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Chapter I 

Naturallp has appeared in !aerie.a in several literary movements; 

one of the most i•portant or these a0Te11ents •as• and is,. the revolt 

from the folkay, roasn.ticised 811811 town.. The llOV811lent began with 

Edgar Lett Kasters' Spoop giYer Anthology in 1915 although an earlier 

work• i:. 'I. Howe•s 1.'he Stor:y .9l. ,!; OouptrY l2!!!. in 1882, also dealt with 

the frustrations and the swelling discontent eaueed b7 the narrow life 

of the sull town..l 'l'be na.turaliat. writing in the aall town tradition 

were intent on dissipating the .false halo of pastoral dignity which sur

rounds the Tillage; they were the en.-1.es of the aiddle-clase profit 

motiTes and the illusion of optiaism; they were sick .of the art1!1oial

i ties of Allerica.n 11 terature. •1nie current or romance, of coUN"e did 

not ceue to now,. but troll 1890 to 1910 the aoet raarked tendency 1n 

Aaerican fiction wae toward the ethical realism of Toletoi or the nat

uralisna ot Zola •l 

Outside the aall town literature, natural.la first appeared 1n 

Allerica as a da11:fnant literary philoaophy in the work of Stephen Crane 

(1811-1900). In 1896, Crs.ne published, at hie own expense, Jlaggies ! 

!!in 91. ~ Street, in .a cheap, paper-bound edition; naturalism bad 

entered American letters. It was an unwelcome 90llellt for crit!ce who 

had been nourished on the Puritan conrlction that there is, in life and 

literature, e. real.a of grace and a realm of •in, the conviction that 

life is amenable to the industrious and t4e good. Por the rirst tiae 

1 Vernon Lou.is Parrington, !!,!a Currents !! Merican Thought, III 
(Jew York, 19S0), S76-517. 

2 Engelopedia Brittptca, 14th ed., IVI, 518. 



r ~sders began to see their society subjected to the unc011pr011ising 

severity of scientific scrutiny. 

Although t.~e hi~torical roots of naturalism may be recognized in 

I the Goneourt brothers, Honore de Balzac (1799-1850), Gustave Flaubert 

(1821-1600), End others, naturalism is ueually associated with the nsme 

of Elaile Zola {1840-1902) • the author of !!!!! (1880). He formulated 

the offi.eial dogma of the naturalists in !:!!, Roann experiaental {1879), 

. ' I , which is practically a paraphrase of Introduction!. la aedecine experi-

ment.ale .(1865) by Claude Bernard (lBll-1878). Although Bernard himeel! 

held that the method described 1n hie tree.tiee was not adaptable to 

creative literature, Zola insisted, that the S8lle methods which rfl'eal 

working general principles in the physical world would, !t' used in the 

novel, reveal general prinei.ples of cbarecter, society, and morals. 

Insiating on this analogy, be eaid, •we should operate on the chara.c-

tera, the passions, on the h.uman and aocial data, in the ~e.a.e way that 

the chelllist and the physicist operate on inanimate beings.•3 With va-

ried ingredients and with en exactitude and tliepassionate care anproach

ing that or the experlJaental scientist, Zola and hia followers began the 

revolutionary attempt to new life objectiYel1. Thue the scientific 

spirit, insisting on observation, experimentation, quantitative and qua.1-

itatiYe an.81.yais or the h\Jll8.n being, entered the field of creative writ-

i ng. 

laturalin was not lillited to Prance; it appeared in many guises 

and forms and in nearly every corner of' Europe. In Sweden, August 

Strindberg (1849-1912) wrote %t!!! l"ather (1887), in which he portrays 

S Herbert J. Muller, lfodern fiction (New York and London, 19~'1), 
P• 162 •. 



the slavery imposed on man becnuse of his uncontrollable desires, 

the conrpulaion s.nd repulsion .f'e.otors inherent in love, and a very un-

roaantie as eet of ntarriage. In Geraany, a school of naturalistl! repre-

sented, ong others, by Gerhart Hauptmann (1862- ) came to be known 

as consistent naturalipts. They believed that even the stringent regula

tions of Zola would not prevent wr1 rf'I from distorting th . real world. 

This was a more radical naturalism.. 

The consistent naturalists, then, aimed not to round a new art, 
but in any traditional seue to abandon it-. They desired to 
reduce the conventions of technique to a 11ini11U11 and to eliminate 
the writer•s personality even where Zola bad adlaitted its nec
essary presence-in the choice of subject and in form. For style, 
the very religion of the French naturalistic masters, there ne 
held to be no place, since there was to be, in tbi-s 11ew litera
tur9, neither direct exposition, however illpersoae.l., nor narra
ti'f'8. In other words, none of the means of representation ·.-ere 
to be ueed by which art achieTee the illusion of reality ••• _. 
The opinion of Flaubert that any subject euffice:s, if the treat
ment be excellent, ws..s JIOdified into: there must be neither 
intentional choice of theae nor stylistic treataent. !'or style 
sup~see rea.rre.nge11ent, personal vision, unjust ael.ection of dt
tail, and literature must be an exact rendition of the e.ctual. 

It would appear froa these principles that an author would heve been 
l 

reduced to transcribing actual conversation, and it is known th~t this 

was tried. Using the formula or the naturaliJSts e%Cept for his choice 

of a historical theme, Hauptlllann wrote l!!,! Weavers (1882) depleting the 

111.serable existence and the 1840 revolt of the Silesian weavers. This 

was the fir8t powerful drasa foreshadowing the gre· t twentieth centuey 

conflicts between capital and labor. 

Then Marla Gorld (1868-19S6), a Russian, wrote of the seamy side 

of life in !w! Lower Depths (190!). Howner, Gorki waa not the only 

Rusian who contributed to the growth and develoJ:*ient of' naturalia. 

4 Ludwig Lewieobn (ed.), Gerhart Hauptunn, Druatie Works, l 
(New York, 1913) ,xvii. 



Ivan Turgenev (1818-1883) wrote the poign&nt Fathers !!!ll! Sonf (1862),. a 

novel portraying the Russian version of the nineteenth century struggle 

to preaerve a glorious but outaoded order. FyodQr Doetoyevsky (1921-1881) 

wrote Crime~ fgnishllent (1866) and~ Brothers Xargazpy (1880) • por

traying in these a part of the phyaie&l. and spiritual suffering th the 

himself lla.d experienced. Leo '!'olsto1 (182S-1910) poured forth f"rolll his 

troubled soul aose of the world•s greatest novel.a. But among the 11.ajor 

writers none ie more 1.Japortant to the naturalists than the drn11atist, 

Anton Chekhov (1860-lgQ.4). The plays of Chekhov show men being crushed 

by their enviroment. 'l'h.ere is a.bloat a total absence of plot oreentral 

eb.aracter& in plays 8llCh as~ Ch.era Ore.hard (U)04) and ~Three~

!!a. (1901). His plays reftfil frustrated and dissatisfied people who 

aeea wholly incapable of resisting their fate. 

What counts in the11 is not a series of catastrophes but the even 
flow of life reyeaJ.ed as the majority 1111st live it ••••••• In per
f'onance the pla7a are interrupted bJ long pauses when the people 
say nothing. In these pauites, as ln the undirected talk that 
breaka th•, character is revenled, but what is done counts to~ 
leH than what. is nid or left unsaid. So far &.s plot is con
cerned, nothing is con·Hntionalised. Senants do not re"ffB.1 the 
situation to the audieneeJ con.fidantee do not elicit aeerets fro• 
the leading lady; raisonnms do not enunciate the doctrines o"f 
the author. Instead, COIIJI01l .folk t'l'O!I seventeen to eighty..-eTen 
stroll &bout tb.e scene and talk. Among them are no villains and 
no heroes. no 118.petic personalities, no a-trong or willful eouls, 
none tom between coapunctiona of conacience and burning desire. 
Chekb-ov paints a aoaber world ·to be tolerated by 8GWJi tiYe creature& 
wit.bout will, hoping perhaps for ultiaa.te iaproveaent, rut doing 
nothing to bring it to pas, • .$ 

Oceasionall7 Chekhov indicates that perbape action and work will fi

nally be the aalntion of un, but for the preeent 1118111o hopelessly 

elnmeshed in circwa:rt=ce::t.. So 1n spite er indi vidue.l d1fferenee.e a110Dg 

5 Prank W. Chandler, Modem Continental Pla.,vights (New York and 
London, 1Q5l), p. 93. 



writers , 

it wae tbe aim of all the naturalists to minimir.e situation 
and stoey, and to emphasize tellperaaent, e.taoephere,. background. 
They declined to think or character aa self-determined. For 
them it resulted from the shaping stress or natural law
espec18.lly the influence ot heredity and enTiromaent. They 
a.ep1red to rival the scientists in ll8king art a thing induotive.s 

5 

~aturalisa, growing rapidly out or the nineteenth century's inordinate 

faith in scienti-fic methods and results, had penetrated to every corner 

of Europe. 

llean1t'hlle, in the United States the trend of the ti.lies w :s pre-

paring the way for nature.li811. A series or great changes waa taking 

place in America. Following t..he Civil War lrl.th its defeat of the 

states' rights bloc, there ns a growing tendency toward centrallsa-

tion ot political and econo:aic power. The frontier became history. The 

growth of trusts, big corporation•, railroads, industriee, and a real 

proletariat, all had tremendous 1nnu911ce on the national and indi'rl

dual psychology. 1'he result was a lessening of the individue.l•e iapor

tance, a growing sense of iapotence, a conviction of personal helpleasne•s, 

a reeling of dependence on the group ... 

The intellectual backgrcmids were thus preparing tor a gloomier 
reali.aa than .Rowella• or Garland"*•• a realin the.t took its 
depa.rture rroa two poatule.teei that men are ph;ysieal beings who 
can do no other than obey the lau or a ph7aical un1T8r&e; and 
that in the ffBt indifferentin of nature they are inconsequen
tial puma 1n a gau that to hUll8D reaaon hu no •••n1 ng c>r rules • 
.... Dreiser was the first. spokeeaan or a later uerica onee 
aore ralllDg within the ebadow of the peeaiaia that springs from 
eTeey centralind society shut up wl thin the ports.le of 6 .static 
eeonoaiceJ that dwarfs the indh1.dual and nullifies his will• 
reducing hill fl"Oll a cb.ild of God to a serr.T 

11111&11 Dean Howells (1857-1920) publ18hed Crit1cip g P'iet.ion 1n 

6 .ll1£.•, P• 151. 

1 Parrington, .9R.• cit., PP• Sl8-S19 • 
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1891 in which he declared that a novel such ae Cri•e and Punishment 

would be illpossible 1n .Aaer1ca; th.e ilaplle&tlon was that life 1n AJUer-

iea ms generally so good and eo pleasant th.at such novels would l s.ck 

any basis in raot. It tlll.tat not be conatrued .froa this statement that 

Howells was tuls,mp&thetic with the new 11.oveaent; his experiences simply 

did not Jl8.ke eertain t;ypea of writing feasible. But within !ift year"', 

reputable publlehere were ref'uaing Crane's llaggie, and with.in the next 

thirty years a nuaber of writers were to vie with Doetoyevsky in delin

eating the existence of the disinherited. In t.bia sue TOluae Bowell• 

aTerred that ttnothing that God has l!lade is eonte!llptible.• However, hie 

attitude is generally consonent with that or hie times, that 1•, that 

11 tera.ture aust be tit tor the JD08t innocent reader-the young gir1-

who is, ot eoune, wholly ignorant ot li.fe. It wet be noted that both 

Howells and Haalin Garland, older oonteaporarles of the young naturalists, 

were writing realletical.17. '!heir principal wealcness was their studied 

&YOidance or problems of tear, hunger~ Mld sex, their l!Wly concessions 

to the preconeeived notione of theil' reader,. 

When outcute or ~ociety such as Maggie and Ian& becue tbe sub

jects of art1 there was a tendenc7 on the part of critics to -eonsider 

the noTels and their creators iuoN.l. or oouree this judpent is funda-

•entall:y unsound,. the t&l.lac;r lying 1n the .faet that the naturalists were, 

in theory at least, uoral; if the result of their observations wa.a immor-

al-, then life Wflt5 iuoral and not the artists. As CL aatter of raot, we 

see 

that the IIOOd ot naturaliaa--1n Ib.een, Strindberg• Hauptmann, in 
the French nonll•ta who ~ted against ro111mt101aa-is inspired 
b,- a reaiatance aga.1.J:uJt delusion and n.1n sent1mentallt7• against 
sere decorma and tbat it is inspired, invariably inspired, by 
!80ru ardor. It was constantly the ardor tor truth; it baa alllOst 



'1 

e.s constantly the note of h1lll8ll coapa aion; its desire to en.le.rge 
the field end subject 11atter o~ art ie al!lost always guided, 
especially in the Germanic countries, by the belle:t' in hulu.n 
brother,ooa~ by tenderness tor the disinherited or the social 
order. 

The •disinhe-rlted of the social ordertl were eboeen bf the natursl.lata 

tor the &81le reaeone that a cbemtst chooses pure oheaicaln for an exper1-

aent. Aaon those on the outer tringe of the eocial order, wri ~n, found 

buu.ni tr Id.nus t.he euoufie.ge w1 th wbicb t.b.e ao-called be t people con

ceal their basic aru.ulity. lost ot the characten or naturaliat1.c lit

erature tall into three types, One is ot coiaparat1Yel7 low intelligence 

and aotiwted b1 atriotly biological drine, .Another 1a neuroti:e end 

d0111nated bJ uncertain and uncontrollable aoods. The third and lff.&t 

frequent. type ie tb.e ,POWerf'ul character who is defeated by the auperlor 

strength of adversity. The first t7pe 1e found in McTeague b,- 1renk 

orrl end in !!!!_ by Zola. naubert.• a lJlu .Bonry fl'CII la.due Boya,n; 

(l.856) is au e.xaaple ot the second tn,e. 9 Doctor le,-ers !1-oa Spoon JU. v,t 

A.ntbolog;r 1.s an exaaple of the good un. defeated. hi! goodness contri-

buting to hie tell. 

In the course 0£ its deTelopment,. .natural1ea bas changed in aany 

particulars, but its broad eiu b.aYe rna.1.ned practicall7 the. eute. The 

naturalists have inelated on objectivity, and the principle or deteminiPJ 

tbe7 ban tended to :portray un dnrted 1n contre.at with his milieu; eco-

none and bio1ogical forces with which he cannot cope tyramdee offr hia. 

'these aims haw led in the nonal course of events to a leening tows.J'd 

pe881111.a, the reaaonable product ot a reeling ot 1apotenee, which in 

8 Ludwig Lewieotm, l!!!. Storr of Allerican IJ.ten,.tm:e (!ew Yort. 
19!9), P• 46S. 

9 Parrington, .!!2• cit., PP• S24-525. 
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turn grew out or an inability to de110nstrate the existence of a personal 

will. Thus Parrington wes moved to say, "lfature.liam is pessimis tic re

alism .. •10 

The 'ti tal principle of naturali• is deterlliniea. Determinism. 

grew out or the belier, which is of ecientific deriY&tion, th t eaus,lJ.-

ity is a universal characteristic of things; that is,. f!l'l'ery ph&noaenon 

baa a e_e.use which aay be diecoTered and which will always operate on a 
. . ' . 

given set of eircuastances to produce the .881le rtteult. This principle 

has &ny interesting posaibiliti.es, the moat inportant of which is thiei 

If the decisions, judgments, snd act.ions of 11.&tl are sub; ect to inex

orable and certain la'lfll aiailar to thoae whieh underlie th.e cauae-&nd-

effect relationships of inaniute things, then num ought not to be held 

responsible for his aet.s. So one finde frequently in naturalistic fie-

tion a panora11& depicting mankind struggling for life against the est -b

lished system, and though tbe cbaractera 11ay violate the einl or moral 

code and the system be unjust., the tnie naturalist leaTes judgment for 

the reader. In Norrie• The Octopus (1901), .~re are uiany characters. 

and several important plots working at -once. Man 1n the concrete i s 

dwarf'ed by the treaendou&-epac•s, enei-gy, and deeds of nature as person

ified b7 the wheat. Society and the dangers of !ndustrie.lizati9n are 

expreesed through the railroad; but at the end the railroad ie untouched 

and ean is crushed. Norrie' cries for ret.ers are aeldoa di?"ect and are 

per11eated with a sense o.f conic futility. Man has only heredity and 

ennronaent--one ls the wax, and the other, a sold .. 

Becau•e of the pessimistic., deterldnistic philosophy of the nat-

urallsts,. many critics he.Te accused tnem. of' being fatalists. The 

10 ll?.1:s.·, P • 325. 



naturalists anticipated this objection and made a distinction which 

the 11111 tations of the language render vecy nic • Fa talln presmaea 

that the indi vi.dual is totally in the- grip of a higher power and that 

his ultaate t'ate as well as all the incidents of hie 11.te is ordered 

according to the whill or tb.ie capricious power and without regard to 

the peculiar circumstances of his existence. The detet"'millist.e., and the 

naturaluts insofar as they are detersinietic, believe that the 1nd1-n.d-

ual is a chemical co,apound and that enry phenomenon of his being can be 

explained on the basis of body chemistry which et3 utollatically or in 

response to enviromnental causes. 

This doctrine, that aau au.st react helplessly with an enviromlent 

oTer wbioh he has no control, leads to peeeim.a and inaugurates a eon-

ception of tragedy. In the writing of the natn1"8lleta, one find.a trag

~ which contome in practically t10 pe.rt.icular with the Aristotelian 

concept or tragedy. According to the claasical tradition, a great and 

noble character breaks a aoral ln because of ignorance or a character 

n aw, and he wst bear the consequences of his misdeed. In th.a natural-

iatio tragedy, aan is caught in a ateel web of ineluctable eircwaatanee 

and inSUl'IIOUntable personal weamee•, and, if he. bu a will, it 1a ut

terly impotent. Thie ia reflected in the epilogue or Spoon Ri!!t .Anthol

SIX. a.a Loki chants while airlng together the ingredients of a unt 

Passion, reaaon, custom, rules, 
Creede of the churches, lore of the schools, 
Taint in the blood and st.Nagth or soul. 
Flesh t..Qo weak tor the will•s control; 
Po•erty, riches, pride of birth, 
Walling, laughter, over the earth, 
Here I have 7ou caught again, 
Enter my web, 1e fJOll8 or mt!n.11 

ll Edgar Lee Masters, Spoon Riyer Antho1og (IP York, Hl27), 
p .. 29S. 
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As Parrington analyses it, •"'J.'be tragedy or naturalism lies in the 

disintegration and the pit)' or irony with which we contellpla,te aa.n and 

bis fate in tbe world.•l2 

The funduental principles or naturaU.• tore«! on its eXpOnent-e 

an inte~st ~ the booy ehem1etey of aan, his feers , aversions, deei:res, 

and nervous reactions. 'tbe;r cue to consider the baeic lnstincte to 

be tear, hunger, and eex. The emphasis on the latter .ae particularly 

diaconcertuig to those who had arbltraril1 relegated eu to the cate

goey of sin. It is not strange then that the appearance or Spoon RiTer 

Antholop ws.a greeted with outright dieappro.al by any otberwiae fair

minded critics,. !or Maaters, with a frankness foreign to .Allerican poetry, 

portrayed the social and indiddual disutera which reeult froa the 

thwarting of the sex urge. 

In Spoon Riyer Jntbologr, Jlaeten de11<>nstre.tea by wne of the dead 

citisens of Spoon R1Ter1 who rise and announce their epitaphs, the effect 

of the llllall town on lta people; -.ost o! thea wccuabed to its liaitationa; 

a rew rose above the milieu and were happy; no one of th• can coapletel7 

fathoz hie fate. In the poetry of Masters there '!a a negligible etfort 

toward prettiness ·or any standard t~ or beauty. TheN is a sincere 

effort to gin a truthfl11 picture of Uf'e and its probl•s• Howner, 

tor sdldrer• of strength, for those pere0t1e1 who eee beauty in truth 

unadorned, there 1e a etrong, virile beauty in laetera• ooetry. lli• 

epitaphs in Spoon Rinr Agtbolop, though hard and ffel\ bitter in thought, 

are often sort in diet.ion, u though the dead were gi"rlng a quiet, diapas

sionate appraisal or their turbulent UYee. One aeeaa to bear tired_, 

world-weary Yoicee intoning, •1 aa Petit the poet-I aa Doc le:,en-I 



ll 

u Anne Rutledge-I thirated so tor lo•e-I hungered so tor life." 



l ;::: 

Cb pter II 

Thus far 1n this paper, I haTe traced in brief the historical. 

roots or naturalla and atteapted to state and define its 118.in prin

ciples. In the following paps, it. ie my intention to deaone.t.rate 

that Spoon River Antholog, ia naturalistic. In ord-ff to a7ateaat1n 

y information, I shall diSCUJ1s Spoop BiT•t rroia tb• standpoint of 

the criteria of n&.turaliS11; that ie, I shall attapt to prove that 

the ideas and general ataosphere of the Antholop eonfOJ"II to the 

eha:racteristica inevitably aascfoiated witb naturalistic literatul'"e. 

The anthology w11.l be analysed, •lthin the lirlita.Uons of tbia pe.1>9r, 

from the standpoints of detel'lliDisa and objectivity. Under deter-

minism, evidence will be cited involving the concepts of social and 

biological detel"ll1.n1sa. Under objectivity, which is ot course impos

sible without frankness and an amoral attitude on the pe.rt of the 
. " 

writer, evidence will be cited relative to the obJectiTe treatment 

of econOllic idea.lisa,- the illOral con...-ention, and the population of the 

81\al.l town .. In an effort to provide the facts neceasaey for such a 

discussion, it will be 118.Ddatory that aome explanatory material be 

interspersed fl-om U.e to ti.Ile. 

Spoon River Anthology purports to be a colleotion or epitaphs 

froa the g;raT91ard of a village called Spoon R1 YM'. Thea• are not 

merely the ueual. epitaph•, ho1'fl'8r,- but true autobiographical obit

uariee, written as though the deadtheruelftB had risen and stripped 

their liTee of secret and faleit7 .. The Antbolon is composed of two 

hundred and forty-four epitaphs, 8n introductoey lyrie, the fragaent 

of the epic Spoonia.d, and an epilogue. The book has an organic unity 

based on the experiences and environment COIIBOD. to al--l the personal! ties 



of Soon River. 

te.nt t.o nortrny the s.:.li nt fE>~~tures of the whole .Amertcs.n ci vilirr-

tion by depicting eccurutely ite :10st re. res;:;. t-etive unit , the Jr11ericDn 

s ,.rll to ;n . He honed to giv~ . ~orlc'i vl .: dr~vm on the sc-:le of a vil-

lage, to ::;ho m .. m in societ strl;ned of the veils u,d subterfu es 

which su lly hide his rB~l life . tk.sterc hio~clf envisr ge," hi- in-

tentior:c in this ,i.1' nner : 

I h .,d .:; variety of thingo in ·nine in Ytri ting he i''inth0logy. I 
... e~t to .::nfJ.lyzr chnr•1cter , to F-/ tiri;;e:- society, to tr-!l"" , .. :;tory , 
to eY.')OCe h .·chine:ry of ife , nrecent tJ vi ~~ 8 working 
nodc-1 of the big ·orld rnd . ut i in a ,.indow wh re thr-? p f'-er
by could ., to ·-m: see it run . And I h::d in :1ind , too, 1 cr1?e
tio11 of he:-.ut:r , :,nd the depictior, of' our :1orr<J¥."i:; e.n~ h . ~:-:, , o: r 
religious f ilures , .3uccepr,es <tnd vidons , onr . oor 1 · ttl e l i ver , 
rounded by u slet.'P , in language r~ru:i figur"S emotionall y tuned 
to bring 2.11 of u~ cl oser together i n U."l.derst-:.ndir,g nd af:.' .c
tion .13 

In order to be cs objective as it ,ue bis intent. to , •• a:; t":!r ::, . ;)Or-

trayed , i1i ,o f&r es it us po~sible, both si<le0 of a single human 

- ce~e histor,. Thi::: objectivity 'ar i mpo~sible i +.h~ rri:::wl ~as:dors 
• ~I,. • 

a.'1.d the Lctur 1 conditi ons of hu.1u::n nxi stenca w re to be obscured be-

nee.th he,~_ r. of e phe:nisr.1s , and , in Sp-von River t.nthology , i;eY , econr:iics, 

religion, g vern ent, ,md the '1hol e s cr:.le of sccil'll '1'3.lues rere re-

garde<l l'1i th e fram:.nf'Sf' hi thl'!r t o unkno. in Americ&n liter -tur • The 

J.ntholog:y repre.,ents , then, -;. striking r c.ffir-'l~tio of the c r:::-cle-

don o~ life and li er1:, ture , an i' portent cri Ucal conce,, t i uy age . 

is early a"' 1906, !,fo:.!'?ten told his f''-'ther thrt he "!'fc? going to 

,-Ti te a book . 

l?i C. E. ·n::-e1'ell , nThe S~oon P.i ver Ar1thology , n Cur:-er..t Opinion , 
LVIII (1915), 356. 



I told him that my life in Chicago bad sho11D. ae that the 
country laver and the city lawyer were essentially the 
saae; that the eountr, banker end the city banke:r- had the 
soe nature; and eo on down through the 11st of trades
people, 1;reachers, sensus.liste1 and all kinds of hmaen 
beings. 

14 

When this book actually oaae into being in the form of Spoon River,

it proved to be a type of literary work £or which sters was pecul

iarly well-fitted. His lifelong aabi tion had been to write verse, 

and his conscientious studies had equipped hi.a with an extraordinary 

am.aunt of literacy information. Ynrs of law practice had endowed 

him with the a.bili ty to see both sides or an issue and to think ,clear

ly and concretely. His boyhood, spent in Pete.rsburg and Ltnr18'town, 

Illinois, had provided him nth first-hand knowledge ot· the small 

town.. 

asters' law work had !•pressed hi• with the. value or ehee~ tacts 

and actualities. He found in 'l'heodore Dreiser, who is probably the 

ost thoroughly naturalistic Aaeriean writer, a critical quality of 

aind that he could admire. or Sister Carrie Plasters wrote, "That 

book gave me a s.ense of a refreshing realiam, and honeat;y that aeant 

soaething.•15 So the Sll&ll tom, perhaps like Lewi.et.own or even Peters-

burg in design, c&llle before a aaster lawyer for Cl"08s-exmaination. 

Under this sort of scrutiny-t Lewi1ttom was revealed in Jlastere" 

mind not tis an idyllic ,country place entirely full of God-t'earing, 

happy people, as the .defenders of the folkey village would have every-

one believe, but rather as a place o! th.warted loves and ubitlons, 

of lust, hatred, dieslllUlation, and false pride. Masters• •ellOries 

14 Edgar Lee Masters, !crosa Spoon !UJet (Mew York; 19~6}, P• 286. 

16 llig_., P• 284. 



of the Illinois stMll town where he t,pent his edoleeeffllt yea: s were 

bitter; he wrote, 

I ean see in ay llind•e eye the people who used to go about 
the streets or Lewi.atom on Sa.turdaya, COIiing from the Spoon 
River Bott01R8t aen with sore eyes froa 81J)h.1lis,. blinking 
the light; u with guns or slings in their pockets, carry
ing wldpe, 811d fouling the sidnaib with tobaeeo spit; 
women dressed in fad.ad calicoes twisted. about their .shape1esa 
bodies. Sablrdaya were days of horror f<>T' ae ••• 'l'heae crea
tures at Lewistown howled in their in1Jane cups, they fought 
with kniTes and guns and lmuclts. Tbe streets stank. The 
shopkeepers stood in their doorways · eyeing chances ot trade; 
they walked back and forth behind their counters sening the 
aalodorous riff-ra£r that cue fr the bottoms.16 

This ia not,. however, the lllhole background and :subject matter of the 

Spoon Ri;yer jntb,pl,QQ, the etatemeDta of many erities notwithstanfil:il:g. 

The Jlasters family lived 1n Peter&burg prior to oving to Lewistown, 

and there it seeas that they were Terr happy. The farm or Davia Jlaa-

ters, Edgar Lee Mastera' grand.father, was nearby in the New Sal.em 

district of Lincoln tB.lle. R re in the •neighborhood of fiddlers, den-

eers, and feasters,.• life was really good. Of these. people asters 

wrote: 

Around. the Masters place lived hosts or Watkinses, Xirb18, 
lineaids,. Anaetrongs, Pantiers, Goodpaaturee. I knew thea 
all. The1 were hospitable, warm-hearted and generous beyond 
ant people I ha.Te known, and full of the will to live. For 
the aoat part they were happy folk, but at the sue time they 
were touched with the pathos of nature henelf, with a T01ee
less endurance 1n the presence of fiood and drouth, dieuter 
and death. As I spent all the Sllallers or rq boy.hood at the 
lastera farm 1 stored up -.emoriea which were at last to be 
sung 1n the aore joyous parts of the Anthology.1'1 

It shall be more eaply demonstrated 1n future portions of this paper 

that eritics who maintain that §Roon Ri.yer 1a composed only ot the 

sordid han :aierepresented the Antbo1ogy. 

16 I!:!!!•, pp~ 410-411. 

17 Edgar tee Masters, •Tbe Genea1a of Spoon Ri yer, • !!:!.!. .American 
Mercurx, XXVIII (19~), 59. 
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Tb.e poetie fora and spirit of Spoon tu.Yer ,Nlthology were orig-

inally derived from the famous Greek Antholoa, a collection of eihort 

poeras of ancient Greece. William: Marion Reedy, editor o! the §t .. 

Louis tirror and self-appointed patron of twentieth century American 

poets, called Masters• atten ion to this interesting volume in 1909. 

Even a cursory examination of tbeee brief,subtly ironic vignettes of 

Greece will reveal !!l&lly written in the epitsph form. and besring a 

definite sillilarity in tone to the llasteret c~eatlona. The 11ost r~ 

quently-q_uoted: is this one of Dion of TarBUat 

Dion or Tarsus, here I lie, who sixty yee.ra have seen. 
I wae not ever wed, and would my father had not beenl 

This is the Spoon RiTer spirit in a couplet. Often the poeu of the 

Greek Anthology are aauaing, but aore frequently one f'inda caustic 

indictments of li!e such as th1-s comment on ultimate futility by 

Pel.ladas: 

Naked to earth wast brought-naked to earth I de_scend. 
llhy should I labor for D&'\lght, seeing how naked the end? 

Here is no palliating romanticiSlll; here is 8UDed up a life of dis

illusiomaent ... 

William Marion Reedy offered constant encouragesent to Vaster 

and read the first Spoon River portraits with unconcealed enthusiasm. 

On ay 29, 1914, the first install;aent of the poeu was published in 

Reedy'~ Mirror under the pseudonya, •webe.ter Ford,• and from then 

until January 15, 1915, the series continued weekly. Finally, Masters 

admitted authorship of the poems, and the collection waa published In 

book fora by the Ma.Cllill.an Company in April, 1915.18 !Mediately the 

18 The definitive 9dition of Spoon River Anthology, with new poem,, 
wai, publiehed in 1916, and a reprint of that edition is used as 
the basis of this paper. 
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book became the center of a contl"Oversy which is not yet ended. 

It w s after a te1lc with bis 11other about these old c1tisena ~ 

the 'Villages along the Spoon River that Vastere note the introductory

lyric of Spoon ru.ver Antholop:, Jlflhe Hill.• It ie redolent of the 

futility and the frustration of Spoon B1vert:, inbab1t&nts. 

ffilere are Elaer, B.eraau,. Bert, Toa and Chsrle1, 
The freak of will, the •trong ot e.1'11, and clown, 

the boo~er, the fighter? 
All, all, re sleeping on the hill. 

This recurrent query neeiTes An ununal, hn,notic eapha,is froa 

v riation of the retra.1.nt 

All, all are sleeping,. sleeping• sleeping OJl the hill. 

Coaon nues or eomon people are in evidence. Also bl1ried in Spoon 

River•s ce ete17 are Bl.Ia. late, llag,. Lissie,- and Edith. 'Ibey had 

not. be«i brought to the •hill• fter liveB glo.riousl7 spent, but the 

accidents 1fh.1.eh actually occur in the lives o, people occurred to 

the1&: 

One died in ehalleful child-birth, 
One of a thwarted lOYe, 
One at the banda or a. brute in a bl'Othel, 
One o:t a broken pride, in search for 

he-art•s desire, 
One after lite 1n rar-away London and Paria 
Wss brought to her litUe apace by EllC!l and 

late and kg-
All, all are sleeping, sleeping, sleeping on the hill. 

Here in the ·pl'Olop• is reflected the tragedy of 11Tes spent 1n •a 

village of little .rainds.• lbat. followed wai, revolutione.ry in Aaer-

lean poetry. The dead of Spoon River are "YOcall•ed, the unique accom.

pliamaent and the lasting original wino.rt.he book, Md they an per

!llitted, removed as th97 are fros any hope of 1 gain by deceit., to eonent 

on their line. Solle are bitter, diaillusioned, and hurt by lite; soae 

riee aboYe lite and acbieve a tort of e.xal t&tion; SOiie ha.Te caught a 
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gliapae of an answer to the life riddJ.eJ ttOBle: eee life a a trap; 

others, a.s a game; still others, tc1s an animal existence lacking i 

eaning and purpose. Proa the, lipe of these people, thwr:.rted e.n 

•ested by life in Spoon River, co~e indictments of the profit motive 

and of the conventional aorsl code, 1ndicttllente of the W'fintQl:: d 

! needless cruelty of life, denunci tione of those wbo h Te bloeked 

the way of the people in tbeir at?"Uggle to fulfill the American dream. 

The distinguishing mark of rieturaliatio liter b.1re is its pbilo

sophics.i.l interpretation of life. Like the realist, the turalist 

looks et life and attempts to represent 1t in rt trithout reg1-;rd to 

his private prejudices, but in addition the na.turelist is attempting 

to deaonatrate the erlatence of uni ffreal detenainism. Hie conviction, 

based on his knowledge or eeonoaio and biological determinis•, is that 

11 phenomena uy be explained on the basis of determineble ea:usee. 

an caught in the midst of eircul!lstencee which continually 

aet on him, from ithin and without, and which are ebsolut•ly unzan-: 

e.geable from his (the individualte) standpoint. '!'he naturali~t 111-

plies, even though he aa7 not .etu&lly cite instances, that the flux 

of clrcuastance is due to knowabl& ea.uses, M theee e6Usee are in 

turn productq of other ca~es, !£. infinitum. Th.is concept of deter

minism, which. is the central doctrine of neturel.lem, causes the m~t

uralat to delineate the impotence of !nan, and, as a consequenee, to 

nssuae a general tone of pessi.Jlin. Thus, it is easy to see y illany 

natura.liste have concei't'ed of nan aB tra~-oed by li£e and used the 

figure of the trap in stating the nature or life. 

Among th fir~t epitaphs of Spoon River Anthology are those of 

characters low in the social ecale, "tbe fools, the drunkarde, and the 
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f ailures," says Masters. There see11s to be. no particul r r eason for 

their f ates; they did not will to be shoved i nto the world originally, 

and from birth on the creaking machinery of fact and cireums znce, 

cause and effect, carried . them ineluctably towar d their n . ffod Putt 

l ikens the disastrous end o-f hl s life to taking bankruptcy. Hod hsd 

beoOlle desperate with poverty and hs.d robbed a man e.nd killed him. 

• • • unwittingly while doing so, 
F~r the which. I wa.2 tried and han~. 
That •es my way of going into bankruptcy. 
Now we who took the bankrupt law in our 

respectiYe ways 
Sleep peacef"Ully side by side . 

Then follows •Ollie McGee• and it companion. piece, "Fletcher McGee ." 

These two poems are an exa.!lpl e of Masters• presentation of both 8idee 

of the problem. Ollie eo-.plfd.ns or •secret cruelty never to be told, " 

and Fletcher, reainiseent of Strindberg's l8isogyny, declares, 

She took-, strength by minutes, 
She took my lite by hours, 
She drained me like a revered moon 
That saps the spinning world. 
• • • • • • • • • • 
Yy seeret thoughts were f ingersz 
They flew behind her pensive brow 
And lined 1 t deep lfi. th pain. 

Three lives have passed in review; three lives have suf ered unmerited 

pain. What is the nature of this •monstrous ogre Life" that iapoeee 

such anguish or body and apirit on helpless :nan? In the fourth poea 

of tbe Anthology, Robert Fulton Tanner hes an a..'lswer; he says life is 

like a traps 

You enter the room--that•s being born; 
And then you must live--work out your soul, 
!hat the bai.t that you crave is in new: 
A woman with aone1 you want to marry, 
Prestige, place, or power in the world. 
But there's work to do end things to conquer
Oh, yef!l the wires that screen tne bait. 
At last you get in~but you hear a step: 



The ogre, Life, comes into the room, 
(fie we_e wa.i ting and heard the clang of' the spring) 
To watch you nibble the wondrous cbees-e, 
And stare with his burning eyu at you,. 
Ands.cowl and laugh; and mock and curse you, 
Running up ·snd down in .the trap, 
Until your misery borea hill. 

20 

Here is the naturalletic conception of life as a tre.p, t)le conception 

of lite being brooded over by great and. inexorable roreee in coapar-

ieon with which man•e etrength is utterly insigniticant.. Like other . 

an lyses of life by naturalists, •Robert Pul.ton Tanner" imputes no 

particular intelligence or. purpose to the coSllic design. 

Tanner, portraying Ull living in the. midst 0£ an indifferent or 

boetile environment, is representative of a recurrent theme in Spoon 

River, and his is not ·.a rare · or exceptional opinion. In "The Unknown, n 

a boy whose Jl8lle baa been lost belieYes that life caged hill. He telle 

of wound..i.n.g e hawk while hunting and of placing the ld.ld bird 1n a. cage; 

but now,. the unknown one says, 

Dail7 I se~reh the real•s or Hades 
For the eoul or the hawk• 
That I aay offer hia the friendship 
or one mom. life wounded and caged. 

Even if those who ba..-e arrived at soae analysis of life do not aee 

11an actusll boundk they perceive that he i.s waging a losing battle 

from the beginning. There 1a Toa Beatty, a lawyer, who tried the 

rights or property aa if by lBJ1p-l1ght. He asseTBrates that 

Life's a geJlbler 
Bead and shoulders above us all. 
Bo mayor alive can close the house. 
And if you lose. you can squeal as you will; 
You'll not get back your 1110ney. 
He makes the percentage ha.rd to conquer; 
He stacks the caricilJ to catch your weakness 
And not to aeet your strength. 

< 

ot all the late citizens of .Spoon River are capable of an abstract 

apprai8al of the nature of lif'e; ~Y have interpreted life sillply 



and in the terms of their own aeager experiences. Mrs. Kessler be

'11.o._ves that life is a l&lllldress, finding out the secrets of her 

custOllers from the patche8, stains, and decay which tie puts in 

their lives, and the.t death !e the result of too many ~hings: 

The laundress, Lite, knows e.11 about. it. 
And I,- who went to all the funerals 
Held 1 Spoon River, swear I never 
:Jaw a. dead .f'ace without thinking it looked 
Like so11ething washed and ironed. 

And Widow lcFarl8ne1 who wove the carpets and rugs for the village, 

felt in her own looia t.he mystery and a S)'llbol for life-Ure, the 

wea:f'er of shroudsr 

For the cloth. of life is woven you know, 
To a pattem hidden under the loODl-
A pattern you ne•er seel 

Each tends to 118.ke his o..m experiences the measure or all things. Grif-

fy, the cooper, thinks or aoat 11ente lives as tub-sized: in ecopea 

You are submerged in the tl.lb of yourself--
Taboos and rules and appearences, 
Are the staves or your tub. 
Break them. and dispel the Iii tchcraf't 
Of thinking your tub is lifel 

But here 1n •Griffy The Cooper9 is struck a ne-1r note, end one ie led 

to wonder if it is possible that there ls a pa.rt or man which is for-

ever untouched by life• as essence inviolable, 1'hich could gather 

a,trength froa desire and burst the onerous confines of lite? No, this 

urge, seea1ngl,- divine, is but a part of the diabolical sohem.e, an .!!!a 

vital goading man on that he may the 11<>re surely be frustrated. It is 

a part of the ironic joke or cosmic ai:ie as Prof essor Newcoaer defines 

its 

The urge of nature that -.ade a IIUlD 

Evolve from his brain a spiritual life-
Oh airaole of the worldl-
The very sue brain with which the ape and wolf 



Get food and shelter end procreate theJUelves. 
Nature baa a.de aan do this, 
In a world where she gifts~ nothing to do 
After all-(Tb.ough the strength of his soul 

goes round 
In a f'utlle waate of power, 
To gear itself to the llills ot the gods)-
But get f'ood and shelter and procreate hiaselfl 
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.And in the face of the reallties ~ life, eft1l the sturdy Dana Mat

lock (DaTi~ Jlastera in ure) cannot but counael a sort of reelgnation 

w1 thout surrender, 

1ou 11uet bear the burden of 1 if e, 
As well ae th urge f'raa 1our apirit•s ezcesa
Well, I 1a7 to live it out like a god ••• 

It is mdent, .I think, from the exe11plee cited,. a.nd fFoa other poems 

such as "Harold J.:.rnett, tt •earl Hamblin, n naamon Whitney, n •Shack Dyf'! 1 " 

and l!Jlany Soldiers,• that Kastere dic1 follo the nnturfllistie tendenq 

to show man in s0-cl.et7 caught in a web of circumstances, which eonsplre 

to defeat bis potenti.al davoloi;ment. Since,11M•s 11,fe is visualised 

in this y, ther la:, throughout Spoon River ft.nt..hologyi a strong biu 

ward , aimiem.. !rr.:mklln Jone !!light speak ·f.o!" ill Snoon River phi-

..Losophers with this r etori cal question and newer: 

For what is it all but being hatched, 
And running about th• yard, 
To the day ,;,f the bloc!c'? 
San that a san he.a an angel•a brain,. 
And aees the ax from th firstl 

In addition to efining ,un•a ste.tus relative to Svciety and life 

in general, a_ aociclogioal tree.bent, t!le naturalists tend ti, adftllc& 

a ehe!flical- echa.nistic ~xplan&t!on of ~n•s eetio1s. This method as-

SUllea that ~an is only a very eompler chemical compound reacting inces

sfJltl.y to external stl.mlli. This tendency to be eonee!'De<l with the 

physical construction or t:he ::rmum o:rgD.nism stemv froa the praetices ot' 

Zolli.., ond grew out of the nineteenth century interest iu the chem.cal 



aspects ot btulan eaotionB and dri vee., Thia n.riety of a.nal.yaia also 

finds a plece in the thinking of the late citizens of Spoon River. 

Trainor tbe druggist has observed the oalJB llirlng of certain 

chemicals in his oll'!l mortar and the exploai'Ye reaction of others. He 

has obse?"f'ed the estrangement of Benjamin Pant1er and wi£e1 Ben ea:,s., 

In the 11orning or lite I knew aspiration 
anc smr Glory 

and she e. ers Ehe l!Ele •really a ll!d.y• and had de-lieate tantee. Trainor 

saw both these phenomena and an analogy began to fora in his mindt 

Only the ehemiet can tell, snd not iuways 
the cbeaist, 

What will reeult .from COJlpOWlding 
Fluida or solids. 
!n" who can tell 
Bow men and woaan will interact 
On each other, or what children will result? 
There were BenJaadn Pantier and hie wife 
Good in tb.e11nlns, but ml towal'd each other, 
He oxygen, she h7drogen, 
Their son, a defl..Stating fire. 

Unha py Henry Layton baa a graphic !11.nd, and since hie •father wu 

gentle• and his 1laother we.is Tiolent,• Henry believes that these two 

CO!llpOnent parts of hie being are incessantly warring on each other. 

But neither h.aU or me wrought my ruin. 
It was the falling a.sunder of ila1Ye.e1 
Bever a ps.rt of ~aeh other, 
That let't •ea lifeless eoul. 

There. are soae characters who go so far aa to contend that the 

nature of a man is entirely detel'llined by his heredity. Cal.vin Caap

bell points out that no aatter how good the aoU, poison ivy can becotM 

nothing but poiaon ivy; and, it the b\111811 plan.t grows at all, it wU1 

become what it can becoae, no more., no lesat 

Iou say bl ... Spoon Mnr for •bat it ie, 
But whom do 7ou·b1eme for the will in 1011 
That feeds itself and ukes you dock-weed, 
Jimpeon, dan ellon or IIDllc 



And which can never use any -soil or air 
So as to aake you jessutine or w1star1aT 

2, 

The bitterest of all the soliloquies on the nature or the buu.n ani.aal. 

is that of Schroeder the f1Bh81"1iUU1. He hu watched the M!nnow11 struggle 

or enmbs 1n the water. -seen hogs joatle each other at the wallow,, and 

seen big arias swall.ow Sll&ll one • Be declares acidly, 

And I a7 it there's aa.yth1ng in •an 
Spirit, or oonaciene., or breath of Ood 
That uk s h1a diffenmt from fishes ol" hogs 
I1d like to see it world 

But then, the pleasant Conrad Sienr, who gan eider t.o the echool chil

dren and is buried in hia own orchard rather then OD the hill •that feeds 

no nocta,• tinds beauty even in the chemical nature of man. One finds 

1n hill a aan who has derived a life of happine e from. a eontMplation 

ot the seneuous beauties ot nature. Be ls the only denizen or Spoon 

Ri•er 'Who !ind.a a purpose beyond deathJ he gloriez, to think that he is 

To mc>Te in the cheaie change and circle of lite, 
Into the soil and into the fiesh or thtt tree, 
And into t.be li'Ying epitaphs 
or redder applesl 

In §poon RiTU ,AQ;t.Qolop, then, un le portrayed fros two per

spectives, tne sociologieal and the cheaical...echanis1;ie. In the tol'ller 

he ie shom to be dwarfed by h1a nlieu; in the latter, ae a che::aical 

aniael aubjeet to b!oohMiCEil law. In either representation his defeat 

is certain and unavoidable .. The reaction or the huu.n b&:ing, from whose 

standpoint most. of' Ute S88118 accidental and a1ml.ess, ls one of bewilder-

Dlent and mystification., Adu Weirauch represents this quandary in the 

Antholog. He was deserted by Governor Alt.geld for whom he capaigned, 

and the onslaught of big busln ss in the form of .Araour ruined his 

sl.aughter house and butcher abop. So he ran fo:r the Illinois legis-

lature and was elected; there he aold his vot to recoup his f'inances 



and was caught. .Be fini&hea his factual statement with thist 

lho was it, Armour, Altgeld or yself 
That ruined ae? 

'fhis short poem doee what few exuplea or na.turaliatic literature do. 

It traces the development of the circunmtances mich precipitate the 

.final situ tion,. and convincelJ the reader of the reasonableness and 

the inevitability or that situation. 

Throughout all tl:leae epitaphs which illustrate the detenainl.stie 

interpretation of llf'e, there 1a an ancient end haunting sense of the 

poignsncy or human disappoint.a nt &nd defeat. the detel"llinisa or 

8pgon Riur .&nthqlogy, however modified by time or t11bittered by pre

sent circtlllatance, howner distant or taint, bears a relationship to 

this passage in the ninth chapter of Xccleaiasteat 

The race ia not to the swift 
or the battle to the strong, 
either yet bread to the wise, 

lor yet richu to aen of underat.nding, 
lor yet faTOur to aen or skill; 
But time and chance- happenetb to t.h• an. 
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Cha te III 

Obje?ctivity i s the primary ntti de of the na.turali t to ,c.rd 

his subject mat8riru. . I n the words of Parrfogton, t.he first criterion 

of natm·,.,lism i · nto Beek thE! truth in the spirit of fl. ciendst. nl9 

The scientist, of course, studies h is de.ta •.:-.i th uncompromisi ng objec- . 

tivity , and the ncturalist believes t.~&t the writ~r must be like-

d.se rble to study the whole runge of human e iEtence it.out regard 

to his ri vate prejudices . I n Snoon River Anthology , this method 

reeul ts in the rev~ la tion of certtdn discr epancies betwe -n 

c.md what ought · to be, nd bctl'· en .'hat people " re and i:,hat everyone 

is led to believe they a e . These revel!. tions are particul.e;rl y alarm-

ing to so!ne eople; the publication of Soon River prcci itntoc the 

fal'Jled nbc1ttle of the villuge" i n r;hich the critics of the EL11al l town 

end its defende s engagea . 20 

The cluims of obj ectivity idlich I t n tend to •na..J.ce for Sooon River 

Anthology re:=:t on three points: First, he ch..!racters of the Anthology 

state al l ~~e facth ecesra.ry to a delineati on of their live i t.hout 

1ny concerted effort, conl?idering the whole worK, t.o wo.rn the fact 

to fit a pr conceivec , singl ~ judgnent of life . I t is true at I 

hr.ve produced evidence of the deter!.!l.:.nistic nr,ture of Spoon P.iver , 

but · ro the naturalist ' s et•nd;ioint deter:ainlsm is a conco:ni tant of 

life itself, of vihich he i s but re-porter; thus , the nHturalist thinks 

th' t to report life as otherwise thtu1 governe<l by deterministic .forces 

would be to capitulate to ~ personal bias. Secondl y, m:-,.sters is 1113:Dg 

19 P~rrington, .2.E.• cit . , p . 3£3 

20 Cf. Russell Blank-.,nship , Americi:;,n Li t.erc.ture (Ne~: York, 1931), 
pp. 649- 680. 
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to couider, within the liaitationa of his work, all angles ot the 

huun character ll'itb its Tiees, .faiths, Yirtues, COllediea, and tragedies. 

Thirdly, Master.st selection and distribution o~ typu or pereonali tlea 

in hl.11 m.crocoa are evidence or his object:1"1.ty. lany- crf.tice would 

not adllit thl.1 contention, but 1 t is plain, troa h•ten' other wr1 t

ings, that the distribution or types or people is cona1atent w1 th hie 

experiences and observations ill the Illinois tollD.8 which t'urniah the 

prototypes or Spoon R1 ver. 

The characters ot &x>on Riyer jpthglop speak with .franknus and 

candor. Bone of the ujor .tacts or the person•• lite are withheld 

regardless or whether they are aocial.17 acceptable tacte or not, tor 

objectivit1 is nonexistent where any or the taete are U'bitnril1' 

ignored, .glossed o'f'9r, or repainted.. £Yen tbougb the effect ot uny 

of laeterst po•a ia that of an indietaent of Spoon ltiTer, kateTs hia

self' neftl" denounces the town.J 11aDJ of hi.e characters do, but others 

praiae Spoon River. If there 1• 8117 indictment, it proeeeas from the 

aind .of the reader 1'ho percei ••• in the Spoon Rim portn1 ta a 8ha:rp 

contraat between lite aa it ia and lite as it i.a supposed to be. The 

objeeti•e aethod is ruthlesaly critieal.,. eubaitt1ng its subject,. the 

Sll&ll town in thia ca.ae, to the bright light and the dupauionate 

inspection ot the laboratory. The objective ld.nd finds in Spoon Riftl" 

the ugly fruits of sexuu aorbidity, ,aeasurea the shallo intellectual 

llf'e, UllCOTera uns-crupuloua buaineaa praoticu, and unveils the secrets 

which tbe Puritan anre1on to life attempts to COllceal .. 

But this ia not the whole pictureJ not all the people on the hill 

led broken llTes. Solle •ere ,con.tent and found a full :aeaaure or happi

nessJ soae, like 1hOll&8 Rhodes, Upaet all the IIOl"&l 1PJx!•s of the ages 
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and yet "ere sotisfied with the mei:,n ends for which they strove; 

r.011° "ere scarcely noticed by life and :.1t~de little im.nre. ~ion on th 

town; some ·ere utterly dcfe ... t1:d by the ironlc::.l unrcveling of their 

destini.e8; SO"e are bitter, w-1d some ar e c.rmsi ng imd smuJ:'!ed . 

the poet s the ;holB picture and wrote: 

Life o.ll around me here in the village; 
Trl· gerly , co:nedy, v,.lor E,na truth, 
Courc:..ge , constcncy, herols:u, f' lure
ill in the loom, and oh v:h:t patterns t 

Petit 

It was ~esters ' purpose to represent life fairly 11na whol y, to .,how 

all the ,;Jatterns of the loom. 

Since e1c ch of the e ;1i t(;phs will usually i llustre te oore than one 

of the points lllentioned above , ~nd since there «re a l arge number of 

noe;ns a.nd v l arger nuro.ber o char< cters, it «ill be im.pos?-ible to 

relegate the exa'ttpl es wh.ich I sh,.11 cite t o s. specl ic cat 0 gor-y. How-

ever, as exten ively ss i~ consi 0 tent with the scope of .,hi ~ peper, I 

sh&.11 ;ive examples of the quality of objectivity attdned by ~~asters 

in the Anthology. 

I n the e~rly page~ of Snoon River is "good- he~rtec , eesy Doctor 

Meyers" who h~d successfully "rai sed" his fr,~ily, managed to find 

And then one night, ~linerv&, the ooetess, 
Came to me in her trouble, crying. 
I tried to help her out--she died--
They i ndicted me, the newsp&pers disgraced ms, 
I,!y v;ife ?erished of e broken he5.rt. 
And pneumonir finished "o. 

Ther.e vre the facts given without bitternes~, rithout regret. Doctor 

1..Ieyers I fate is a mild form of the natur11listic trng0 dy . No unce,lf'ed 

volition ·noved hi;n to his deed of kindne~f: ; it nowed from the nature 

of his being. I n spite of the judgment of the villagers , voiced by 
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\k3. Meyers , thet he must hsve been fundntwn ally evil, Doctor ..!eyers 

wcs ca.ugh· in thP. reb; all the conditioning which on numberlei::s occa.-

sions h~d caned him to go t o the relief of suffering, f i nally , in an 

extraordinary cirC'..imst~mce , provided no alterna tive but the route to 

ruin. One cannot contempl r:.te his fate , however, rithout measure of 

pity c.nd fear. His fate i s t r agic for on sees the diBi nteer .tion of 

his life, and with pity or irony one contempl e tes him nnd his fate in 

the world.n 

Back of leyer s ' tragedy is the pitiable f igure of qinerva Jones . 

She had E. "he·ivy body, coc..c-eye, and rolling r:alk" at which th people 

of Spoon River jeered ·s she 1"12.l ed down the stre-t. But within her 

mi shapen boc1y wc.s e n~. e hich b rned i tsel"" out in ne 'lsna, er verse . 

Th n 11Butch " Yeldy r aped her , and, with child, she s ought Doctor Mey-

ers f or an abortion; it meant her death. Her l ast , s t~ongl y ersonal 

pl ef seems to the re""der to be the most de..'Il!ling indictment of t he 

stifling life of the small town offered in the collection: 

\:ill some one go to the village ne· paper, 
And gather into a book th - ver 0 es I ;rote?-
I thirsted so for love1 
I hunger d so for lie! 

No instituti on or thing is untouchable t o the ru,tur list, and , in 

11Amande Barker,n the ide1>l of marri&.ge, as it is representeri f rom the 

pulpit. rnd in ro:nn.ntic literatur e , is strikingly contr sted rd h a 

particular ca e . The short state• ent of t andu i2 not teeming •,tl th 

u iver. l i ·nplicntions, but L mer ely t:..n ex'.)r e:=;~ion o.f e. riiserable 

omo.n ~hose life m y not be unique in a vill age- mrld. She if' not 
,\? 

hesi tan+, wi t.h he1· 1..ruth, ancl "'he r veals th~t !~ :.regmmey for her · 

21 Cf~ P ,rrington, 212.• cit., p . 526. · 



, eant certh, which f·,ct her husbs.nd knew: 

it is believed in the vill age where I liv d 
Thr..t Heney loved ::nc with ah shl'.ncPP love, 
But I nrocl i fro~ the du t 
Thr: t h~ sle. r.1e to gntify his lrntr d . 

The next poem likewise punctures a ti:ne- honored ill ricn , the 

conventional belief' th"'t bene Lctors &re alw,~ys ki nd r~n ,o d , eoole. 

hih:nthronic Constance He:tely ha: re~,rec Irene an Msry, her sister' · 

c 1ildren , e.nd Spoon Pi ver hE!s long cited her benevolence A.::; fi ch,ssic 

ex@nple of generosity, me&nwhile casting horrendous eyes on the appar-

ent ingrcti tude of the children . She a.d., i tn all 1i~, Lnc:l sdc'!s : 

But pr:::.ise not my self- sacrifice, 
And censure not hoir conte'llpt; 
I reared the·.: , I cB-rsd for them, tru euonph t-
Eut I poisoned my benefcc·ions 
nith constcnt re.minders o_ their ~ependence . 

This '?Oem demonstr::.tes how much d~fferent a f&.ct may .,:9:,ecr to a 

,riter who does not ide",l ize but has accurately observed t.he hru an 

animal . 

In any conriderC:.tion of the .Ainerican sm,:11 l town, it must be 

re'aemb red th:i.t the toll-'!1 and itf" eople hr.a origin~ll~, but , ne iderl , 

utili ty. All ~he finer instincts of en w~re of necessity AUbord.i-

nt.,ted to the all-importc.nt task of i'eeaing, clothing, na shcl tering 

the group. 

In the early aays , a co11;mm i ty consisted of a s:nall church, pl ain 
nnd blec.kly direct as the Puritan faith; just r-s F-inall a. chool 
house, j1Jst ~ s directly fashioned for the purposes of i<lec,rning11 ; 

tor<"s; ·· d plain, b.,re, but snugly built houses. These our 
institutions, old eno 1gh in themsel ves, rTer reduced to their 
i:mne<licte purpose.. So vrith the whol e se-l·tlecicut . J. e8cher 
.... -rs neeilea , theref'or e teacher w:.::- .:~ valuabl . cl tiren . J, bla.ck
smi th 1rn.s needed , and therefore a bl:::.ck? i th v; ., wilu' ble. ,Ul 
t._11o fol ke ne-r-e welcom bece .. £> all contributed to th·, com:uuni y . 
__ round the co,nr:mni ty l~y itlldertH'd:l . B2.rene~s chr..ructerized the 

ole--bare needs , bare pur;,oses ; immei!i !.( cy.!?.2 

22 F.uth Suckow, 11 Thi: olk Iden in .Amerierm Liff' , "'cribnerE, 
LX XVIII (1950) , 248 . 



· en the uoed f or this i nsi stence on utility wc1n pt1~ t, th(" psychology 

di not pass bu · ?ersisted , g~thering t o it elf the strength of virtue; 

and , eventur.lly, the mere ar.iassing of things becn.m i dentifiee with the 

good life . From any humane svc.ndpoi nt, the artist and thinke agree , 

the huml.ll orgt;nism cannot thrive nor evelop fully in such e.n ex!'!ct.i:ng 

society. 

!..;nerican naturtllsts ha.ve r cpec>.tedly reven.led the "hBllm•; virtue, 

the corruption , nn<l the humc..n suffering ,1hich m2y be directly ati r ib-

uted to the American EtCqui s itive ideal, a combin tion of mid(ile-clc;;s 

idenlism n.nd frontier necessity. Among the fire:t of ... poon River ' s 

r .cent citizens to refer to this e:=;pect of .American li:f'e is II J ce 

Sha, , the to ·n g:,11bler . The re~~sonable tone of his re:narks is ell 

the more dL,turbing ;,hen one observec thet his de±'ens is really an 

analogy bet een business ~:.nd gambling: 

I ever sa. any difference 
Bet.:een ::,laying cards for :noney 
And selling re,• l estz.te, 
Pr.scticin.g l a,;; , b&nking, or ::nythi r.e l:::,e . 
For ev rything is chF.nce. 
Nevertheless 
8eest thou n. 1m diligent in bn~iness? 
He sh·ll stand before Kings1 

The l ast 11. ttle iron is exquisite , for it is the ~ere etutemen of 

,. de~ on"'trable fa.ct ; yet, who c~n r ei.c it v.d. thout wonderLrig if dili-

gence in the pursuit of profits is justification for standin~ berore 

Th futility of the a.cqui.-.,i ti ve ide d in life is exi,re::rned by 

Cooney Po tf'r . He h."'d inheri tc-:1 forty ~creB, nnc v,orked. hi~ 1 fe , 

oris , <>.nd de.ugh terr near!.y o de.a th trying to uc ire more. Cooney 

himself, thou h, is not concerned 'f;'ith the imolications of his ste,te-

mer-t; he resentG the t~tement of one Sn ire Hi gbee to the effect 



thc:t he dierl from smoki. g Reel Engle ciga.rB: 

Eatine hot pie ~nd gulping coffee 
During the scorching hours of hsrveft time 
Brought rne here ere I haa re!!ch~d :ny sixtieth yet'r. 

The futility of r cquiring things is d1:.mnec only by La.11bert Hutchir,£:' . 

He has t o monument.1 to hi" life; one is the big house on t:-1e hHl 

near Spoon River, 

The other, the l·ke- f ront in Chicago , 
'.",'here the r r,ilroad keeps c. swi tchiug yr.ri3 , 
:i th whistling engines and CI'1 nching ·,heels , 

And smoke a.nd soot thro,m over the city, 
ln the crcsh of cars a.long the boule:w1rd~-
A blo llkP E. hog- pen on the hrrbor ••• 

He helped :ive Chicago this by hie vote in the legi~l&tur, srid he 

e:xpl&ins that he w::intec "to be t...t rest" end kno securi t. • J.11 o.f 

hi cA.reer a.ppa.re tly wc.s not etrictly h net, for , he says , 

I could henr the ~,:hisperr , whltners , 1hispers , 
therever I went, ~nd y a~ughter· grew up 
H th z, look :::.F if so!::leone were abo t to t"trike thP .; 
And they m .. rried 'Ilad~y, hel ter- skel tcr, 
Jus to got out r.nd h,,ve a ch nge . 
J~nd v:hr...t we.s the ·•;hole of the bu "ineGs 1·or th? 
;hy, it :asn t t ·orth 1:1 da.:..-m! 

O:ne of hi.., na ricd daughters , Lillian St ·art, w.:is forced to return 

to her father from the wreck of her marrirge. er h11sband had expected 

great eal th with the m&.rriEgs, but l't:>pc1 rentl-· t.,,e Hutchins f'a~ily h ad 

poped bS richer th&n they v1ere . Her bitter decli::.rAtio is, 

He tE..unted me \dth the ~ ires, 
.And called the hou~e c. fraur on the v,;orld , 
A tre.:icherou.. lure to yo ng ~nen , r~ising hop s 
Of -: o Yry not to be had; 
J:.nc a man ,hil e sell i ng his vote 
Should get enough from the people ' s betre.yal 
To wall the whole of hiP< fr.:.mily i.n. 
He vexed my lif till I ~ent back ho~e 
.bnd lived like ~n olc 1....id till I died, 
Keeping house for f~ther. 

Then there is the cynic~l Elliott Hawkins ·hose com osi tion fi ttPd 

him .erfectly to pl ay the world ' s g~~e eJJd triumoh. He oppoc-ed the 



rightr, of l abor, -nrotected the rights of en .. i t :: l, and bf':ca:ne ..... ..,,_- .. ,.-

Dying st l,1st, of course , but lyi ng here 
Und r a stone d th nn open book carved upon i. t 
ilitd the words "Of such 1.::. the Kingc.1om of HPt:1ven." 

He hf::id boc->n B regul &.r sttendr::nt ~t churC'll, anrt jeerr· at t.l-iosP who 

hnv "mouths sto 1ned i th the dunt1' of his 1t iumphrnt c ret;r. 11 

fo e~cript.ion of th ole o..'.' the acquisitive ider l in Snoon 

::'iver ould be com lete v1ithout ':lentior:: of ThomB.s Rhodee, the to ,n 

banker , ·rLo r,ever <!iscovered the fruitlessness of t he ursui of -::>ro-

fits . His irrefuuble apologia, sparkling with a smug good hu:nor , 

ac. ises the world ' s ide;1li ts: 

You ound ith sll your boa sted wisdo'Jl. 
How ha.rd .it the last it is 
To keep the soul from s li. tting into cellulc,.r ato!!ls . 
hile ;:e , seel-;:crs of et~rth I s tro ,sures, 

Getters and ho&rder~ of gol d , 
Are sel f-cont~ined , co~pcct, harmoni zed , 
Even to the end . 

t1 ever in his career hod the :xp dienciee of busines been subordina ted 

to s...TJ.y hunwne considerations; yet , he &"' hHo : y . Revel c ti011s nuch as 

this co no t substnnti te the lip service done to the non- coa~erci~l 

career by t.11.ose ~ho pi ou ly 1aouth th shibboleths of ide£.lism. 

Fcpresenti .g that fretting, perr.piring t:roe of busi m:: ~ W:'n if! 

BRttcrton Doby s iiho doer- not glim_pRe the vision of the pleasant life 

until too 1 te; &a he eays , 

I ;s. 3 cut down i:n my prime 
Fro, over,;- ark ~nd e.nxiety . 

And just a.., he slipned out of this world, in his last <'i l i rimil, he 

s a,, a vision of himself, the dol1f'r sl~ve , neatly buried and 11 · wi e 

enjoyin-'"' t.11e fruitr' of his life ; he sees her 
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sitting by & t1indow 
.So.,,.e pl~.cc cfar overlooking the ea; 
Che seemed so rusted , ruddy r:no "'at, 
And she z•ailed -nd 2eic to & colored \.". c i ter: 
11Anoth .;r Glicc of roe st beef, George. 
Hare' . a nickel f or your trouble .n 

54 

But in soi t€ of the i.'.ll e ious ner:mnds of life 't'!hich reoui re th·"'t 

bo y r,n soul · of a , r-n be .~.-:,crifi ced for r1oney, t here ar e 1:1 l w,;.y ... a fe i 

oeople ll'ho ;nirc.culously survive l"Shile follff,ing the inclin~tions of 

their melodious herrts. Such a one ms "'iddler Jones v:hom .J~.st-re 

sketc ed f rom life. Hi!? is :.:.mong the finest Pnr~ ::iost r eas?url ng of 

,111 thE: epi te.p. s. He queries , half e.:rrused by his o n bravado in nout-

ing convention, 

How could I till my forty acres 
tot to spe&k o gettil1g mor1;.:, 
;i h c: r-iedl ey of horns , b l!Sooons enc piccolo"' 
Stirred in my br~in by cro~s and robins 
;\na the ere, of a. wind- . ill--only these? 

V.1wt ·(.._s hi,_ fate? Did he gror..· old end repent of bis grr. sshop er i m-

providence? No , "I enced up ·ii th forty a cres, n he BB.YB• 

I ended up ' i th a broken fiddle--
J...t1ci a. broki:>n l augh, rind 8 thousn11d !lleri1oriee, 
And no a single regret. 

The prevu.l e ce of th - t endency ~anong ll!nericans t o consio r most plefl-

sures frivolou s , if not absolutely evil, s t>t,tribu ble to fvnerlc"'. ' fl. 

funda:nentally Puri an outlook. 

Every -·here in J\:?1eric1<.n lif . ne finds evid nee" of th . ii fluence 

of Pu it:,nism. This co ce~tion of life, which &ssum s .r.ny 6'Uises , 

labels 1111 thing'· U'-' ei thor good or devilish . Probably the most ob-

vious evidence of ?uri knism n"'long ,.\:nericai ~ i s a wides;n·end t endency 

to co ~·der anythi ng r elet ed to ~ex to be evil; at the s&me time these 

st.me Americims a r e pr.rticul~,;rly easy pr ey to t.ny stimuluE involving sc • 

These contracictory tendencies c~ e the ?urite mind to surrounds x 
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iith ::iystery end taboo. Tho Pu ·i t:.:n fear s the power of hi' desires, 

con_ ident th~t ple£.sure in i} ir·, life is r. detrnctic,n f om the .,cu l 

ener gy Y:hich ought to be cirected to the: lrying U: of' treasure in 

hea.ven . ContJequentl y , th"" Puritr;n hedge::: the 1>ubject y::1ich !no:=it tor-

,1ents him with ~tern prohibitions, likP. ,:ot&n encircling Brynhil()e \•:i.th 

f :-n. , until the v,t.y to the ·tisf:Jction of hi .. no 0 mal destrn:; in 

fr:mght v,ith dc..ngcr and suffering. Anoth r evldenc , of course , is 

tho ext:reme form of religiosity till extr,nt i.n m.::..ny r eglo £md e.:nonr. 

mn y sections of society. 

I n Sooon Rt ver Anthol ogy,_ ::-eligion snv ;11orc.ls " r e c'!emonstrably 

tr -•. ted fairly . There c.re co·ae to ·who:n re igion L- a cloc.k , ::-or.:;.e to 

·horn ::.t ii' the, only r1e.:tisf ction of ~ife , end some to who;n it i i: an 

illusion blind inf r~eu ' "· eye!:· to the i .n . .}orte~,t fact2 of living. Jacob 

Godbey rr.ils i:;.gc'inst the tldre"'rines,0 cf village :;1orc.lit.y" wi -h the con-

ter.tion thrt 1 · berty of the inin( i:J , ore im:-,ork.n th&n liberty of the 

belly . He spel.kS of the "wry- fncAd &scetic" l'Jho cr.:rmot toler[;~e uroP~t 

beef rnd t.le rnd good Fill :..nd rof'..y cheer. " And he £"1sks poi ntPdly, 

Hcv: did you feel .. Ster I w1-1s der,d r;nd gone , 
t no. your goctde~f, t Li berty, unm< skcd .:.-..f' a .,tru:npet, 
Selling out the 0trects of Spoon River 
To the insolent giJnt s 
V'ho :nr.i.nne" the se.locnr: fro c:far? 

Then there is Henry Phi, pt~ ,,ho · ts progrefff' · v r:.~.y disi l lu .. ioned in i "'e . 

He :::s one of Thom~.s Rhodes ' com ercitl sh.ves :md ru11eri r1te1ic0..n of 

the Sun e.y school; fin&lly he developed & C[.ncer and lear ned that. h 

n,v .s n,:-.t , Lfter s.11 , the pnrticu1 ar care of ('tod l " 

Sever"'l of' thc3c procle2ns ere L-npliec in the ,_J.,no::;t e.mu ir.~ c n -

fer-,::;·on of hyoocrisy by Dee.con T&ylor. H 3s a. pillar in the cmrrch 

and ,, .1e; ber of the ?rohibi tion party. Ile observes, t hir~'-dn,g robt..bly 
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th:?. confer,sior.. is good or h.1 s soul, tht t , ...lthouP::h .,. villc':'.g rs 

think he d_eri ~rom e. ting ·:,1::ter:n~lon , ho r0. r- l ly h,~ci F. oT"l:1 o" al cohol-

For every noon fo thirty yeHrs, 
I ~li?'.')rd behind th _.,rG,.cri~tion _'1nr i tion 
In rai nor•s rug sto o 
l,.nd poured n generous crink 
Fro~ the bottle Grked 
11Spiri tus frumenti. n 

A s· de er s tory i ~ t.11.r of the boy, Zenus ; i tt, •,,ho fel ,ri.ctim to thP 

combine_ ignor~nce 3n sexu&l repres~ion of the vill~ge , becoming mor-

bi d over some f or:n of ;.utoerotici n .. · Be s_ y$ , 

I r-e.w Dr. Y.c se •. r-1verti:2 en t , 
And .ere I r c£cd everything in print, 
.Turt tr: if ho h\c kno m e ; 
1J1d ~bout ~ drea~s ~ich I cou dn• t he p . 

l1t l r.ist hif' d sper':' ion , c,betted by the r ec.cling of · he ad ertise-nent 

o.P this ou.a.cz:, 'frnrried him i nto the gr &ve , to "the Rle_p dthout dre~?!ls . n 

J lif' worthy of the tre,. t'1lent of an I bseri is th,1t of \1r.::1 . Ch,rles 

Bli. s. She r.Ta a self- ·~r·crificine ~oul :,nd .·,?!!ted to do -.hot .:· G ber-t 

for ho ... four childrc., so she never got the divorce 'i'l\., ich her o'.\n mind 

told her to obtai.l'l . "'he Foverend ,.iley &na J · c\,e So!!ler s aovioecl her 

... 1:::. t it wus her qu t y t o m ·ntc:.in b r i!!Prricge for the children ' s s~.ke . 

The result as thct the children t ook ide,, , fam si ing ~·,ith e1ch par-

e t , rnd the fa:nily p nee h:.G '.)eriJJ.:mcntly d isru::itcd: 

Nor every gcrdener kn ',.s thDt ryhn :::i gro1rm 
in c 11,0rs 

Or unc r s tones are t ·i~t d and yello and 
wesk .. 

bn no mothPr :ould let her biby ,uck 
Difle, .. sed milk from her br a.fl t . 
Y rc r.chers 1.n judges e.dvlsc t he r aising 

of soulc 
There there ir- no ~unlight , but only bilight, 
No v:1:.:.rmth , but only d.:. '.1t;me. ,.., i:tnd cold
Preacher,: ,md judges l 



Tnis is ivdeec.'I r. bitter indict. ent, but one cnnnot ss.y th t the lB.-

t ology pre~ents only one ns;:,ect of t he ::tril1d&rd :ior'-'li ty Yd1en there 

are str temen .s such us thr.t of L.:oi:"- Humphrey. 

Lydir::. Hum;,ili.rey' f' whole har,piner ,j ,,~B ir h r church. There she 

found brothers e.nd t1ister"" ar d chi dre • She Y:f1? r.wa:re ht t other 

"en.gle .. oul en laughP.d at the church, but ::~hB philo8ophi :rn , 

sweet lt'.as th " church to :ne 
It l uc the vision, vi:Jion, -vi"'ion of the poot"' 
De.'nocra ti ZP.d t 

In the r-e.1J1e tone of ~ffirm.etion , Fr. ther ".lalloy .is ?.01"res,ed b the 

ciet.d of Spoon River .. He WES a ~riest but foun tima and tolerance for 

~he humr; foiblee of hio flock: 

You were so human, Fnther . 5.lloy, 
Ta.1.d.ng u friendl y glac: Bometi~os dth us , 
Si .ing ·ith us who woulc rezcuo S?oon River 
From the coldnes., anc dre1winess o.f village morality. 
You ,ere like a traveler '1100 brings £ 11 ,tle bo:x of s .. nd 
From the fl.steo r.bout t e pynl'llid~ 
.And akes them rez..1 end E.gypt re 1. 
l'.ou \;Cre a ;'.)S.rt of and relatsd to a gre.,t past, 
f,na yet you v-,ere so close to uu-my of us. 
You b~l1eved in the joy cf life. 
You did not sc m to be e.shs111erl of the 'lesh. 
You faced life h.S it is , 
And ~s it chr;r1ges .. 
S01ue of un al.most came to you, Fr;;. ther t!alloy, 
Seeinr.r how y-our church had divined the heart, 
b.nd provided for it, 
Through ?otar the Flm~e, 
Peter the Rock. 

Some of tht e~itaryhe a~e amusing in nn ironical ay. Masters 

achieves thi effect by juxt..aposing two i d ~s which are in shcrp con-

tri st.. Probably none is ore typice:l of th.is humo:r than the ... nrc•cnic 

comment of Daisy Fraser, Spoon Hi ver ' a :;c::lrlet '">o',w.n. She declare$ 

that neither Editor Whedon nor the Circuit Judge ever gt:ve e.ny of the 

money he earned in ceviou rays to t,he public tret.sury. 



But I--Deiey Fraser who alw::,ys pasacd 
blong the .streets through rows of nods e.nd e.:lli.les , 
J.nd coughs nnd ords such as ''there she goes, 11 

Never s bken bo ore Justice ,\rnt"tt 
V'i thout contributing ten dollars ·.nd costs 
To the cc ool fund of Spoon River! 

Eoually ironic<i.l a:re the indignant expo:::tuls.tions of .i,,. . D. Blo :i, 
th.- t stern rupporter of Ce.l vini <1tic morality: 

If you in th villc:.ge think that my work 1'1s.s cl ~ood one, 
f;ho closed the s~ oons and "to'1 ed all plt.yi g at card::. , 
/:nd lw.l ed old D3isy Fr.::.ser before Justicr.. Arnett, 
In ~any a crusade to purg. the people of sin; 
Yi'hy do you let the milliner' s daughter Dora. , 
And the orthles:1 son of Benj&min p,:-,ntier 
?Ughtly 1:wke my grL..VO their unhol y pillar.? 

He does not mention his cri~ s , one of v:hich was the killing cf Oscsr 

Hummel . 

Editor 1hedon 1·kewise does not f~preciete the ironic justice of 

hi" buri J. spot. He . evels in the thought::- cf his po.rnr ee. publi~her 

of pr:;>ar, <:er· tching 11dirt over scandal for . oney11 r~nd exhuming 1:1 t 

to the wind~ for reveng, or to sell oa?ers." His sorrow is gre£t, to 

hr;vc known such glory, and 

Then t o lie here close by the river overt. e lac 
Lnere these age 1lo1s from the villagE, 
.And the empty cons and gBrb~ge urn dumped, 
1\n abortions arc hidden. 
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But the narrovmess of he ·viilEge ' ..., senRe of humor i. demonstr"'t.ed. 

no ore ndequet ly than by Jim Bro;-m. Jim ?-''YS he was he.ndling Dorn 

Pedro, a st,.llion, ,\nd the villugc beg:cm to buzz . 

Rev. Peet and tho Soci ~l Purity Club, 
H ~ded by B<m "Pantier• ~ ,ife, 
,,ent to the Villt:ge trustees, 
!:.nd naked em to :ntke m, tnk Dom Pedro 
Fro:n the barn of Wu...,h M:cNeely, there : t the edge 

of town, 
To E ban ou "ide of the corpor::tion, 
On the grounc thb.t it. corrupted public orals. 
Yell , Ben P"ntl !" r:nd Fiddler JoneB '"~ved th dcy-
They thought i. t e slc:m on the col ts . 
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Ho,1ever within thi ::i villr.ge rhere there were traged:t nc1 corncdy, 

cour go and fdl ure , \,here 1.Jt-n pecple grer.· Ur'! ·ui th mi . s al l b·lsted 

and tortured, there rt-s t.. emnr..nt whose portralts eveal live rhich 

re c-.l ed r.n e. El te -;,l .:.ne of happi ness. I t is im:1osr ible to auote or 

r:1ention all the poems ·mich r ve ... l olc[:.S&rit .:)r contented lives , but 

none ls ;nore fa"'' ous than thi:: t of Anne Ru t ledgP whom Lincoln love(l: 

Out o . ..' n,e unv orthy £J1d unknown 
The vibra.tions of dcathles& 11usic; 
"\·i th 1m~licu towc rd none, wl th chr,ri ty or all. r. 
Out of ':le the forgi venes~) of million~ towr, r mil lion~ , 
J!r,( the beneficr:nt fo ce of e ndtion 
Shining ·ti th jul3tice r,nd truth. 
I a:n .?.nne Futledge \,ho o::leep bene:;:th t hese weeds. 
Beloved in life of Abr:1ha,n Lincoln, 
reckied o hl':1, net through union, 
But through ~e:?o.r0,tion . 
Bloom forsver, 0 Pepublic, 
Fro, the a· st f my bo~oml 

In '1is cnteg ry belong the blind Loi.-. Sn ,&rs , ;ho corwidere<1 ~'lerself 

th . hr::,;Ji · s t of v omen, r,nd i";lllia., Jone:: , who 11li ved in wonder, ,~o -

shi::->:ii ng eirt h c1.na hea.ven. u John r.nd· Robeccr, --:;·c.c::i»on , t. , ;,ione ,r grand-

p.srenk of ;.tost~ro in life, make heroic st,_ t.er:tert~,, bu . none of the 

portr ~i t.s i s EH, full of 13 ' yn.amie life qu&lity 8f: the song o ower of 

Lucin r:.. • 8tlock. 

Lucindu , ra rried to DaviG Jstlo k f or seventy yenrr , r eised twelve 

chi ldr ::.11 and outlived "11 but four of t.l-1e:n. Ehc led u life of i ncessant, 

rigorou~ a ctivity, 

Snouting to the ,:ooded hill~ , singing to the 
gr t en v~-:lleys • 

. t nin ty- six I h,.a l ived cm ugh, th, . !~ all 
/~c ~~SS d to L s·eet r e~oee. 
,,hr t is t.11.is I hoar of sorrow &nd e ~riness, 
Anger, di s content &nd drooping hopes? 
Degcrierr.te EOD$ and daughters , 
Life is too stron6 f"cr you--
It takefl life to love Li e . 
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Some of the ;;t:·tement::- are poignr:nt in thdr simnlici ty :·.nd 

~tr .ng h . The ep ts.nh of. Emily Spnrks , the maiden "'Chool t ::cher, is 

that ~ind . In life "'he lovsd ne of her student1:o , Reuben P"t1ti?~r, & .. d 

her fin::.l inju ction in Lddrc ... "ed to him: 

.Jy boy, wherever you c..r , 
':ork for your 0 oul 1 ,. snke, 
Thi.t ::11 the cb. of you , all of the dr eo of you , 
:.h.y yiek to the fi " of you ,. 
ill the fire L nothing but lightl ••• 

IJotni ng Lnt light! 

I n sh&ri-,) contrast to those who fo nd salvoti ri in ic:c~ lism arE> tho:.:e 

like Benj .;-:iin Fr;;..,er ~nd Ed:nuna Poll · re mo foun~ life ' s nelight!"' in 

the r,ensu1.:.l. 

!:> rticulr:..rl y Edmund Po lerd sought to dr· in ,,11 life of it~ fra-

grent O"'~ence, to sE.,vor life• : rich· t-\t ens"'tior.s wholl y . 

I would I hr;d th ust my hands of l esh 
I n o th disk- flowerr; bee-inf er-t ad , 
Into the mirror-Ii core of fire 
O? the. light of lie, the sun of delight. 
For whRt arc anther ·ortb or petals 
Or halo-rnys? ;:rockeries , sht,dows 
Of the heo.rt of the flov,er, the central f l t :nel 
All is yours , young '1f.S"e"'-by; 
Enter h bn;quet roo~ ·ith the thought; 
Don't sidle in ,'S if you ,er~ doubtful 
·.hether you ' re ;,,elcome--the fee st if your;:;! 
r'or tfs1~e but B- little, r efusing ,uore 
:':i th ~· bt,shful "T J.&nk you," rhen you' re h ngry. 
Ie your .cul alive? Then let it fe d l 
Leave no b,:lconies ;;here- you can climb; 
Nor ,1ilk-VJhi te boso· ~ ·where you can res ; 
N r golden hoe.as ,;i th pil 01,r, to shru-e; 
Nor ~ne cury~ .mile th wi ne ir. ·~,.eet ; 
l'or ecstasies of body or s ul, 
You· ' 11 die, no doubt, but die while livina 
I n de }thS of ~zur . , rt.. pt f,nd mated, 
:ri~si11g t.11.C! •.•ueen- bee, Lifet 

He is m.1ong the fev. who suggest their liver- as :::i.tt erns worthy of 

e,,..ult tion. 

Vib en Spoon Pl v a.dver,,e cri ticis.ms 



:requen-c.1y u uuu .. u ...... u. ... .,,, --·-.,----- __ _ 

occu::,i:tion ,i th • ex. R .&s :reviou&ly .ointed out, naturnliRt8 t~~a 

to e:nph:. size se°A net bees.use they wish to c1 gr1.:d<:' sex or oxal t it ut 

because their observe tions letd the:n o believe it to b0 th ~trongtist 

- ld mcrt vi kl of humsn instincts. Sex 11:'y~ a pro-ninent DGrt in Sooon 

P.i ver bece.u'"'H !5stors is co 1fiden tho.t it p!'odtiCes e centrf"l, dom-

inating emotion of !112.n, the d sire for love "nt1 bc&uty. l ccord · ng to 

Le ,isohn, 11• sterr. sees love 

tiS n expression of the tot~l hu.~~n personalit , no isol~ted 
instinct t;.;tl.c. othe that ecm thrive .hil it r 0 m;d11s un<:otisfied 
or \r'.1!'J?ed . ihe . ~n lv,s sr:..tisried hunger E.nd sh l tere hi .ody 
fro!:l the win s , love re.am· ns--lo e thc .. t i.. not only • rocrc.:-'tion 
h t cre~ti n , th~-t is the source o · conte:ntnF.>nt, benit , , c!pirr.ti n , 
art. But 1011c does not unh'-?Pily, lh::e t,1e m tisfuction of hunget', 
come to all . Ji uni ereul need , it i5 a .. rare in l ts harmonious 
and full fruition ;-s ber:..uty or genius .. Thr.t is the pcrv.: 0 ive 
tr'..l.gerly of hu:ll:...n life, inherent ind unolterable)?.5 

Thi~ tragedy is reflected in the Snoon River :portraits. Fe have foun 

love Find beruty in their lives, but tho € ho have are ell conter:.t. 

In any finr l e 1t . ..lysie- of thP tyr.ie of charucters -ound in the An-

thology, it , ~t be £:.dmi ttcd thr.t each per<> nali ty i uniane .,nd strong-

ly resists cl!: .. ssificatlon. RepreBented ln the ork a r e ?eo-;:,le from .. any 

occupation E~nd strata o soclety. Still som.e h~v-e said th t 0r-1oon 

River is Bn unfaL tre . tment of th'°; sme 11 ,,own, · h t the ch ... :rccte_ s ,.re 

not typice.1 b ·t gro escues; however, -even the ::ioRt SU)erficial res.fing 

of the Antbolct,. 7Jill 'e,aonstrate the wide va ·tety of t:nre U"'ed '•nd 

the remarkable de:1th and thoroughn~r,." of the r:< ' 1lyFis o: -= nr.11 to' n 

life. Er .. ch c1 ,,.r ..,.cter is ur. · 11ue 0 nd renre..::ent~~ an !l G:'.'JSC of life. 

2., Lud ; g Lewi ohn, The Etor:: of .11i::ieric~n Li tern. tli e 
P?• 49t -493. 
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F om my own viev,9oi:ot , I ct.i.nnot bel ieve that a. yone is r;u:-,lified 

to spedt r.uthoritf-tively on the snall ~ in genPr'-:.1 or of ,test""r,, t 

opini on of Pet r burg and Le, i sto,m in particull~r. 'l'he evi ·ence 

indice-t . :, the. t tfa..ster;: atte:rnt d to show s.11 s i des lil1d t o be fair ; 

e.11 st!J e. ents to the cont f•.ry must be rel gcted to ·he ;:,tstus of 

, er" opinion or be sup;:iort ed with concrete dat .. "' :hich they do not nt. 

precen posress. 

It, is evident t h 1t ~J .. sters conceivecl a_ ·1.1.<m f,'3 preyed u.1on y 

ineYorable nnd ·.neluctable ctr cu, sknc ., beyond his control . •.tasters 

percciv~d thE:.t mc1n • s f"•tt"' is frer:uently and i ronically t ogic. It is 

rurt.her evident th1:.ct :fa.,t ers atte::npt ec to .r~nel yse !tnd devalon hit, mate

ri ~1 wi th considerable objectivity . I n hil'.l Anthology th· usucl teno-

incy of n::. t urc,lists t o m,;1i nt1:dn unconscio 1sl y a bi r.$ t ovia r d. pe1c":Ji znism 

in t he a lecti on of detdl s is evince~ . Since ~,noon Pi. v,:,r ?.nthol ogy 

does conform in · 11 m·,jor L st::,_:r:ces to the usuol cri terit' of natur,,,l isr:i, 

it i-, further evident thc.t i t must be cl :-~sr,ed :.ith nrtural i stlc litera

ture . 
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