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Chapter I

Naturalism has appesred in Ameriea in several literary movements;
one of the most important of these movements was, and is, the revolt
from the folksy, romanticised small town. The movement began with
Edgar Lee Mesters' Spoon River Anthology in 1915 although an earlier
work, E. W. Howe's The Story of & Country Town in 1882, also dealt with
the frustrations and the swelling discontent caused by the narrow life
of the small town.l The naturalists writing in the small town tradition
were intent on dissipating the false halo of pastoral dignity which sur-
rounds the village; they were the enemies of the middle-class profit
motives and the illusion of optimism; they were sick of the artificial-
ities of American literature. "The current of romance, of course did
not cease to flow, but from 1890 to 1910 the most marked tendency in
American fiction was towerd the ethical realism of Tolastoi or the net-
uralism of Zola."?

Outside the small town literature, naturalism first appeared in
America as & dominant literary philosophy in the work of Stephen Crane
(1871-1200). In 1896, Crsne published, at his own expense, Maggie: A
Girl of the Streets in a cheap, paper-bound edition; naturalism had
entered Ameriecen letters. It was en unwelcome moment for eritics who
had been nourished on the Puritan conviction that there is, in 1life and
literature, & realm of grece and a realm of sin, the conviction that
life is amenable to the industrious and the good. For the first time

1 Vernon Louis Parrington, Main Currects in American Thought, ITI
(New York, 1930), 376-377.

2 IEncyclopedis Brittanica, 14th ed., XVI, 576.



readers began to see their society subjected to the unconpronis:lng
severity of scientific serutiny,

Although the historical roots of naturalism may be recognized in
the Goneourt brothers, Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850), Gustave Flaubert
(1221-1800), =nd others, naturalism is usuaslly associsted with the name
of Emile Zola (1840-1902), the suthor of Nana (1880). He formulated

the official dogma of the natursliste in Le Romsn experimental (1879),
which is practicslly a paraphrese of Introduction 3 le médecine expéri-
mentale (1865) by Claude Bernard (1813-1278). Although Bernard himself -
held that the method deseribed in his trestise was not adantable to
creative literature, Zola ingisted that the same methods which revesal
working general principles in the physical world would, if used in the
novel, reveal general principles of charaecter, society, and morals.
Insisting on this analogy, he said, "We should operste on the charasc-
ters, the passions, on the human and social data, in the seme way that
the chemist and the physicist operate on inanimate beings."® wWith va-
ried ingredients and with an exactitude aznd dispassionate care approach-
ing that of the experimental secientist, Zola and his followers began the
revolutionary attempt to view life objectively. Thus the scientifie
spirit, insisting on observation, experimentation, gquentitative and qual-
itetive analysis of the human being, entered the field of creative writ-
ing.

Haturalism wes not limited to France; it anpeared in many guises
and forme ard in nearly every corner of Burope. In Sweden, August
Strindberg (1849-1912) wrote The Father (1887), in which he portrays

3  Herbert J. Muller, Modern Fiction (New York and London, 1957),
Pe 162.



the slavery imposed on man beczuge of his uncontrollable desires,
the compulsion and repulsion fectors inherent in love, and & very un-
romantic aspeet of merrisge, In Germany, & school of naturalists repre-
sented, among others, by Cerhart Hauptmann (1862- ) came to be known
as congistent naturalists. They believed that even the stringent regula-
tions of Zola would not prevent writers from distorting the real world.
This was & more radicel naturalism.
The consistent naturalists, then, aimed not to found a new art,
but in any traditional sense to abandon it. They desired to
reduce the conventions of technique to & minimum and to eliminate
the writer's perscnslity even where Zola had admitted its nec-
essary presence——in the choice of subject and in form. For style,
the very religion of the French naturalistic masters, there was
held to be no place, since there wes to be, in this new litera-
ture, neither direct exposition, however impersonal, nor narra-
tive. In other words, none of the means of representation were
to be used by which art achieves the illusion of realitye....
The opinion of Flaubert that any subject suffices, if the treat-
ment be excellent, wes modified into: there must be neither
intentional choice of theme nor stylistic treatment. For style
supposes rearrangement, personal vieion, unjust selection of dz—
teil, and literature must be an exact rendition of the actual.
It would appear from these principles that an suthor would have been
reduced to transeribing actual conversation, and it is known thet this
was tried. Using the formuls of the naturalists except for his choice
of a historical theme, Hsuptmann wrote The Weavers (1882) depicting the
miserable existence and the 1840 revolt of the Silesisn wesvers. This
was the first powerful drama foreshadowing the great twentieth century
conflicts between capital and labor.
Then Maxim Corki (1868-1936), & Russian, wrote of the seamy side
of 1ife in The Lower Depths (1908). However, Gorki was not the only
Ruseisn who contributed to the growth and development of naturslisa.

A

4 Ludwig Lewisohn (ed.), Gerhart Heuptmenn, Dremetic Works, I
(New York, 1918),xvii.
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Ivan Turgenev (1818-1883) wrote the poignsnt Fathers and Sons (1862), a
novel portraying the Russien version of the nineteenth century struggle

to preserve a glorious but ocutmoded order. Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821-1881)

wrote Crime and Punishment (1866) and The Brothers Karamazov (1880), por-
treying in these a part of the physical and spiritusl suffering that he

himself had experiemced. Leo Tolstoi (1828-1910) poured forth from his
troubled soul some of the world's greatest novels. But among the major
writers none is more lmportant to the nsturalists than the dromatist,
Anton Chekhov (1860-1804)., The plays of Chekhov show mer being crushed
by their environment. There is slmost & total absence of plot or centrsl

characters in plays such as The Cherry Orchard (1804) and The Three Sis-
ters (1801). His plays reveal frustrated and dissatisfied people who
seem wholly incapable of resisting their fate.

Fhat counts in them is not & series of catastrophes but the even
flow of life revealed &s the lﬂdmt" mast live fteseseseIn per-
formance the plays are interrupted by long pauses when the people
say nothing. In these psuses, as in the undirected talk thst
breaks them, character is revealed, but what is done counte for
less than what is said or left umsaid., So far as plot is con-
cerned, nothing is conventionalized. B8ervants do not revesl the
situation to the audience; confidantes do not elicit secrets from
the leading lady; reisonneurs do not enunciate the doetrines of
the suthor, Instead, common folk from seventeen to eighty-seven
stroll sbout the scene and talk. Among them are no villains and
no heroes, no magnetic personalities, no strong or willful souls,
none torn between compunctions of conscience and burning desire.
Chekhov paints a somber world to be tolerated by semsitive creatures
without will, hoping perhaps for ultimate improvement, but doing
nothing to bring it to pass.®

Occagionally Chekhov indicates that perhaps action and work will fi-
nally be the salvation of man, but for the present man ip hopelessly
enzeshed in circumstances, So in spite of individuesl differences among

§ Frank W. Chandler, Modern Contipental Playwrights (New York and
London, 19%1), p. 93.



writers,

it wes the aim of zll the naturslists to minimize situation

and story, and to emphasize temperament, atmosphere, background.

They declined to think of character as self-determined. For

them it resulted from the shaping stress of natursl law--

especially the influence of heredity and environment. They

agpired to rival the scientists in meking ert & thing inductive.®
Naturalism, growing rapidly out of the nineteenth century's inordinate
feith in scientific methods and results, had penetrsted to every corner
of Europe.

Meanwhile, in the United States the trend of the times wse pre-

paring the way for naturalism. A series of grest changes was taking

place in America. Following the Civil War with ite defeat of the

states' rights bloc, there was & growing tendency towsrd centrslisza-

tion of politieal and economic power. The frontier became history. The
growth of trusts, big corporations, railroads, industries, and a real
proletariat, all had & tremendous influence on the nationsl snd indivi-
dusl psychology. The result was & lessening of the individuel's impor-
tance, & growing sense of impotence, & conviction of personal helplessness,

a feeling of dependence on the group.

The intellectual backgrounds were thus prepering for a gloomier
realism than Howells' or Garland's, a realism that took its
departure from two postulstes: that men are physical beings who
can do no other than obey the lawe of a physieal universe; and
thet in the vast indifferentism of neture they are inconsegquen-
tial pewns in a game that to humen reason has no meaning or rules.
ese Dreiser was the first spokesman of a leter Americe once
more felling within the shadow of the pessimism that springs from
every centralized society shut up within the portale of & static
economice; that dwarfs the individual and nullifies his will,
reducing him from & child of God to & serf.7

¥illiem Dean Howells (1837-1920) published Criticism and Fietion in

6 Ibid., p. 15l1.
7 Psrrington, op. cit., pp. 518-318.



1881 in which he declared that a novel such as Crime and Punishment
would be impossible in America; the implication was thet life in Amer-
ica was generally so good and so pleasent that such novels would lack
any bagis in fact. It must not be construed from this statement that
Howells was unsympathetic with the new movement; his experiences simply
did not make certain types of writing feasible. But within five years,
reputable publishers were refusing Crane's Maggie, and within the next
thirty years a number of writers were to vie with Dostoyevsky in delin-
eating the exlistence of the disinherited. In this same volume Howells
averred that "nothing that God has made is contemptible.® However, hies
attitude is generally consonant with that of his times, that is, that
literature must be fit for the most innocent reader--the young girl--
who is, of course, wholly ignorant of life. It must be noted that both
Howells end Hamlin Gerland, older contemporaries of the young naturalists,
were writing ruli.st.ieally. Their principal weskness was their studied
avoidance of problems of fear, hunger, snd sex, their many coucessions
to tholprocmceiud noticns of their rezders.

When outcasts of soclety such as Maggie and Nana became the sub-
jects of art, there was & tendency on the part of critics to consider
the novels and their creators immorel. Of course this judgment is funda-
mentally unlmﬁ, the fallacy lying in the faet that the naturalists were,
in theory at least, amoral; if the result of their observations was immor-
al, then life was immoral and not the artists. As a matter of fact, we

that the mood of naturalism--in Ibsen, Strindberg 1n
the French novelists who reacted against mnucln—

by a resistance against delusion and vain sentimentality, -g:inat
mere decorum and thet it is inspired, invarisbly inspired, by
moral ardor., It was constantly the ardor for truth; it has almost
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&2 constantly the note of human compassion; its desire to enlarge

the field snd subject matter of art is almost slways guided,

especially in the Germanie countries, by the belief in humen

brothoshood, by tenderness for the disinherited of the soeiel

order,
The "disinherited of the sccial order® were chosen by the naturalists
for the same reasons that a chemist chooses pure chemicszls for an experi-
ment, Among those on the outer fringe of the sociasl order, writers found
humanity minus the camouflsge with which the so-called best people con-
cesl their basic animality. Most of the characters of naturalistic 1it-
erature fall into Shree types: One is of comparatively low intelligence
and motivated by strictly biological drives. Another is neurotic &nd
dominated by uncertain and uncontrollable moods. The third and least
frequent type is the powerful cheracter who is defeated by the superior
strength of adversity. The first type is found in McTesgue by Frenk
Norris snd in Nana by Zola. Flaubert's Emma Bovary from Madsme Bovary
(1856) is an exsmple of the second type.? Doctor Meyers from Spoon River
Anthology is an example of the good man defeated, his goodness contri-
buting to his fall,

In the course of its development, naturaliem has changed in meny
particulars, but its broad zims have remained practically the came. The
naturalists have insisted on objectivity, and the principle of determinism;
they have tended to portrasy man dwarfed in contrest with his milieu; eco-
nomic and biological forces with which he eammot cope tyrannige over him.
These 2ims have led in the normal course of events to a leaning toward

pessimism, the reasonable produet of a feeling of impotence, which in

8 Ludwig Lewisohn, The Story of American Literature (Eew York,
1959), Pe 463,

9 Perrington, op. cit., pp. 524-325,



turn grew out of an insbility to demonstrate the existence of a personal
will. Thus Parrington wes moved to say, "Naturzlism is pessimistic re-
alism,n10

The vital principle of naturslism is determinism. Determinism
grew out of the belief, which is of seientific derivation, that caus:l-
ity is & universal characteristic of things; that is, every phenomenon
has a esuse which may be discovered and which will always operate on a
given set of circumstances to pr&iuco the same result. This prineiple
has many interesting possibilities, the most importent of which is this:
' If the decisions, judgments, snd sctions of man are subject to inex-
oreble and certain laws similar to those which underlie the ceuse-and-
effect relationships of inanimate things, then man ought not to be held
responsible for his acts. So one finds frequently in naturalistie fic-
tion a panorams depicting manking struggling for life against the estab-
lished system, and though the characters may violate the civil or wmorsl
code and the system be unjust, the true naturslist leaves judgment for
the reader. In Norris' The Qctopus (1901), there are many characters
and several important plots working at once. ¥an in the concrete is
dwarfed by the tremendous spaces, energy, and deeds of nature as person~
ified by the wheat. Society and the dangers of inductrialimttpn are
expressed through the railroad; but at the end the railroad ‘is untouched
and man is crushed., HNorris' cries for referm are seldom direct and are
permeated with a sense of cosmic fht:lutg.r. Man has only heredity and
environment--one is the wax, and the other, 2 mold.

Because of the pessimistic, deterministic philosophy of the nat-
uralists, many crities have accused them of being fatalists. The

10 Ibid., P. 525.



naturalists anticipeted thies objection and made a distinetion which

the 1imitations of the language render very nice. Fatalism presumes
that the individual is totally in the grip of a higher power and that
his ultimste fate as well as all the ineidents of his life is ordered
asceording to the whim of this caprieious power and without regard to
the peculiar circumstances of his existence. The determinists, and the
naturalists insofar as they are deterministic, believe that the individ-
ual is a chemical compound and that every phenomenon of his being ecan be
explained on the basis of body chemistry which aets sutomatically or in
response to envirommental causes.

This doetrine, that man must react helplessly with an environment
over which he has no control, leads to pessimism and insuguretes a con-
ception of tragedy. In the writing of the naturslists, one finds trag-
edy which conforms in practically no particulsr with the Aristotelian
concept of tragedy. According to the c¢lassical tradition, a great and
noble character bresks & moral law because of ignorance or a character
flaw, and he must bear the consegquences of his misdeed. In the natursl-
istic tragedy, man is caught in & steel web of ineluctable circumstance
and insurmountable personal weakness, and, if he hag a will, it is ut-
terly impotent. This is reflected in the epilogue of Spoon River Anthol-
oy as Loki chants while mixing together the ingredients of a man:

m:n;fw&ﬂz:’lmi the schools,

Taint in the blood and strength of soul.
Flesh tco weak for the will's control;
Poverty, riches, pride of birth,
Wailing, lesughter, over the earth,

Here I have you caught agsain,
Enter my web, ye sons of men, 11

11 Edgar Lee Masters, Spoon River Anthology (Wew York, 1927),
Pe 298.
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As Parrington analyses it, "The tragedy of naturalism lies in the
disintegration snd the pity or irony with which we contemplate man and
his fate in the world."l2

The fundsmental principles of naturalism forced on its exponents
an interest in the body chemistry of men, his feers, aversions, desires,
and nervous reactions. They came to consider the basie instinete to
be fear, hunger, and sex., The emphasis on the latter was particularly
disconcerting to those who had arbitrarily relegated sex to the cate-
gory of sin. It is not strange then that the appearance of Spoon River
Anthology was greeted with outright disapproval by many otherwise fair-
minded crities, for Masters, with a freankneas foreign to American poetry,
portrayed the socisl and individusl disasters which result from the
thwarting of the sex urge.

In Spoon River Anthology, Masters demonstrates by means of the dead
citizens of Spoon River, who rise and announce their epitaphs, the effect
of the small town on ite people; most of them succumbed to ite limitations;
a few rose above the milieu and were happy; no one of them can completely
fathom hie fate. In the poetry of Masters there is 2 negligible effort
toward prettiness or any standard type of beauty. There is a sincere
effort to give a truthful picture of life and its problems., However,
for sdmirers of strength, for those persons who see besuty in truth
unadorned, there is a strong, virile beauty in Masters' poetry. His
epitaphs in Spoon Biver Anthology, though hard and even bitter in thought,
are often soft in diection, as though the dead were giving a quiet, dispas-
sionate appraisal of their turbulent lives. One seems to hear tired,

world-weary voices intoning, "I am Petit the poet--I am Doc Meyers—I

12 Parrington, op. cit., p. 326






Chapter II

Thus far in this paper, I have traced in briefl the historical
roots of naturelism and attempted to state and define its main prin-
ciples. In the following pages, it is my intention to demonstrate
that Spoon River Anthology is naturalistic. In order to systematise
my information, I shall discuss Spoon River from the standpoint of
the eriteria of naturalism; that is, I shall attempt to prove that
the ideas snd general aimosphere of the Anthology conform to the
characteristics inevitably associated with naturalistic literature.
The anthology will be analysed, within the limitations of this paper,
from the stendpoints of determinism and objectivity. Under deter-
minism, evidence will be cited involving the concepts of socizl and
biological determinism. Under objectivity, which is of course impos-
sible without franimess and an amoral atiitude on the pert of the
writer, evidence will be clited relative to the objective treatment
of economic idealism, the moral convention, and the population of the
small town., In an effort to provide the facts necessary for such &
discussion, it '111 be mandatory that some explamatory material be
interspersed from time to time.

Spoon River Anthology purports to be & collection of epitaphs
from the graveyard of & village called Spoon River. muﬁmnﬂt
merely the ususl epitaphs, however, but true sutobiographicsl obit-
uaries, written as though the dead themselves hed risen and stripped
their lives of secret and falsity. The Anthology is composed of two
hundred and forty-four epitaphs, an introductory lyrie, the fragment
of the epic Spooniad, and an epilogue. 'mohookhunﬁmmicmty
based on the experiences and enviromment common to all the personalities
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of Spoon River.

In writing Spoon River Anthology, it was BEdgsr Lee Masters! in-
tent to portray the galient features of the whole American eciviliza-
tion by depicting aceurately ite most representative unit, the Americsn
small town., He hoped to give a world view drawn or the secsle of a vil-
lage, to show msn in society stripped of the veils and subterfuges
which usually hide his rezl life. Mesterc himself envisaged his in-
tentions in this menner:

I had & variety of things in mind in writing the Anthology. I
meant to analyze character, to satirize soeciety, to tell a story,
to expoce the machinery of life, to present to view & working
model of the big world znd put it in a window where the passer-
by could stop &nd see it run. And I had in mind, too, the crea-
tion of besuty, 2znd the depiction of our sorrows snd hopea, our
religious failures, successes and vislons, our poor little lives,
rounded by a sleep, in language and figures emotionally tuned
to brigg &2ll of us closer together im understanding and affee-
tion.
In order to be as cbjective as it was his intent to be, Masters _z_m\-
trsyed, in so far as it was possible, both sides or 8 single human
, ﬁgqqse history. This objectivity wse imposeible if the primel pass=ions
and the actuzl conditions of human sxistence were to be obscured be-
neath heaps of euphemlsms, and, in Spoon River Anthclogy, #ex, sconnies,
religion, government, and the whole scele of scelial values were re-
garded with a frenkness hitherto unknown in American literature. The
Inthology represents, then, & striking reeffirmstion of the correls-
tion of life and litersture, an importent critical concept in my age.
As esrly as 1906, Masters told his father that he wes going te

write & book.

12 C. E. Wizewell, "The Spoon River Anthology,” Current Opiniom,
LVIII (1915), 356.
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I told him that my life in Chicsgo had shown me that the
country lawyer and the city lawyer were essentially the
same; thet the country banker and the city banker had the
same nature; and so on down through the lizt of trades-
people, ﬂreaehors, sensuslists, and all kinds of humen

beings.
When this book actually came into being in the form of Spoon River,
it proved to be a type of literary work for which Mesters was pecul-
iarly well-fitted. His lifelong ambition had been to write verse,
and his conscientious studies had equipped him with an extraordinary
amount of literary information. Years of law practice had endowed
him with the sbility to see both sides of an issue and to think elear-
ly and concretely. His boyhood, spent in Petersburg and Lewistown,
Illinois, had provided him with first-hand knowledge of the small
town.

Hasters' law work had impressed him with the wvalue of sheer facts
and actualities. He found in Theodore Dreiser, who is probzbly the
most thoroughly naturalistic American writer, a critical guality of
mind that he could admire. Of Sister Carrie Mesters wrote, "That
book gave me a sense of a refreshing realism, and honesty that meant
something." 5 So the small town, perhaps like Lewistown or even Peters-
burg in design, came before a magter lawyer for eross-examination.

Under this sort of scrutiny, Lewistown was revealed in Masters?
mind not &8s an idyllic country place entirely full of God-fearing,
happy people, as the defenders of the folksy village would have every-
one believe, but rather as a2 place of thwarted loves and eambitions,
of lust, hatred, dissimulation, and false pride. Masters' memories

14 Edgar Lee Masters, Across Spoon River (New York, 1936), o. 286.
15 Ibid., p. 284,
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of the Illinois small town where he spent his adolescent years were
bitter; he wrote,

I can see in my mind's eye the people who used to go sbout
the streets of Lewistown on Saturdays, coming from the Spoon
River Bottoms: men with sore eyes from syphilis, blinking
the light; men with guns or slings in their pockets, carry-
ing whips, and fouling the sidewalks with tobaceo spit;
women dressed in faded calicoes twisted sbout their shapeless
bodies, Saturdeys were days of horror for me...These crea-
tures at Lewistown howled in their insane cups, they fought
with knives and guns and knucks. The streets stank. The
shopkeepers stood in their doorways eyeing chances of trade;
they walked back and forth behind their counters serving the
malodorous riff-reff that came from the bottoms.l®

This is not, however, the whole background and subject matter of the
Spoon River Anthology, the statements of many erities notwithstsnding.
The Masters family lived in Petersburg prior to moving to Lewistomm,
and there it seems that they were very happy. The farm of Davis Mas-
ters, Edgar Lee Masters' grandfather, was nearby in the New Salem
district of Lincoln fame. Here in the "neighborhood of fiddlers, den-

cers, and feasters,” life was really good. Of these people Mssters

wrote:

Around the Masters place lived hosts of Watkinses, Kirbys,
Kincaids, Armstrongs, Pantiers, Goodpastures. I knew them
all., They were hospitable, warm-hearted and generous beyond
any people I have known, and full of the will to live. For
the most part they were happy folk, but at the seame time they
were touched with the pathos of nature herself, with a voice-
less endurance in the presence of flood and drouth, disaster
and death, As I spent &ll the Summers of my boyhood at the
Masters farm I stored up memories which were at last to be
sung in the more joyous parts of the Anthology.l7

It shall be more emply demonstrated in future portions of this paper
that eritics who maintsin that Spoon River is composed only of the
sordid have misrepresented the Anthology.

16 Ibid., pp. 410-411.

17 Edgar Lee Masters, "The Genesis of Spoon River,"” The Americen
Mercury, XXVIII (1930), 39.
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The poetic form and spirit of Spoon River Anthology were orig-
inally derived from the famous Greek Anthology, & collection of short
poems of ancient Greece. William Marion Reedy, editor of the St.
Louis Mirror end self-appointed patron of twentieth century American
poets, called Masters' zttention to this interesting volume in 1909.
Even a cursory examination of these brief, subtly ironic vignettes of
Greece will reveal many written in the epitaph form and bearing &
definite similarity in tone to the Masters! creations. The most fre-
guently-quoted is this one of Dion of Tarsus:

Dion of Tarsus, here I lie, who sixty yeers have seen.
I wag not ever wed, and would my father had not been!

This is the Spoon River spirit in a couplet. Often the poems of the
Gresk Anthology ere amusing, but more frequently one finds caustic
indictments of life such as this comment on ultimate futility by
Palladas:

Neked to earth was I brought--naked to earth I descend.
Why should I labor for naught, seeing how naked the end?

Here is no palliating romanticism; here is summed up & life of dis-
11lusionment.

William Marion Reedy offered constant encouragement to Masters
and read the first Spoon River portraits with unconcesled enthusiasm.
On May 29, 1914, the first mmlunt.of the poems was published in
Reedy's Mirpror under the pseudonym, "Webster Ford,” and from then
until January 15, 1915, the series continued weekly. Finally, Masters
admitted authorship of the poems, and the collection wes published in
book form by the Macmillan Company in April, 1915.18 Immediately the

18 The definitive edition of Spoon River Anthology, with new poems,
wes published 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 & controversy which is not yet ended.

It was after & telk with his mother sbout these old citiszens of
the villages along the Spoon River that Masters wrote the introductory
lyric of Spoon River Anthology, "The Hill.® It is redolent of the
futility and the frustration of Spoon Riverts inhabitants.

Fhere sre Elmer, Herman, Bert, Tom and Charley,
The Weak of will, the strong of arm, and clown,
the boozer, the fighter?
411, &ll, sre sleeping on the hill.
This recurrent query receives an unusunal, hypnotic emphasis from
varistion of the refrain:

Al11, &ll ere sleeping, sleeping, sleeping on the hill,
Cmmu of common people &re in evidence. Also buried in Spoon
River's cemetery are Ells, Kate, Mag, Lizzie, and Edith., They had
not been brought to the ®hill® sfter lives gloriously spent, but the
accidents which actually occur in the lives of people occurred to
them:

One died in shameful child-birth,

One of a thwarted love,

One at the hands of & brute in & brothel,

One of & broken pride, in search for
heart's desire,

One after life in far-away London and Puris

¥as brought to her little space by Ells and

Kate and Mag—
All, all are sleeping, sleeping, sleeping on the hill.

Here in the prologue iz reflected the tragedy of lives spent in "a
village of little minds.®™ What followed was revolutionary in Amer-
ican poetry. The dead of Spoon River are vocslized, the unigue azccom-
plishment end the lasting original vein of the book, and they sre per-
mitted, removed as they are from any hope of gain by deceit, to comment
on their lives. Some are bitter, disillusioned, and hurt by life; some
rise above life and achieve & sort of exaltation; some have caught e
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glimpse of an answer to the life riddle; some see 1ife 2s = trap;
others, as & game; still others, &8s &n animal existence lacking in
meaning =nd purpose. From the lips of these people, thwerted and
wested by life in Spoon River, come indictmenta of the profit motive
and of the conventionsl morel code, indictments of the wsnton =nd
! needless cruelty of life, demuncistions of those who have blocked
the way of the poéple in their struggle to fulfill the imerican dream,
The distinguishing sark of naturzlistic literature is its philo-
sophical interpretation of life. Like the realist, the nsturslist
looks 2t life and attempts to represent it in ert without regerd to
his private prejudices, but ir addition the naturslist is sttempting
to demonstrate the existence of universal determinism. Hie convietion,
based on his knowledge of economic snd biological determinism, is that
2ll phenomena may be explained on the basis of determinsble causes.
He portrays man caught in the midst of eircumstances which continually
act on him, from within and th, and which are ebsolutely unman-
agesble from his (the individusl's) standpoint. The naturslist im-
plies, even though he may not sctually cite inetances, that the flux
of eircumstance is due to knowable causes, end these eauses are in
turn products of other causes, ad infinitum. This eonecpt of deter-
minism, which is the centrsl dectrine of naturslism, ceuses the nst-
uralist to delineate the impotence of man, and, as & conseauence, to
aspume o generzl tone of pesgimism., Thus, it is easy to see why many
natursliste have conceived of man ag trarped by life and used the
figure of the trapl in stating the nature of life.

Among the first epitaphs of Spoon River Anthology sre those of
characters low in the sociel sesle, "the fools, the drunkards, and the
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failures,”™ says Masters. There seems to be no particular reason for
their fates; they did not will to be shoved into the world originmslly,
and from birth on the creaking machinery of fact and circumstznce,
cause and effect, carried them ineluctably towsrd their end. Hod Putt
likeng the disastrous end of his 1life to taking bamkruptcy. Hod had
become desperate with poverty &nd had robbed & man =nd killed him

.s.unwittingly while doing so, :

For the which I was tried and hanged.

That wes my way of going into bankruptey.

Now we who took the benkrupt law in our
respective ways

Sleep peacefully eide by side.

Then follows "0llie McGee"™ and itz companion piece, "Fletcher McGee."”
These two poems are an example of Masters' presentation of both egides
of the problem. Ollie complains of "secret cruelty never to be told,"
and Fletcher, reminiscent of Strindberg's misogyny, declares,

She took my strength by minutes,
She took my life by hours,

She drained me like & fevered moon
Thet saps the spinning world.

My secret thoughts were fingers:
They flew behind her pensive brow
And lined it deep with pain.

Three lives have passed in review; three lives have suffered unmerited
pain, What is the nature of this ®"monstrous ogre Life" that imposes
such anguish of body and a;_)irit on helpless man? In the fourth poem
of the Anthology, Robert Fulton Tanner hes an answer; he says life is

like a trap:

You enter the room—that's being born;

And then you must live--work out your soul,
Ahal the bait that you crave is in view:

A womsn with money you want to msarry,
Prestige, place, or power in the world.

But there's work to do and things to conquer—
Oh, yesl the wires that screen the bait.

At last you get in--but you hear a step:



The ogre, Life, comes into the room,

(He was waiting snd heard the clang of the spring)

To watch you nibble the wondrous cheese,

Ané stare with hie burning eyes at you,

And scowl and lsugh, and mock and curse you,

Running up &nd down in the trap,

Until your misery bores him,
Here is the naturalistic conception of life as a trep, the conception
of life being brooded over by great and inexorzble forces in compar-
ison with which man's strength is utterly insignificant. Like other

anelyses of life by naturelists, "Robert Fulton Tanner" imputes no
particular intelligence or purpose to the cosmic design.

Tanner, portraying men living in the midst of an indifferent or
hostile environment, is representative of & recurrent theme in Spoon
River, and his is not & rere or exceptional opinion. In "The Unknown,"
a boy whose name hag been lost believes that life caged him. He tells
ofmundingahukihihhuntingnndofplaamgthewﬂdbirdmacage;
but now, the unknown one says,

Daily I search the realms of Hades

For the soul of the hawk,

That I may offer him the friendship

Of one whom life wounded and caged.
Even if those who have arrived at some analysis of life do not see
man actuslly bound, they perceive that he is waging a losing battle
from the beginning. There is Tom Beatty, a lawyer, who tried the
rights of property as if by lamp-light. He asseverates that

Life's a gambler

Head snd shoulders above us all.

Ho mayor slive can close the house.

And if you lose, you can squesl as you willj
You'll not get back your money.

He mekes the percentage hard to conquer;

He stacks the cards to catch your weakness

And not to meet your strength.
Not all the late citizens of’épocm River are capable of an abstract

appraisal of the nature of life; many have interpreted life simply



and in the terms of their own meager experiences. Mrs. Kessler be-
1ieves that life is a laundress, finding out the secrets of her
customers from the patches, stains, and decay which time puts in
their lives, and that death is the result of too meny washings:

The lsundress, Life, knows 21l about it.

And I, who went to &ll the funerals

Held in Spoon River, swear I never

Saw a dead face without thinking it looked

Like something washed and ironed.
And Widow McFarlane, who wove the carpets and rugs for the village,
felt in her own loom the mystery and & symbol for life--1ife, the
weaver of shrouds:

For the cloth of life is woven you know,
To a pattern hidden under the loom--
A pattern you never seel

Each tends to make his own experiences the measure of all things. Grif-
fy, the cooper, thinks of most men's lives as tub-sized in scope:

You sre submerged in the tub of yourself-—

Taboos and rules and appearances,

Are the staves of your tub.

Break them and dispel the witcheraft

0Of thinking your tub is lifel
But here in "CGriffy The Cooper" is struck a new note, and one is led
to wonder if it is possible that there is a part of man which is for-
ever untouched by life, as essence inviolable, which could gather

strength from desire and burst the onerous confines of 1ife? No, this
urge, seemingly divine, is but a part of the diaboliecal scheme, an elan
vital goading man on that he mey the more surely be frustrated. It is
a part of the ironic joke of cosmic size as Professor Newcomer defines

it:

The urge of nature that made & man

Evolve from his brain a spiritual life--

Oh miracle of the worldl--

The very same brain with which the ape and wolf



power,
To uar itself to the lﬂll of the gods)--
But get food and shelter and procreate himself!

And in the face of the realities of life, even the sturdy Davis Mat-
lock (Davis Masters in life) cannot but counsel s sort of resignation
without surrender:
you must bear the burden of life,

As well as the urge from your spirit's excess——

Well, I say to live it out like a god...
It is evident, I think, from the exemples cited, snd from other poems
such es "Herold Arnett," "Cerl Hamblin,® "Harmon Whitney,” "Sheck Dye,"
and "Many Soldiers,® that Masters did follow the naturslistie tendency
to show man in scociety caught in & web of ecirecumstances which conspire
to deleat his potentisl development. Since man®s life is visnalised
in this way, there is, throughout Spoon River Anthology, a strong bias
toward pegsimlem. Pranklin Jones might speak for all Spoon River phi-
losophers with this rhetorical guestion and answer:

For what is it sll but being hatched,

And rumning about the yard,

To the day of the block?

Save that e man has an angel's brain,

And sees the ax from the firstl

In addition to defliming man's stetus relative to soclety and life
in general, a soclologiecal treatment, the naturalists tend te advence
s chenical-mechanistic explanation of ments setions. This method as-
sumes thet man is only e very complex chemleal compound rescting inces-
gantly to external sgtimuli. This tendency to be concerned with the
physical construction of the human organism steme from the practices of

Zola, and grew out of the nineteenth century interesi in the chemical



aspects of humen emotions and drives. This variety of analysis also
finds 2 place in the thinking of the late citizens of Spoon River.

Trainor the druggist has observed the calm mixing of certain
chemicals in his own mortar and the explosive reaction of others.

has observed the estrangement of Benjamin Pantier and wife; Ben says,

In the morning of life I knew aspiration
ané paw Gleory

and she avers she was "really a lady" znd hed delicete tastes. Trainor

saw both these phenomena &nd sn analogy begen to form in his wind: \

Only the chemist ean tell, and not ®lweys
the M,
Phat will reeult from compounding
Fluide or solids.
And who ean tell
How men and women will interact
On each other, or what children will result?
There were Benjamin Pantier and his wife,
Good in themselves, but evil toward each others

He oxygen, she hydrogen,
Their son, a devastating fire,

Unkappy Henry Layton hes a grsphic mind, and since his "father was
gentle™ and his "mother was violent," Henry believes that these two
component parts of his being are incessantly warring on each other.

But neither half of me wrought my ruin.

It was the falling asunder of halves,

Hever z psrt of each other,

That left me a 1lifeless soul.

There are some characters who go so far ss to contend that the

nature of 2 man is entirely determined by his heredity. Calvin Camp-

bell pointe out that no matter how good the soil, poison ivy can become

nothing but poison ivy; and, if the human plant grows at all, it will
become what it can become, no more, no less:

You may blame Spoon River for what it is,

But whom do you bleme for the will in you
That feeds itself and mskes you dock-weed,
Jimpeon, dendelion or mullen



And which can never use any soil or air
8c as to make you jessamine or wistaria?

The bitterest of all the soliloquies on the nature of the human animal
iz that of Schroeder the [isherman. He has watched the minnows struggle
for erumbs in the water, seen hogs jostle each other at the wallow, and
seen big farms swallow small ones. He declares acldly,

ind I sey if there's anything in man--

Spirit, or conscience, or breath of God

That mskes him different from fishes or hogs

I'd like to see it workl
But then, the pleasant Conrad Siever, who gave cider to the school chil-
dren and iz buried in his own orchard rather than on the hill "that feeds
no flocks,® finds besuty even in the chemical nature of man. One finds
inhhaunubohudwivedalifeofhnppimufmaeontuphum
of the sensuous beauties of nature. He is the only denizen of Spoon
River who finds a purpose beyond death; he glories to think that he is

To move in the chemic change and cirecle of life,

Into the sell and into the Tlesh of the tree,

And into the living spitephs

Of redder applesl

In Spoom River Anthology, then, men is portrayed from two per-

spectives, the soclological and the chemical-mechanistic. In the former
he is shown to be dwarfed by his milieu; in the latter, as a chemical
animal subject to biochemical law, In either representation his defeat
is certain and unavoidable. The reaction of the human being, from whose
gtandpoint most of 1life szeems accidental and aimless, is one of bewilder-
ment and mystification., Adam Welrauch represents this guandary in the
Anthology. He was deserted by Governor Altgeld for whom he campalgned,
and the onslaughts of big business in the form of Armour ruined his
slaughter house and butcher shop. So he ran for the Illinois legis-

lature and was elected; there he sold his vote to recoup his finances



and was caught. He finishes his factual statement with this:

Fho was it, Armour, Aligeld or ayselfl
That ruined me?

This short poem does what few exsmples of naturelistic literature do.
It traces the development of the circumstences saich precipitate the
final situstion, and convinces the reader of the ressonableness and
the inevitebility of that situation.

Throughout all these epitaphs which illustrate the deterministie
interpretetion of 1life, there is an ancient &nd haunting sense of the
poignancy of human dissppolntment end defeat. The determinism of
Spoor River Anthglogv, however modified by time or embittered by pre-
sent circumstance, however distent or faint, bears a relationship to
this passage in the ninth chapter of Ecclesiastes:

The race is not to the swift '

Nor the battle to the strong,

Reither yet bread to the wise,

Hor yet riches to men of understanding,
Nor yet favour to men of skill;

But time and chance happeneth to them all.
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Chapter III

Objectivity is the primary attitude of the naturslist toward
his subject material., In the words of Parrington, the first criterion
c;f neturslism is "to seek the truth in the spirit of a scientist,m19
The scientist, of course, studies his dats with uncompromising objec-
tivity, and the naturalist believes that the writer must be like-
wise able to study the whole range of human existence without regard
to his private prejudices. In Spoon River Anthology, this method
results in the revelation of certain diserepsncies between what is
and what ought to be, &nd between what people zre and what everyone
ig led to believe they are. These revelations are partiéularly slara-
ing to some people; the publication of Spoon River precipiteted the
famed "battle of ﬁhe village" in which the eritics of the small town
end its defenders engaged.?0 |

The clsims of objectivity which I intend to meéke for Spoon River
Anthology rest on three points: First, the characters of the Anthology
state all the facts necessary to a delinmeation of their lives without
any concerted effort, considering the whole work, to warp the facts
to fit a preconceived, single judgment of life. It 1s true thet I
hzve produced evidence of the deterministic nature of Spoon River,
but from the naturslistts sltandpoint determinism ig & concomitant of
life iteelf, of which he iz but a reporter; thus, the naturalist thinks
that to report life as otherwise than governed by deterministie forces
would be to capitulate to & personal bias. Secondly, Masters is willing

19 Parrington, op. cit., p. 323

20 Cf. Russell Blankenship, Americsn Literature (New York, 19%1),
pp. 649-680.
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to consider, within the limitations of his work, all angles of the
humen character with its vices, faiths, virtues, comedies, and tragedies.
Thirdly, Masters' selectlon and distribution of types of personalities
in his microcosm are evidence of his objectivity. Many critics would
not admit this contention, but it is plain, from Masters' other writ-
ings, that the distribution of types of people is consistent with his
experiences and observations in the Illinois towns which furnish the
prototypes of Spoon River.

The characters of Spoon River Anthology speak with frankness and
candor. HNone of the major facts of the personts life are withheld
regardless of whether they are soclially acceptable facts or not, for
objectivity is nonexistent where any of the facts are arbitrarily
ignored, glossed over, or repainted. Even though the effect of many
of Masters® poems iz that of an indictment of Spoon River, Masters him-
self never denounces the town; many of his characters do, but others
praige Spoon River. If there is any indictment, it proceeds from the
mind of the reader who perceives in the Spoon River portraits 2 sharp
contrast between life as it is and 1ife as it is supposed to be. The
objective method is ruthlessly critical, submitting its subject, the
small town in this case, to the bright light and the dispassionate
inspection of the laboratory. The objective mind finde im Spoon River
the ugly fruits of sexual morbidity, measures the shallow intellectual
life, uncovers ungcrupulous business practices, and unveils the secrets
which the Puritan aversion to life attanpt; to concesl.

But this is not the whole picture; not &ll the people on the hill
led broken lives. Some were content and found & full measure of happi-
nessj some, like Thomas Rhodes, upset all the morasl maxims of the ages



and yet were satisfied with the mezn ends for which they strove;
gsome were scarcely noticed by life snd made little impression on the
town; some were uttérly defeszted by the ironie:zl unraveling of their
destinies; some zre bitter, and some are smusing snd amased. Petit
the poet sew the whole picture and wrote:

Life s11 around me here in the village;

Tragedy, comedy, valor and truth,

Courage, constancy, heroism, fallure--

£11 in the loom, &nd oh whst patternsl
It was Masters! purpose to represent life fairly snéd wholly, to show
g1l the patterms of the loom.

Since esch of the epltephs will usually illustrete more than one
of the points mentioned sbove, znd since there are a large number of
poems and & larger number of characters, it will be impossible to
relegate the examples which I shall cite to & specific category. How-
ever, sz extensively as is consistent with the scope of this peper, I
shell give examples of the quality of objectivity attzined by Masters
in the Anthology.

In the early pages of Spoon Eiver is "good-hesrted, easy Doctor
Heyers® who had successfully "raised" his family, menaged to find
happiness, and helf the approbstion of his fellow townsmen:

And then one night, Hinervs, the poetess,

Came to me in her trouble, ecrying.

I tried to help her out--she died-- .

They indicted me, the newspspers disgreaced me,

iy wife perished of & broken heart.

kné pneumonis finished me.
These are the facts given without bitterness, without regret. Doctor
Meyers' fate is & mild form of the naturslistic tragedy. WNo unczused
volition moved him to his deed of kindness; it flowed from the nature

of his being. In spite of the judgment of the villagers, voiced by
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Mrs. Meyers, thet he must have been fundamentally evil, Doctor Meyers
wag caught in the webj all the conditioning which on numberless ocea-
sions had ceused him to go to the relief of suffering, finally, in an
extraordinary circumstance, provided no alternative but the route to
ruin. One cennot contemplate his fate, however, without & measure of
pity and fear. His fate ieg tragic for one sees the disintegration of
his 1ife, and with pity or irony one contemplates him and his fate in
the world.fl

Back of Meyers' tragedy is the pitiable figure of Minerva Jones.
She had & "hesvy bodﬁ, cock-eye, and rolling walk" at which the people
of Spoon River jeered as she walked down the street. But within her
misshapen body was & flame shich burned itself out in newspaper verse.
Then "Butch" Weldy raped her, and, with child, she sought Doctor HMey-
ers for an abortion; it meant her death. Her last, strongly personal
plea seeme to the reader to be the most demning indictment of the
stifling 1ife of the small town offered in the collsction:

¥ill some one go to the village newspaper,

And gether into & book the verses I wrote?—

I thirsted so for lovel

I hungered so for lifel

No institution or thing is untouchable to the nsturalist, and, in
"imande Barker," the idesl of marrisge, as it is represented from the
pulpit &nd in romantic literature, is strikingly contrzsted with =
particular case. The short statement of Amande is not teeming with
universsl implications, but is merely sn exprescion of = miserable
women whose life mesy not be unique in a village-world. She is not

4
ey

hesitant with her truth, snd she reveals thet & opregnancy for her

21 Cf. Parrington, op. cit., p. 326.



meant decth, which fzct her husband knews

it is believed in the village where I lived
That Henry loved me with & husbend's love,
But I procleim from the dust
That he slew me to gratify his hatred,

The next poem likewise punctures a time-honored illusicn, the
conventional belief that benefsetors are alweys kind sand good people.
Philanthropic Constence Hately has reared Irene and Mary, her sisterts
children, and Spoon River has long cited her benevolence as & classic
example of generosity, meanwhile caating horrendous eyes on the appar-

ent ingratitude of the children. She edmits all this, and adds:

But praise not my self-secrifice,

And censure not thelr contempt;

I reared them, I cared for them, true enoughi-—-
But I poisoned my benefactions

With constant reminders of their dependence.

This poem demonstrates how much different & fact may appear to a
writer who does not idealize but has accurztely observed the humsn
animal,.

In any consideration of the American small town, it must be
remembered that the tomm and its people had originally but one idecl,
utility. All the finer instinets of men were of necessity subtordi-
nated to the ell-important tesk of feeding, clothing, =nd sheltering

the group.

In the early days, a community consisted of s saall church, plain
and blerkly direet as the Puriten faith; just ss smsll & school
houge, just a&s directly fashioned for the purposes of "learning";
stores; and plain, bare, but snugly built houses. These four
institutions, old enough in themselves, were reduced to their
immediate purposes. So with the whole settlement. £ teacher
woe needed, therefore & teacher wag 2 weluable citizen. 4 black-
smith was needed, and therefore = blackemith was weluable. Al1
the folks were welcome because all contributed to the community.
Around the community lsy wildermess. Bareness characterized the
whole~-bare needs, bsre purposes; immedizcy.2%

22 Ruth Suckow, "The Folk Idea in fmeriesn Life," Scribners,
LXXXVIII (1930), 248.
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Vhen the need for this insistence on utility was past, the psychology
did not pass but persisted, gathering to itself the strength of virtue;
and, eventuslly, the mere amassing of things became identified with the
good life. From eny humene standpoint, the artist and thinker agree,
the humen orgsnism ecsnnot thrive nor develop fully in such zn exacting
soclety.

Americen neturclists have repeatedly revezled the shallow virtue,
the corruption, and the human suffering which may be directly atirib-
uted to the American scquisitive idesl, 2 combination of middle-class
idealism zand frontier necessity. Among the first of Spoon Riverts
recent citizens to refer to this aspect of Americen 1life is "ice"
Shew, the town gambler. The ressonsble tone of his remsrks is ell
the more disturbing when one observes thet his defence is rezlly an
analogy between business and gambling:

I never saw any difference

Between playing cards for money

ind selling resl estate,

Practicing law, banking, or anything else.

For everything is= chance.

Nevertheless

Seest thou s man diligent in business?

He shall stand before Kings!
The last little irony is exquisite, for it is the mere statement of
a demonstrable fact; yet, who can resd it without wondering if dili-
gence in the pursuit of profitz is justification for standing before
Kings?

The futility of the acquisitive idesl in life is expressed by
Cooney Potter. He hed inherited forty ceres, and worked his wife,
sons, and daughters nearly to death trying to aequire more. Cooney
himself, though, is not concerned with the implications of his state-

ment; he rezents the statement of one Squire Higbee to the effect



thet he died from smoking Red Esgle cigers:

Eating hot ple znd gulping coffee
During the scorching hours of harvest time
Brought me here ere I had reasched ay sixtieth year.

The futility of scquiring things is dsmned only by Lambert Hutchins,
He has two monuments to his 1ife; one is the big house on the hill
near Spoon River,

The other, the lzke-front in Chicago,

Where the railrozd keeps & switching yard,
¥ith whistling engines 2nd crunching wheels,
And smoke snd soot thrown over the city,

Ind the crash of cars glong the boulevard,--
4 blot 1like & hog-pen on the harbor...

He helped give Chicago this by hie vote in the legislature, &nd he
explains that he wanted "to be at rest" and know securlty. £11 of
his career apperently was not etrictly honeat, for, he says,

I could hear the whispers, whispers, whispers,
Fherever I went, and my deughters grew up

With n look as if someone were about to strike them;
And they merried madly, helter-skelter,

Just to get out &nd have & change.

And what wes the whole of the business worth?

Why, it wesn't worth & damnl

One of his married daughters, Lillian Stewart, was forced to return

to her father from the wreck of her marrisge. Her husband had expected
great wealth with the marrisge, but apparently the Hutchins family had
posed as richer than they were. Her bitter decleration ie,

He taunted me with the spires,

And called the houge & freud on the world,

A treacherous lure to young men, raising hopes
Of = dowry not to be hadj

ind & man while selling his vote

Should get enough from the people's betrayal
To wall the whole of his family in.

He wvexed my 1life ti11l I went back home

And lived like 2n old maig i1l I died,
Keeping house for father,

Then there is the cynical Elliott Hawkins whose composition fitted

him perfectly to play the world's game =nd triumph. He opposed the
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rights of lsbor, nrotected the rights of cepitsl, and bpeamw 2&;& -e‘u‘ ¥
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Dying st lest, of course, but lying here
Under 2 stone with za open book carved upon it

ind the words "Qf such is the Kingdom of Heaven.”
He had been s regulsr sttendent 2t church, and jeers at those who
have M™mouths stopped with the dust® of his "triumphant career.”

No description of the role of the aseguisitive idesl in Spoon
River would be complete without mention of Thomas Rhodes, the town
banker, who never diseovered the frulitlessnese of the pursuit of pro-
fits. Hie irrefutsble apologia, sparkling with & smug good humor,
advises the world's idealists:

You found with &ll your boassted wisdom

How hard at the last it is

To keep the soul from splitting into cellular stoms.

While we, seckers of sarth's trecsures,

Getters and hoarders of gold,

Are self-contained, compect, harmoniged,

Even to the end.
Never in his career had the expediencier of business been subordinated
to eny humane consideratione; yet, he wes heppy. Revelctions such as
this do not substantiate the lip service done to the non-commercizl
career by those who pilously mouth the shibboleths of idealism,

Representing that fretiting, perspiring tyve of business man is
Batterton Dobyns who doeg not glimpse the vision of the pleasant life
until too late; &s he says,

I was cut down in my prime
From overwork snd anxiety.

And just ss he slipped out of this world, in his last delirium, he
eaw & vigion of himself, the dollar slave, neatly buried and his wife

enjoying the fruits of his life; he sees her

iy



gitting by & window
Some place afar overlooking the ses;
She secmed so rested, ruddy and fat,
And she smiled snd seid to & colored waiter:
"inother slice of roast beef, George.
Here's & nickel for your trouble."

But in spite of the iaverious demsnds of life which require that
body and soul of a men be sacrificed for money, there are olways a few
people who miruculously survive while following the inelinations of
their melodious hesrts. Such = one wag ¥iddler Jones whom Masters
sketched from life. His is zmong the finest and most reassuring of
21l the epitephs. He queries, half emused by his owm bravado in flout-
ing convention, '

How could I till ay forty acres

Not to speak of getting more,

¥ith & medley of horns, bassoons =znd picceles

Stirred in my brain by crows and robins

Ané the creak of & wind-mill--only these?
¥Fhat wes his fate? Did he grow old end repent of his grasshopper im-
providence? HNo, "I ended up with forty acres," he says.

I ended up with & broken fiddle--

And & broken laugh, and a thousand memories,

ind not a single regret.

The prevalence of the tendency smong fmericans to consider most plea-
sures frivolous, if not absolutely evil, is attributable to America's
fundamentally Puritan outlook.

Everyvhere in fmericsn life one finds evidences of the influence
of Puritanism, This conception of life, which assumes many guises,
lebels all thinge as either good or devilish. Probably the most ob-
vious evidence of Puritanism among Americans is a widespresd tendency
to consider anything related to sex to be evil; at the sume time these
same Ameriecans are particularly easy prey to any stimulus involving sex.

These contredictory tendencies czuse the Puriten mind to surround sex
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with mystery end taboo. The Puritsn fears the power of his desires,
confident that pleasure in this life is & detraction from the soul
energy which ought to be directed to the laying up of treasure in
heaven. Consequently, the Puritan hedges the subjeet rhich most tor-
ments him with stern prohibitions, like Wotzn encireling Brynhilde with
flame, until the wey to the satisfsction of his normal desires is
fraught with denger snd suffering., Another evidence, of course, is

the extreme form of religilosity still extaznt in mony regions and emong
many sections of society.

In Spoon River Anthology, religion snd morazls sre demonstrably
treated fairly. There are some to whom religion is = closk, some to
whom it is the only sstisfaction of life, and some to whom it is an
illusion blinding men's eyes to the imoortent facts of living. Jacob
Godbey rails agsinst the ®"drecriness of village morclity" with the con-
tention that liberty of the mind 13 more important than liberty of the
belly. He specks of the "wry-faced ascetic" who camnot tolerzte "roast
beef and &le snd good will &nd rosy cheer." And he asks pointedly,

How did you feel after I was dead and gone,

ind your goddess, Liberty, unmesked as 2 strumpet,

Selling out the streets of Spoon River

To the insolent gients

Pho manned the saloone from =far?
Then there is Henry Phipps who was progressively disillusioned in 1ife.
He wzs one of Thomas Rhodes'! commercial sleves snd superintendent of
the Sundey schoolj finslly, he developed & cencer and learned that he
*was not, after all, the particular care of Godi®

Seversl of these problems &re implied in the almost smusing con-
fession of hypocrisy by Deacon Taylor. He was 2 pillar in the church

end & member of the prohibition party. He observes, thinking probubly



that confession is good for his soul, thet, although the villagers
think he died from eating wetermelon, he rezlly had a form of alechol-
ism,

For every noon for thirty years,

I elinped behind the preseription partitionm
In Trainorts drug store

And poured a generous drink

From the bottle marked

"Spiritus frumenti.®

4 sadder story is that of the boy, Zenas Witt, who fell victia to the
combined ignorance snd sexusl repression of the village, becoming mor-
bid over some form of sutoeroticiem. " He says,
I saw Dr, Veese's advertisement,
And there I read everything in orint,
Just as if he had known me;
ind sbout the dreams which I couldn't help.
At lest his desperation, abetted by the reading of the advertisement
of this quack, worried him into the grawve, to "the sleep without drezms,"
A life worthy of the treztment of an Ibsen is that of Mrs. Charles
Bliss. &he was a gelf-sascrificing soul and wanted to do what wus best
for her four children, so she never got the divoree which her own mind
told her to obtain. The Reverend ®illey and Judge Somers advised her
thet it was her duty to meintain her marrisge for the children's sake.
The result was thaet the children took sides, two siding with esch par-
ent, and the family peace was permanently disrupted:
Now every gardener imows that plants growm
in cellsrs _
Or under stones are twisted and yellow and
week.
And no mother would let her beby suck
Digeased milk from her breast,
Yet preachers and judges advise the raising
of souls
Where there is no sunlight, but only twilight,

No warmth, but only dampness &nd cold--
Preachers and judgesl



This is indeed & bitter indietment, but one camnot zzy that the in-
thology presents only one aspect of the standard morslity when there
are stotements such zg thst of Lydis Rumphrey.

Lydia Humphrey's wheole hapoiness was in her church. There she
found brothers and sisters and children. She was aware thet other
"eagle souls® laughed at the church, bui she philosophizes,

sweat wzs the church to me
It was the vision, vision, vision of the poets
Democcratizedl]

In the scme tone of affirmetion, Father Malloy is addressed by the
dead of Spoon River., He was a priest but found time snd tolerance for
the humsn foibles of his flock:

You were go human, Father Mslloy,

Taking s friendly glas= sometimes with us,

Siding with us who would rescue Spcon River

From the coldness and dreariness of village morality.
You were like 2 traveler who brings s 1ittle box of sand
From the wastes about the pyramids

Aind makeg them real and Egypt real.

You were a part of and related to a2 grest oast,

bind yet you were so close to many of us.

You believed in the Joy of life.

You did not seem to be ashamed of the flesh.

You faced life as it is,

And as it changes.

Some of us slmost came to yom, Father Mslloy,

Seeing how your church had divined the heart,

ind provided for it,

Through Petsr the Flame,

Peter ﬂ'le Roekn

Some of the epitaphe sre amusing in an ironlecsl way, Masters
achieves this effect by juxteposing two idess which are in sharp con-
trast. Probably none is more typical of this humor than the sardonic
comnent of Daisy Fraser, Spoon River's scarlet iroman. She declares
that neither Editor PThedon nor the Circuit Judge ever gave any of the
money he earned in devious ways to the public treasury.



But I--Daisy Frsser who &lwsys passed

Along the streets through rows of nods and sailes,
ind coughs =nd words such as "there she goes,®
Rever was tsken before Justice Arnett

Without contributing ten dollars =nd costs

To the aschool fund of Spoon Riverl

Fgually ironiecal are the indignsnt expostulations of A. D. Blood,
that stern supporter of Calvinistic morality:

If you in the village think that my work wszs a good one,
¥ho closed the saloons &and stopped all pleying at cards,
ind haled old Daigy Fraser before Justice Arnett,

In many & crusade to purge the people of einj;

¥hy do you let the milliner's dsughter Dora,

And the worthless son of Benjamin Pantier

Nightly meke my grave thelr unholy pillow?

He does not mention his crimes, one of which was the killing of Osesr
Hummel.

Editor Whedon likewise does not appreciste the ironic justice of
his burisl spot. He revels in the thoughts of his power as publisher
of a psper, scratching "dirt over scsndal for money" and exhuming "it
to the winds for revenge, or to sell papers." His sorrow is grest, to
have known such glory, and

Then to lie here close by the river over the place
#here the sewage flowe from the villsge,

And the empty csus snd garbzge are dumped,
And abortions are hidden.

But the narrowness of the village's sense of humor is demonstreated
no more adequately than by Jim Brown. Jim ssys he was hendling Dom
Pedro, & stallion, and the village began to buzz.

Rev. Peet and the Soclel Purity Club,

Headed by Ben Pantiert!s wife,

¥ent to the Village trustees,

ind agked them to make me take Dom Pedro

From the barn of Wash HcKReely, there at the edge
of town,

To & barn outside of the corporation,

On the ground that it corrupted public morals.

¥ell, Ben Pentier and Fiddler Jones saved the dzy—

They thought it & slam on the colts.
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However within this village where there were tragedy snd comedy,
courage and failure, where meny people grew up with minds all twisted
and tortured, there wis a remnent whose portraits revesl lives which
reached an exslted plane of hapoiness. It is impossible to quote or
mention all the poeus which revecl pleaszent or contented lives, but
none is more famous than that of Anne Rutledge whom Lineoln loved:

Out of me unworthy and unknown

The vibrations of deathless music;

"iith malice toward none, with charity for all.”
Qut of me the forgiveness of millions toward millions,
Anéd the beneficent face of 2 nation

Shining with justice and truth,

I sm Anne Rutledge who sleep beneath these weeds.
Beloved in life of Abrshaa Lincoln,

Wedded to him, not through union,

But through separation.

Bloom forever, O Republic,

From the dust of my bosoml

In this category belong the blind Lois Spears, who considered herself
the heppiest of women, ond William Jones, who "lived in wonder, wor-
shipping esrth and heaven." John zn@ Rebeccs FWasson, the pioneer grend-
parents of Masters in 1life, make heroie stztements, but none of the
portraits is as full of & dynamie life quality as the song of power of
Lucinda Matlock.

Lucinda, married to Davis Metlock for seventy years, raised twelve
children and outlived all but four of them. She led a 1ife of incessant,
rigorous activity,

Ehouting to the wooded hills, singing to the
green valleys.

At ninety-six I had lived enough, that is all,

And pzssed to & sweet repose.

¥hat 1s this I hear of sorrow snd weariness,

Anger, discontent and drooping hopes?

Degenerate sons and daughters,

Life is too strong for you--
It tekes 1life to love Life.



Some of the stutements are poignant in their simpliecity and
strength. The epitaeph of Emily Sparks, the maiden school teacher, is
that kind. In 1life she loved one of her students, Reuben Psntier, and
her finsl injunction is addressed to hims:

My boy, wherever you are,

Vork for your soul's saeke,

That 211 the clsy of you, all of the drose of you,
ey yield to the fire of you,

Till the fire iz nothing but light! . . .

Nothing but 1lightl

In sharp contrast to those who found szlvation in ideclism are those
like Benjomin Fraser and Edmumnd Pollard who found life's delights in

the gensusl.
Particulsrly Edmund Pollard sought to drain =1l life of its fra-
grent essence, to savor life's richest semsstions wholly.

I would I had thrust my hands of flesh

Into the disk-flowers bee-infested,

Into the mirror-like core of fire

Of the light of 1life, the sun of delight.
For what ere anthers worth or petals

Or halo-rays? Hockeries, shadows

Of the heart of the flower, the central flumel
411 is yours, young pesser-by;

Enter the bancuet room with the thought;
Don't gidle in as if you were doubtful
Whether you're welcome—the fesst is yoursl
Kor teke but & little, refusing more

¥ith & bashful "Thank you," when you're hungry.
Is your soul alive? Then let it feedl

Leave no balconies where you can climbj

Nor milk-white bosoms where you can rest;
Nor golden heads with pillows to share;

Nor wine cups while the wine is oweet;

Nor ecstasies of body or soul,

You will dle, no doubt, but die while living
In depthe of azure, rapt and mated,

Kissing the queen-bee, Lifel

He is among the few who suggest their lives as patterns worthy of
emuletion.

®hen Spoon RBiver Anthology was first published, adverse criticiems



fl'equ&nmy OQELUUHCOU L Uk g .
occupation with sex. A3 wes previously pointed out, naturalists tend
to emphesize sex not becsuse they wish to degrsde sex or exalt it but
bectuge their observations lesd them to believe 1t to be the strongest
and mogt vitsl of humsn instincts., Sex plays a prominent part in Spoon
River beecause Masters is confident that it produces the centrzl, dom-
inating emotion of men, the desire for love and beauty. ZAccording to
Lewisohn, Masters sees love
ag an expression of the totsal humen personality, no isolsated
instinet znid others that ean thrive vhile it remains unsatisfied
or warped. When mzn hss satisfied hunger end sheltered his body
from the winds, love remsins--love that is not only procreztion
but ereation, that is the source of contentment, beauty, sspiration,
art, But love does not umhappily, like the satisfaction of hunger,
come to 2l1l, A universal need, it is as rare in its harmonious
and full fruition as beauty or genius. That is the pervaesive
tragedy of humen life, inherent and unsltersble.2d
This tragedy ie reflected in the Spoon River portraits. PFew have found
love snd beasuty in their lives, but those who have are well content,

In any finel anelysis of the type of characters found in the An-
thologzy, it must be admitted that each personslity is unique snd strong-
1y resists classification. PRepresented in the work are people from meny
occupetions and strate of soclety. Still some huve said thet Spoon
River is an unfalr treatment of the smell town, that the characters are
not typleal but grotesques; however, even the most superficlal rezding
of the Anthology will demonstrzte the wide variety of types used and
the remarkable depth and thoroughness of the analysis of small town

life. Daech cherscter is unique snd represents an sspect of 1ife.

23 Ludwig Lewisohn, The Story of Americen Literzture
pp. 492-493.
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From my own viewpoint, I ctmnot believe that anyone 1s qualified
to speak zuthoritztively on the small town in generzl or of Masters!
opinion of Petersburg and Lewistown in particular. The evidence
indicates thet Masters attemnted to show 2ll sides end to be fair;

21l statements to the contrary must be relegeted to the status of
nere opinion or be supported with conerete data which they do not at
present possess.

It is evident that Masters conceived of men as preyed unon by
inexoreble and ineluctseble circumstances beyond his control. Masters
percelved thet man's fete is frecuently and iromieally tragiec. It is
further evident that HMasters sttempted to analyse and develop his mete-
rial with conaiderable objectivity. In his Anthology the ususl tend- |
eney of naturalists to maintzin unconsciously a2 bias towsrd pessimism
in the selection of details is evinced. Since Spoon Piver Anthology
does conform in all major instances to the ususl criteria of naturslism,
it is further evident that it must be classed with nsturalistic litera-

ture.
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