to Gopher Prairie; what prevents them at present is that
they are not wealthy enough to indulge, totally, in themselves. The
bridge group rejects Carol because they sense in her a critic of their
way of life and they are right. From the moment Carol steps into the
"sirocco of furnace heat" of Juanita Haydock's "new concrete bungalow,"
she inwardly finds fault with everything from the angel food cake to
their insensitive attitudes toward their hired girls (pp. 87-94).

Carol feels their dislike of her: "“She walked home. She reflected,

'It was my fault. I was touchy. And I opposed them so much. Only--I
can't! I can't be one of them if I must damn all the maids toiling in
filthy kitchens, all the ragged hungry children. And these women are to
be my arbiters, the rest of my life!' Shé ignored Bea's call from the
kitchen; she ran up-stairs to the unfrequented guestroom; she wept in
terkor, her body a pale arc as she knelt beside a cumbrous black wal-
nut-bed, beside a puffy mattress covered with a red quilt, in a shuttered
and airless roomf (p. 94).

Four days later, Vida Sherwin, the school teacher who is supposed,
to be the town's "woman intellectual” and Carol's friend, stops by Carol's
to gossip and to tell her what the town is saying ébout her, that they
think her speech is affected; her conversation is a matter of name
dropping, that she is too flip with store clerks, too friendly with her
maid, too eccentric in refurnishing her 1iving room with a broad couch,
and that she does not go to church often enough.

Devastated by Vida's visit Carol turns to Will for solace only to
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find that on many points Will agrees with Vida and the town. The day

ends with their going to bed. "He yawned, went out to Took at the thermo-
meter, slammed the door, patted her head, unbottoned his waistcoat,
yawned, wound the clock, went down to Took at the furnace,_yawned, and
clumped upstairs to bed casually scratching his thick woolen undershirt.
Ti11 he bawled, 'Aren't you ever coming up to bed? She sat unmoving"

(p. 99). This is the first time Carol does not find comfort with Will.
Their going to bed is a sterile process: he is unaware; she is devital-
ized.

With the approach of spring and the opportunity to be outdoors and
in the country Carol's vitality returns and with it a normal relationship
with Will; but, again, as autumn approaches and with it the cloistered
activities of the town, centered in over-headed rooms, on activities such
as bridge, gossip, and heavy desserts, Carol's vitality diminishes. She
admits to herself that Will no longer stirs her (p. 159). Their bedtimes
are a series of yawns and scratches, of checking doors, windows, and the
furnace. The scene of their first quarre],‘significantly, is in bed:
"The room was drab-colored and ill-ventilated--Kennicott did not 'believe
in opening the windows so darn wide that you heat all outdoors.' The
stale air seemed never to change. In the light from the hall they were
two Tumps of bedclothes with shoulders and tousled heads attached" (p.
165). The room is an objectification of their sexual relationship; in it
Carol and Will are reduced to objects with no life or feeling.

Carol tries to respond: "She turned toward him trying to be affec-
tionate. But his eyes were pink and unlovely in the flare of the match
with which he Tighted his dead and malodorous cigar. His head drooped,

and a ridge of flesh scattered with pale small bristles bulged out under
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his chin" (p. 168). Carol is highly responsive to the way things look,
to images, to her surrounding: she responds aesthetically to the beauty
of the countryside and retractively to the sights and sounds of Main
Street. It is significant that on her honeymoon, her discovery of "tumul-
tuous feeling" occurs in the beauty of the mountains "high among the
pines" (p. 26). Now. in the airless, drab bedrooﬁ she cannot respond.

The novel moves forward in episodes whichbrecord a pattern: Carol
begins, hopefully, to work towards a goal or on some project only to be
defeated; then she begins again and the pattern is repeated. After her
quarrel with Will she sets out to recapture their early love; she courts
him with surprises and attentions and thinks of herself as the wife of
the heroic country doctor: "Shé tried to free herself from the specula-
tion and disillusionment which had been twitching at her; sought to dis-
miss all the opinionation of an insurgent era" (p. 180). She wants to
be thought of as a pleasant, happy wife, not a discontented critical
woman. She nearly succeeds; she interests herself in Kennicott's hobbies:
medicine, land-investment, motoring, and hunting. Buf then they quarrel
over the movies, and Will's basic patronizing attitude toward her re-
asserts itself as her critical attitude toward his town resurfaces.
Desolate again she can only repeat "I must go on" (p. 199).

Will is successful in completing a Tucrative land deal which leads
him to suggest to Carol they might start their family. Carol "feared
and longed and did not know; she hesitatingly assented, and wished that
she had not assented. And as there appeared ho change in their drowsy
relations, she forgot all about it, and 1ife was planless" (p. 227-28).
However, "that autumn she knew that a baby was coming, that at last Tlife

promised to be interesting in the peril of the great change" (p. 234).
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Her pregnancy, although normal, is not wfthout the tedium of ungainli-
ness and morning illness and Carol feels "that willy-nilly she was being
initiated into the assembly of housekeepers; with the baby for hostage,
she would never escape; presently she would be drinking coffee and rock-
ing and talking about diapers" (p. 235). In effect, Carol does not enjoy
the pregnancy, but after the child is born she devétes herself to him:
"for two years Carol was a part of the town. . . . Her opinionation
seemed dead; she had no apparent desire for escape; her brooding centered
on Hugh" (p. 236).

Her sexual relations with Will are resumed in a drowsy fashion but
Carol is moved to reflect upon her sexual feelings by the arrival of the
town's famous man, the wealthy, influential Percy Bresnahan who returns
periodically to fish and to flex his reputation. Carol is attracted to
him: "His large hands, sensual lips, easy voice supported his self-
confidence. He made her feel young and soft--as Kennicott had once made
her feel" (p. 277). Clearly, Carol is not without sexual feelings. Be-
side Percy, Carol thinks, Will is dull and untidy--his hands "were wise,
kind hands, but they were not the hands of love" (p. 281). She medi-
tates, "'Was it possible that those days of fumbling for each other were
gone.so completely? He had read books, to impress her; had said (she re-
called it ironically) that she was to point out his every fault; had
~insisted once, as they sat in the secret place beneath the walls of Fort
Snelling--. She shut the door on her thoughts. That was sacred ground.
But it was a shame that--'" (p. 281). Carol is not really éb]e to face
the reality of their sexual relations, nor does she really understand,
and because she cannot, her irritation, as well as Will's, builds into

many frustrations until on a hot summer night they quarrel and Carol faces
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the facts: "'There are two races of peoéle. . . . His calls mine 'neu-
rotic'; mine calls his 'stupid.' We'll never understand each.other,
never; and it's madness for us to debate--to lie together in a hot bed
in a creepy room--enemies yoked'" (p. 284).

Carol moves to the guest‘room, furnishing it with a small bed and
shelves for her books; Will muses that she is cold, "doesn't know what
passion is " (p. 297). But the type of woman Kennicott finds "knowing
what passion is" is Maud Dyer, the pharmacist's wife. Will knows that
Maud is "neurotic, religiocentric, faded; her emoticns were moist and her
figure was unsystematic. . . . But her milky skin was delicious, her
eyes weré alive, her chestnut hair shone, and there was a tender slope
from her ears to the shadowy place below her jaw" (p. 297). Although
Carol does not know that Will is surreptiticusly seeing Maud, she has
never felt comfortable in her presencé, which she finds "super-feminine.

Her skin was fine, pale, soft, suggesting a weak vo]uptuousness.

Carol did not quite know why she was uncomfortable in this talcum-
powder atmosphere. . ." (p. 132). Both Carol and Will respond to Maud:
w1]1 with lust, and Carol with discomfort; but, the image of Maud seen
through either's eyes is essentially unattractive: she purrs and whines,
whimpers and begs. If she is supposed to be sexual or "full of passion,"
she is also unattractive to both Carol and Will.

While Will finds relief from a now sexless marriage through his
visits to Maud, Carol finds solace from loneliness and isolation in her
visits to the Bjornstams. Miles is the village atheist and socialist;
Bea is Carol's former maid and a good friend, but tragedy befalls the
Bjornstams; Bea and her son Olaf die of typhoid and Miles leaves Gopher

Prairie. Again Carol is defeated but again she fights back, this time
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through a friendship with a newcomer, a tailor who reads Keats and whom
the townspeople call "Elizabeth." Carol is attracted to him because like
herself he is an outsider and like herself he is concerned with beauty,
but she is not sexually attracted to him. Valborg's feelings are differ-
ent; when he tries to kiss her she tells him, "'--Can't you understand?
Everything crushes in on me so, all the gaping dull people, and I look
for a way out--'" {p. 365). Carol is not lwoking for a lover; she is
looking for a friend and confidante to whom she can say what she thinks,
but that is net what Erik wants nor what the town expects of them both.
Will Kennicott saves her from the town's condemnation by forcing her to
look at herself and Erik through the town's eyes; she is shattered that
she Tooks cheap and that Erik Tlooks juvenile and tawdry. After their
would-be romance is dissolved Will tells her "'But of course I knew how
cold you were, I knew you wouldn't stand it even if Valborg did try to
hold your hand or kiss you, so I didn't worry. But same time, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>