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TECHNIQUES AND THEMES IN EARLY ENGLISH 

AND AMERICAN NATURALISTIC NOVELS

INTRODUCTION

Commenting on th e  c o n f l ic t in g  ideas developed by-

sch o la rs  of l i t e r a r y  n a tu ra lism , C harles W alcutt concludes,

These a u th o r i t ie s  a re  no t a l l  m istaken . On the 
co n tra ry  they  a re  a l l  c o r re c t .  But each has reached 
h is  conclusion  by looking  a t  d i f f e r e n t  a sp ec ts  of 
n a tu ra lism , a t  d i f f e r e n t  tim es between I 89O and 1940, 
and having committed h im self to  a co n fin in g  d e f in i ­
t io n  he has found i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  co n sid e r o th e r 
a reas  and a sp ec ts  of the s u b je c t.^

At f i r s t  glance the  many books and a r t i c l e s  on n a tu ra lism  seem

to  have re s u l te d  in  a lo s s  of d e f in i t io n  of the term i t s e l f ,

lead in g  to  a confusion  about which w r i te rs  should be c a lle d

n a t u r a l i s t i c ;  but probably th is  i s  n o t a t t r ib u ta b le  to  f a u l ty

sch o la rsh ip  but the  in e v ita b le  p ro g ressio n  toward com plexity

which has occurred w ith  o th e r  term s, such as rom anticism ,

rea lism , and e x is te n t ia l is m . A b r ie f  survey of the  main

tren d s  of modern sch o la rsh ip  on l i t e r a r y  n a tu ra lism  in  England

and the United. S ta te s  w il l  no t only in d ic a te  how much of value

has been done but a lso  p o in t to  some gaps which may need

^C harles Child W alcutt, American L ite ra ry  N aturalism ;
A Divided Stream (M inneapolis: U n iv e rs ity  o f Minnesota P ress , 
195b), p . 3.



filling.
Two h i s to r i c a l  a t t i tu d e s  a re  developing which should 

allow  sch o la rs  to  put l i t e r a r y  n a tu ra lism  in  p e rsp e c tiv e .

The f i r s t  of th ese  i s  the b e l ie f  th a t  n a tu ra lism  is  d e c l in ­

ing , and may even be dead .^  Thus n a tu ra lism  seems to  have 

ceased to  be an a c tiv e  l i t e r a r y  credo and to  have receded 

in to  a com fortable n iche as h i s to r i c a l  f a c t .  The second 

a t t i t u d e  opens the  way to  a new study  of th e  complex problem 

of the  re la t io n s h ip  between n a tu ra lism  and rea lism  as l i t e r ­

a ry  movements: c e r ta in  sch o la rs  a re  suggesting  th a t  the

d is t in c t io n  between th ese  two as methods o f w r itin g  i s  

f a l s e  and a re  a s s e r t in g  th a t  th ey  a re  r e a l ly  a s in g le  move­

m ent.^ Although n e i th e r  of th ese  a t t i t u d e s ,  in  them selves, 

reduces the  problems a sso c ia te d  w ith  l i t e r a r y  n a tu ra lism , 

th ey  both show th a t  th e  time has come when the  s tu d en t can 

exclude passion  and apply  h is  sc h o la r ly  to o ls  to  the  so lu ­

t io n  of th ese  q u es tio n s .

D esp ite  a lack  of an adequate d e f in i t io n  o r any 

f in a l  answer to  th e  q u estio n  of th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between 

re a lism  and n a tu ra lism , a working d e f in i t io n  of l i t e r a r y

^ P h ilip  Rahv published  "Notes on th e  D ecline of 
N aturalism " ( re p r in te d  in  George J .  Becker /ed_j7. Docu­
ments of Modern L ite ra ry  Realism Æ rin c e to n : P rince ton
U n iv e rs ity  P ress , 1963/, pp. 579-590.) as e a r ly  as 1942, 
and only James T. F a r r e l l  i s  w il l in g  to  a s s e r t  th a t  he 
i s  s t i l l  w r itin g  in  th e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n .

^George J .  Becker, " In tro d u c tio n ,"  i b i d . ,  passim .



n a tu ra lism  has emerged among American s c h o la rs .^  Because the  

very  s tru c tu r e  of the  d e s c r ip tio n  r e f l e c t s  the  gen era l scho­

l a r ly  d i s s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith  i t ,  I  p resen t th i s  dom inating idea 

in  the  words o f A rthur Edwin Jones, J r . :  "The bald  sta tem ent

th a t  re a lism  as a l i t e r a r y  techn ique p lus tough p e ss im is tic  

ev o lu tio n a ry  th in k in g  y ie ld s  n a tu ra lism  may seem g re a t ly  

o v e rs im p lif ied , y e t i t  i s  n o t a w holly in accu ra te  fo rm u la ri-  

z a tio n ." ^  Hartw lck, Ahnebrink, C a rg il l ,  W alcutt, and many 

o th ers^  f in d  m echan istic  o r p e s s im is tic  determ inism  to  be 

the  f a c to r  d i f f e r e n t ia t in g  the  two f ic t io n a l  t r a d i t io n s .  

Perhaps th e  uneasiness about th i s  d is t in c t io n  sp rin g s  only 

from i t s  abuse of the  ru le s  of c la s s i f ic a t io n - - c la s s i f y in g  

rea lism  by th e  p r in c ip le  of technique and n a tu ra lism  by 

i t s  ph ilosophy . Or perhaps i t  has sim ply proved no t very 

e f f i c i e n t :  a re  Hardy and G issing  n a tu r a l i s t s ;  a re  Garland

and F red e ric  n a tu r a l i s t s ;  how much of C rane 's  work i s  n a­

t u r a l i s t i c ?  D esp ite  the  d i s s a t i s f a c t io n ,  we seem forced  to  

p e rp e tu a te  t h i s  d i s t in c t io n .

Perhaps th e  weakness of the d i s t in c t io n  can be seen 

in  some of the  arguments i t  has g iven r i s e  to .  George W.

^E nglish  sc h o la rs  seem to  be igno ring  the  problem.

5A rthur Edwin Jones, J r . ,  "Darwinism and I t s  R ela­
t io n sh ip  to  Realism and N aturalism  in  F ic tio n , 1860- I 900, " 
Drew U n iv e rs ity  B u l le t in , XXXVIII (December, 1950), 17.

^See B ib liog raphy .



Meyer has proved th a t  th e  term p e ss im is tic  determ inism  i s  

f a l la c io u s  in  term s o f both  Z o la 's  th eo ry  and p r a c t ic e .^

Both b efo re  and a f t e r  M eyer's a r t i c l e ,  one o f th e  prim ary 

problems brought up about in d iv id u a l au th o rs  has been 

w hether th e  purpose was to  lead  to  a m e lio ra tio n  or to  ex­

p ress  a complete la c k  o f hope f o r  mankind. Before so lv in g  

t h i s  crux fo r  us, C harles W alcutt o u tl in e s  th e  s tand  of 

th re e  groups o f commentators on the  optim ism -pessim ism
Q

q u es tio n . Another argument, which ag ain  W alcutt ex p lo res , 

has been a f a v o r i te  b a s is  fo r  a t ta c k s  on l i t e r a r y  n a tu ra lism  

from i t s  in c e p tio n : i f  the  au th o r b e lie v e s  in  determ inism ,

he i s  n o t being lo g ic a l ly  c o n s is te n t when he e x e rc ise s  the  

freedom to  w rite  a book.

But the  s tudy  o f n a tu ra lism  invo lves many more prob­

lems, some alm ost as b as ic  as th e  d e s c r ip t io n . C losely  

a l l i e d  to  th e  q u estio n  of th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between n a tu ra lism  

and rea lism  i s  n a tu ra l is m 's  p lace  in  the h is to ry  of id e a s . 

Edmund Wilson i s  ty p ic a l  of th e  group which sees n a tu ra lism  

as a re a c tio n  to  rom antic ism .9 Harry Levin i s  ty p ic a l  o f

^George W. Meyer, "The O rig in a l S o c ia l Purpose of 
the  N a tu r a l is t ic  N ovel," Sewanee Review, L (O ct.-D ec ., 1942),
563- 570 .

^W alcutt, pp. 23-24.

^Edmund W ilson, A xel's  C a s tle : A Study in  the
Im aginative L i te r a tu r e  of IÜ70-1930 (New Yorkl Charles 
S c r ib n e r 's  Sons, 1931) , p. b.



those who believe realism and naturalism grew out of or are,
10

at least, complimentary to romanticism. Morse Peckham, 

finding "realism, naturalism, objectivism . . . characteris­

t ic  of the whole nineteenth-century v ision ," finds a ll the 

standard terminology inadequate to express the change, and 

suggests that the "objectist orientation" (realism and 

naturalism) was a reaction against transcendentalism and 

yet another step in the pursuit of the same end,^^ Much 

more information than we now possess w ill be necessary be­

fore this particular problem can be solved.

Perhaps th e  most complex and most s tu d ied  a sp e c t Of 

th e  h is to ry  o f th e  id ea  o f n a tu ra lism  i s  th a t  o f d i r e c t  

's o u rc e s  and in f lu e n c e s , and much o f th i s  work i s  e x c e l le n t .  

But th e  com plexity o f sources and in flu en c es  i s  such th a t  

more needs to  be done, e s p e c ia l ly  in  r e la t io n  to  some of 

th e  o v e rs im p lif ic a tio n s  which have become s tan d a rd . Even 

n a tu ra lism  in  P ran ce --th e  source from which i t  spread to  

o th e r  c o u n tr ie s - - is  more complex than  g e n e ra lly  r e a l iz e d .  

U nderstanding the  reasons fo r  Z o la 's  c re a tiv e  work and c r i ­

t i c a l  id eas  invo lves a s tudy  of l i t e r a r y  sources (Balzac, 

S tendhal, F la u b e rt p lus a knowledge of the l i t e r a t u r e  he

^^Harry Levin, "What Is  Realism?" Comparative 
L i te r a tu re ,  I I I  (Summer, 1951), 193-199.

l^Morse Peckham, Beyond the  Tragic V ision ; The 
Quest fo r  I d e n t i ty  in  the  N ineteen th  Century (New York:
G. B r a z i l le r ,  19b2J, p . 271.



was re a c tin g  a g a in s t) ,  s c ie n t i f i c  and p h ilo so p h ica l sources 

(P o sitiv ism , Taine, Darwin, the  work of Claude Bernard and 

"his contemporary experim enters, e s p e c ia l ly  those  working on 

th e o r ie s  of h e re d ity ) ,  and h i s to r i c a l  and economic cond i­

t io n s  in  France, which, as C a rg ill  and o th e rs  have shown,
12were as im portant as l i t e r a r y  tre n d s .

As soon as one s t a r t s  tra c in g  th e  movement of l i t e r ­

a ry  n a tu ra lism  to  England and America, th e  problems become 

even more d i f fu s e .  The d e lin e a tio n  of th e  r e la t io n s h ip  be­

tween th e  E ng lish  n o v e lis ts  and th e i r  French p redecesso rs  

has been given much a t te n t io n .  The two most h e lp fu l books 

a re  ¥ .  C. F r ie r s o n 's  L 'In flu en ce  du n a tu ra lism e f ra n ç a is  

su r le s  rom anciers a n g la is  and The E nglish  Novel in  T ra n s i­

t io n , 1885- 1940. As F rie rso n  n o te s , the  process in  England 

i s  even more complex than  th a t  in  France because of the 

v a r ie ty  of models im ita ted  by E ng lish  w r i te r s :  in  a d d itio n

to ,  and o fte n  in  p lace  o f, F lau b e rt and Zola, th e  E nglish  

chose to  im ita te  the  Goncourts, Huysmann, de Maupassant, or 

even some of the  le s s e r  f ig u re s .  Concurrent w ith  the  impact 

of French n a tu ra lism  on E nglish  w r i te r s ,  th e  R ussian r e a l i s t s  

were being read in  French and German and, f in a l ly ,  E nglish  

t r a n s la t io n s .  As G ilb e r t Phelps dem onstrates in  The Russian 

Novel in  E nglish  F ic t io n , E ng lish  rea lism  of the  l8 8 0 's  and

12Oscar C a rg il l ,  I n te l l e c tu a l  America; Ideas on the  . 
March (New York: The Macmillan Co., ig 4 l ) ,  chap. i i .



1890's  was th e  r e s u l t  o f an amalgamation of n a tiv e , French, 

and Russian in f lu e n c e s . F u rth e r com plicating  m atte rs  i s  

the  f a c t  th a t  the  E ng lish  w r i te rs  were caught up in  the 

f ig h t  about Ibsen , and th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  of th e  c re a tio n  of 

the  problem novel as an analogy to  Ib se n 's  problem plays 

has rece iv ed  too l i t t l e  s tudy .

I t  i s  a tru ism  th a t  sc ience had an impact on E nglish  

w r i te rs ,  both  r e a l i s t i c  and n a tu r a l i s t i c ,  but m easuring the 

sources and fo rce  o f th i s  impact i s  again  no t sim ple.

George E l io t  had In te g ra te d  Comtean P o sitiv ism  in to  the 

novel, bu t th e  b i t te rn e s s  of the f ig h t  over th e  hypo thesis  of 

n a tu ra l  s e le c t io n  led  w r ite rs  away from h er models: as Leo

Henkin in  Darwinism in  th e  E nglish  Novel shows, w r i te rs ,  who 

were in e v ita b ly  a f fe c te d  by the  s tru g g le , tended to  become 

e i th e r  ev o lu tio n a ry  p ropagand ists  or r e l ig io u s  a p o lo g is ts .  

Madeleine L. Cazamian in  the  th re e  volume Le Roman e t  le s  

id te s  en A n g le te rre : L 'In flu e n c e  de la  sc ience ( I 860- I 890) 

t ra c e s  th e  s tru g g le  fo r  th e  in te g ra tio n  of sc ience  in  gener­

a l ,  no t ju s t  Darwinism, in to  f ic t io n a l  form s. Some of the 

dangers in h e ren t in  l in k in g  a l i t e r a r y  movement too c lo se ly  

w ith  an in t e l l e c tu a l  movement become p a in fu lly  obvious in  

England. Both M eredith and Hardy absorbed some o f the  p e s s i ­

m is tic  determ inism  a sso c ia te d  w ith  Darwinism, and y e t they  

do no t seem to  f i t  in to  the  n a tu r a l i s t i c  p a t te rn .  The two 

n o v e lis ts  who most d i r e c t ly  r e f l e c t  the  new s c ie n t i f i c  id eas .
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B u tle r  and W ells, a re  p laced among th e  n a tu r a l i s t s  only by 

th o se  who b lu r  alm ost a l l  v i t a l  d i s t in c t io n s .  I ro n ic a l ly ,  

George Moore, c e r ta in ly  th e  c e n tra l  f ig u re  in  b rin g in g  

French n a tu ra lism  to  England, was alm ost t o t a l l y  ig n o ran t 

o f sc ience  and thought determ inism  a f a l s e  h y p o th es is .

That th e re  i s  a connection  between p h ilo so p h ic a l n a tu ra lism , 

sp rin g in g  from s c ie n t i f i c  hypotheses, and l i t e r a r y  n a tu r a l ­

ism i s  undeniable; the  p re c ise  c o r re la t io n  between the  two 

in  England i s  s t i l l  vague.

A f in a l  v a r ia b le  in  th i s  complex movement i s  the 

s o c ia l  and economic co n d itio n s  in  England which a t  l e a s t  

made the  m a te r ia ls  of French n a tu ra lism  in te r e s t in g  to  

E ng lish  w r ite rs  and adap tab le  to  E ng lish  s e t t in g s .  In 

w hatever ways th e  E nglish  w r i te rs  in te rp re te d  th e  s ta te d  

purposes of Zola and h is  French fo llo w e rs , th e  f a c t  th a t  

th e  e f f e c t  of the  French novels included  an in h e re n t p ro ­

t e s t  about c u rre n t co n d itio n s  could no t be avoided . A 

study  o f E ng lish  f i c t i o n  which has been nominated n a tu r a l i s ­

t i c  shows th a t  one o f the  w r i te r s ' purposes was p ro te s t  

a g a in s t th in g s  as they  were. Noting th e  d iffe re n c e  be­

tween E nglish  and French n a t u r a l i s t i c  w r itin g  and remember­

ing  th e  long t r a d i t io n  of p ro te s t  f i c t i o n  in  England, some 

h is to r ia n s  have suggested th a t  bo th  fo re ig n  and s c ie n t i f i c  

in flu e n c e s  have been o v e r s t r e s s e d - - th a t  what i s  c a lle d  

E ng lish  n a tu ra lism  i s  an indigenous co n tin u a tio n  of an old



t r a d i t io n .  As w ith  alm ost a l l  g e n e ra liz a tio n s  about l i t e r a r y  

n a tu ra lism , th i s  has an elem ent o f t r u th ,  but the  q u estio n  of 

how m uch .tru th  aw aits  more in te n s iv e  s tu d ie s  of n a tu r a l i s t i c  

f i c t i o n  in  England and of in d iv id u a l E ng lish  w r i te r s .

Although much more sch o la rsh ip  i s  a v a ila b le  on l i t e r ­

a ry  n a tu ra lism  in  th e  U nited S ta te s  than  in  England, the 

same q u estio n s have rece iv ed  no f in a l  answers in  th i s  coun try . 

Not only g en era l s tu d ie s  l ik e  Lars A hnebrink 's The Beginnings 

o f N aturalism  in  America and Oscar C a r g i l l ' s I n te l l e c tu a l  

America but a lso  more sp e c ia liz e d  s tu d ie s  l ik e  A lbert J .  

S a lv an 's  Zola aux É ta ts -U n is , C arl J .  W eber's Hardy in  

America; A Study of Thomas Hardy and His American Readers, 

and Royal Q ettm ann's Turgenev in  England and America tra c e  

th e  v a r ie ty  of fo re ig n  in flu en c es  which have a f fe c te d  Ameri­

can n a t u r a l i s t i c  w r i te r s .  A mass o f more g en era l s tu d ie s  of 

the  American novel and American id eas  as w ell as an even 

g re a te r  mass o f books and p e r io d ic a l  s tu d ie s  on s p e c if ic  

w r ite rs  and problems o f fe r s  f u r th e r  in s ig h ts  in to  s p e c if ic  

in f lu e n c e s . The impact o f new s c ie n t i f i c  ideas i s  o u tlin ed  

by Richard H o fs tad te r  in  S o c ia l Darwinism in  American Thought 

and by C a rg il l ,  C u r ti ,  and a h ost of sch o la rs  working on 

s p e c if ic  w r i te r s .  Harry H. C lark has published  sev e ra l a r ­

t i c l e s  on what should become a badly  needed study  on the 

s p e c if ic  ways in  which s c ie n t i f i c  thought a f fe c te d  American 

c r i t ic is m  and l i t e r a t u r e  in  the l a s t  h a lf  of the  N ineteen th
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Century. Charles W alcu tt 's  American L ite ra ry  N aturalism  Is  

more p re c ise  and more u se fu l c r i t ic is m  than  any th ing  as y e t 

published  on E ng lish  n a tu ra lism .

A group of American sch o la rs  I s  even more I n s is te n t  

than  th e i r  E nglish  co u n te rp a rts  th a t  what I s  c a lle d  n a tu r a l ­

i s t i c  f ic t io n  was an Indigenous growth In  America, a r is in g  

as a p ro te s t  movement. C e rta in ly  a s tro n g  case fo r  the 

gradual s h i f t  from the  harsh  rea lism  o f Howe, Eggleston , and 

K irkland to  the n a tu r a l i s t i c  elem ents of Garland, Crane, 

F re d e ric , N o rris , and D re ise r  can be made. However, I  th in k  

th a t  our n a t io n a l i s t i c  s p i r i t  has a lre ad y  been dampened by 

the  sch o la rsh ip  on the deb ts owed to  fo re ig n e rs  by Eggleston , 

Garland, and N o rris , and I f  I t  I s  ever p o ss ib le  to  e s ta b l is h  

a f a i r l y  accu ra te  l i s t  of C rane 's  e a r ly  read in g , we w il l  

c le a r ly  see American n a tu ra lism  as p a r t  of a w ider movement.

This b r ie f  review  of m ajor s c h o la rly  problems has Ig ­

nored th e  question  of p lac in g  th i s  movement known as n a tu r a l ­

ism In to  c r i t i c a l  p e rsp e c tiv e . There Is  no doubt th a t  

rea lism , sharing  many common sources w ith  the  n a tu r a l i s t i c  

t r a d i t io n ,  rep resen ted  by such n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  and e a r ly  

tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  f ig u re s  as Joseph Conrad, Ford Madox Ford, 

Henry James, and W illiam Dean Howells, I s  considered  produc­

t iv e  not only of b e t te r  l i t e r a t u r e  but a lso  of more In f lu e n ­

t i a l  l i t e r a t u r e  than  n a tu ra lism . Although n a tu r a l i s t i c  

l i t e r a t u r e  seldom e l i c i t s  the c r ie s  of pain  or fu ry  th a t  I t



11

once d id , th e re  a re  s t i l l  those  who see the  n a tu r a l i s t i c  

method as p roductive  of bad l i t e r a t u r e  o r, a t  b e s t, second- 

r a te  l i t e r a t u r e .  The in c re a s in g  number of s tu d ie s  on in d i ­

v id u a l works o r au th o rs , extrem ely va luab le  in  many ways, i s  

doing l i t t l e  to  fu r th e r  o v e ra ll  c r i t i c a l  ev a lu a tio n  of the 

movement in  England and America. This i s  caused by a 

v a r ie ty  o f l im i ta t io n s :  c r i t i c a l  p e rsp ec tiv e  i s  o f te n

marred by th e  alm ost in e v ita b le  over-enthusiasm  o f the  

c r i t i c  fo r  h is  s u b je c t;  o f te n  th e re  i s  a kind of sp e c ia l 

p lead ing , such as argu ing  th a t  the  in d iv id u a l work i s  good 

d e s p ite  or because of th e  t r a d i t io n  in  which i t  f a l l s ;  and 

f in a l ly  th e re  a re  too o fte n  l im ita tio n s  a r is in g  from seeing  

th e  au th o r or work d ivorced from any t r a d i t i o n .  Much c r i t i ­

c a l ev a lu a tio n  i s  s t i l l  needed.

Thus d e s p ite  th e  mass o f sc h o la rsh ip  which has accu­

m ulated on n a tu ra lism  and American and E nglish  a r t i s t s  id en ­

t i f i e d  as  n a tu r a l i s t i c ,  few f in a l  answers have emerged. And 

i t  i s  only re c e n tly  th a t  th e  r ig h t  q uestions have been asked 

so th a t  an o rd e rly  p u rsu it  o f answers can be undertaken . 

C harles W alcutt and, more re c e n tly , Harry L e v in l3 --o ffe r in g  

an in s t r u c t iv e  method but l im it in g  h im se lf to  a study  of the 

French r e a l i s t s  and n a t u r a l i s t s —have accepted the  t r a d i t io n a l  

d is t in c t io n - - th e  d e te rm in is t ic  philosophy p o s ited  by the

^^The Gates of Horn: A Study of Five French R eal­
i s t s  (New York: Oxford U n iv e rs ity  P ress , 1963), passim .
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au th o r--an d  then  s tu d ied  au th o rs  and th e i r  works in  term s o f 

th e  forms, tech n iq u es, o r conventions which th e  works e x h ib it ,  

Both a ttem pt, f in a l ly ,  to  d e sc rib e  n a tu ra lism  as a l i t e r a r y  

mode, not a p h ilo so p h ica l a t t i t u d e .  What th ey  have done in  

t h e i r  re sp e c tiv e  a re a s  of study i s  th e  most p roductive  ap­

proach to  an understand ing  of n a tu ra lism  th a t  we have. They 

work com paratively  and fuse  h i s to r i c a l  p e rsp e c tiv e  w ith  

c lo se  study o f th e  t e x t s .

My study i s  designed as a fo o tn o te  to  the  growing 

body of sch o la rsh ip  on the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  I  cannot 

hope to  so lve a s in g le  one of th e  complex h i s to r i c a l  prob­

lems of n a tu ra lism  which I  have o u tlin e d , but I  do hope to  

f i l l  a n o tab le  gap which now e x i s t s .  This gap i s  th e  d e s c r ip ­

t io n  o f th e  beginnings of l i t e r a r y  n a tu ra lism  in  England and 

the  U nited S ta te s .  I t  has been known alm ost s in ce  th e  f i r s t  

s ig n s  of n a tu ra lism  in  England and America th a t  th e  n a tu r a l ­

ism w r it te n  in  th ese  co u n tr ie s  was d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  of 

Z ola. This d if fe re n c e  i s  most o f te n  exp lained  as a r e s u l t  

o f th e  c u l tu ra l  d if fe re n c e s  between France and th e  two 

E ng lish -speak ing  c o u n tr ie s , but ex p lan a tio n s  in  terms of race  

or Anglo-Saxon c h a ra c te r  a re  f re q u e n t. My purpose i s ,  by 

an alyz ing  those  books w r itte n  in  England and the  U nited 

St ces during  th e  l8 8 0 's  and l8 9 0 's  which have been de­

sc rib ed  as n a tu r a l i s t i c ,  to  a r r iv e  a t  some conclusions 

about the  n a tu re  o f the  e a r ly  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n  in
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th ese  two c o u n tr ie s .

Im p lic i t  in  my conclusions w il l  be the  v a r ia t io n s  

of th ese  works in  E ng lish  from th e i r  French p red ecesso rs . 

E x p lic i t  w il l  be m ajor d if fe re n c e s  between the  E nglish  and 

American w r i te r s .  Even though the  moral and l i t e r a r y  be­

l i e f s  o f th e  mass o f read e rs  in  England and America during 

th e  period  which I  study  were no t very d i f f e r e n t ,  c e r ta in  

c u l tu ra l  d if fe re n c e s  between the  two c o u n tr ie s  w ill  be ap­

p aren t in  th e  su b je c ts  and techn iques chosen by th e  w r i te r s .  

Also, v a r ia t io n s  in  th e  c lo sen ess w ith  which the  w r ite rs  of 

th e  two c o u n tr ie s  im ita te  the  French p a t te rn  w il l  be n o t ic e ­

a b le , a lthough  th i s  s tudy  i s  n o t in tended to  be a study in  

l i t e r a r y  in flu e n c e s  but sim ply to  r e f l e c t  th e  e x c e lle n t work 

which has a lre a d y  been done on th i s  f a c e t  o f n a tu ra lism . And 

f in a l ly  the v a r ia t io n  in  th e  aims and th e  s k i l l  to  c a rry  out 

th ese  aims w il l  be obvious in  each of the w r i te rs  s tu d ie d . 

These a re  th e  prim ary v a r ia b le s  w ith  which I  work w ith in  

the  given co n s tan t o f a group of w r i te rs  nominated as 

n a t u r a l i s t i c .

My approach i s  in d u c tiv e , as in d u c tiv e , th a t  i s ,  as 

i t  i s  p o ss ib le  or even d e s ira b le  to  be in  th e  study of l i t ­

e r a tu re .  My prim ary p re su p p o sitio n  i s  th a t  n a tu ra lism , i f  

i t  deserves to  r e t a in  i t s  p lace  as a f i c t io n a l  t r a d i t io n  

sep a ra te  from rea lism , w il l  e x h ib it  th i s  d if fe re n c e  in  terms 

of technique as w ell as philosophy . Whatever th e  r e la t io n s h ip
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between rom anticism , rea lism , and n a tu ra lism , th e  o rganic 

id e a l  o f fu s io n  o f con ten t and form u n d e r lie s  each. There­

fo re  i f  a d e te rm in is tic  a t t i tu d e  u n ite s  the  novels known as 

n a t u r a l i s t i c ,  th i s  a t t i t u d e  should a f f e c t  th e  techn iques o f 

the b e t te r  w r i te r s .  Thus p a r t  of my purpose i s  to  i s o la te  

those  tech n iq u es, i f  any, which a re  common to  n a tu r a l i s t i c  

novels and, i f  p o ss ib le , determ ine w hether th e se  techn iques 

a re  unique w ith in  the  n a tu r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n .  In  a d d itio n  

to  th i s  p resu p p o sitio n , I  am burdened w ith  a group of alm ost 

unconscious c r i t i c a l  a t t i tu d e s  concerning what i s  good and 

what i s  bad in  f ic t io n ;  an apology fo r  th ese  a t t i tu d e s  would 

be an adm ission th a t  I  have no r ig h t  to  a ttem p t th i s  s tu d y .

I  can only hope th a t  the  e x e rc ise  o f my judgment w il l  prove 

th a t ,  i f  th ese  b e l ie f s  a re  sim ply products of th e  t a s te s  of 

an age, th ese  p re ju d ic es  w il l  be s u f f ic ie n t ly  tim ely  to  help  

d e fin e  th i s  c r i t i c a l  age.

The problem of l im i ta t io n  and s e le c t io n  i s ,  of 

course, c e n tra l  to  th e  v a l id i ty  of th i s  s tu d y . The most 

im portan t r e s t r i c t i o n  i s  o f h i s to r i c a l  p e r io d - - th a t  o f the 

e a r ly  n a tu r a l i s t s  in  each co u n try . The e a r ly  w r i te rs  have 

a s p e c ia l  i n t e r e s t  because, i f  th ey  deserve the  name n a tu r a l ­

i s t ,  they  have r e l ie d  on common l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t io n s  fo r  what­

ever s e ts  them a p a r t  from o th e r  w r i te rs  in  t h e i r  language. 

They a re  a lso  th e  ones who won a r e c a lc i t r a n t  p u b lic  fo r  a 

new kind of w r itin g , o r a t  l e a s t  su b je c t m a tte r, in  t h e i r
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re sp e c tiv e  c o u n tr ie s . With Arnold B ennett in  England and 

Theodore D re ise r  in  America, n a tu ra lism  achieved more or 

le s s  accep tance in  th e  two c o u n tr ie s . T herefo re , 19OO seems 

a lo g ic a l  c u t-o f f  d a te  fo r  any study of e a r ly  n a tu ra lism . 

According to  most s c h o la rs , th e  movement was f i r s t  v is ib le  

in  Eïigland in  th e  l8 8 0 ’s and in  the  U nited S ta te s  in  the 

1890 ' s .  T herefo re , my study i s  lim ite d  to  two decades in  

England and to  one decade in  the  U nited S ta te s .

As th e re  i s  no u n iv e rsa l agreement as to  whether 

n a tu ra lism  even e x is te d  in  th e se  two c o u n tr ie s  b efo re  19OO, 

th e re  i s  l i t t l e  g en era l agreement as to  who th e  n a tu r a l i s t s  

were o r what novels were n a t u r a l i s t i c .  George Moore and 

Frank N orris  a re  most o f te n  mentioned because of t h e i r  

acknowledgment of a deb t to  Z ola. In  England, o th e r  names 

commonly a sso c ia te d  w ith  n a tu ra lism  in  g en era l s tu d ie s  of 

E ng lish  f i c t i o n  a re  George G issing , Thomas Hardy, Mark 

R u therfo rd , A rthur M orrison, R ichard W hiteing, and W. Somer­

s e t  Maugham. Thomas Hardy, because o f h is  s ta te d  r e je c t io n  

of Zolaism  and because of h is  g rea tn ess  as  a n o v e l is t ,  has 

so f a r  re fu sed  to  f i t  in to  any n ea t c a teg o ry . I  hope my 

reasons fo r  th e  om ission o f Hardy as a c e n tr a l  f ig u re  w il l  

become c le a r  w ith in  the  study i t s e l f .  Although R utherford , 

M orrison, and W hiteing deserve more study , t h e i r  sm all o u t­

put and t h e i r  im ita tiv e n e ss  have led  me to  s a c r i f ic e  them 

fo r  a more in te n s iv e  study  of G issing  and Maugham. I t  is
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a lso  g e n e ra lly  agreed th a t  none o f th e  th re e  E ng lish  n o v e l- 

ia ts - -G is s ln g , Moore, and Maugham--adhered to  th e  n a tu r a l ­

i s t i c  t r a d i t io n  throughout t h e i r  c re a tiv e  l i f e t im e s .  I  have 

focused my study on those novels which a re  u su a lly  a sso c ia ted  

w ith  the  n a tu r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n ,  e s s e n t ia l ly  ig n o rin g  th e i r  

l a t e r  p rod u c tio n s .

Among th e  w r ite rs  of th e  U nited S ta te s ,  a lthough  

th e re  i s  s t i l l  no u n iv e rsa l agreem ent, th e  choices were 

e a s ie r .  Of those suggested as e x h ib itin g  n a tu r a l i s t i c  

c h a r a c te r is t ic s  during  th e  e a r ly  p erio d , Hamlin Garland, 

Stephen Crane, Harold F re d e ric , Frank N o rris , and Jack 

London, I  have included the  f i r s t  fo u r, a lthough  F re d e r ic 's  

n a tu r a l i s t i c  novels were lim ite d  to ,  a t  moat, two, and 

thus I  have subord inated  ray tre a tm e n t of him w ith in  a 

ch ap te r on Crane. London's major c re a tiv e  works were 

w r i t te n  a f t e r  1900 and thus f a l l  o u ts id e  th e  scope o f my 

stu d y .

Although any om ission weakens the  h i s to r i c a l  com­

p le ten ess  of my study and my p a r t ic u la r  s e le c t iv e  procedure 

may be d e fe c tiv e , by focusing  on s ix  au th o rs  from two coun­

t r i e s ,  I  achieve a kind of symmetry which makes th e  ta s k  of 

comparison e a s ie r .  G issing  and Garland a re  "adum brations"^^ 

of n a tu ra lism ; Moore and Crane, both se rio u s  a r t i s t s ,  a t -

^ \ a l c u t t ,  p . 45 .
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tempted to  achieve a form and a s ty le  ap p ro p ria te  to  a new 

su b je c t m a tte r; Maugham and N orris  attem pted to  fu se  o ld e r 

t r a d i t io n a l  forms and techn iques w ith  those they  learned  

from the  French. But even i f  my s e le c t iv e  process i s  f a u l ty ,  

I  hope th a t  the comparisons which I  develop w il l  i s o la te  

c e r ta in  conventions common to  th ese  w r ite rs  and w i l l  throw 

some l ig h t  on the  h i s to r i c a l  development of l i t e r a r y  n a tu r a l ­

ism in  England and th e  United S ta te s ,

A f in a l  word of warning i s  req u ired  to  keep the  c r i ­

t i c a l  reco rd  s t r a ig h t .  I  am under no d e lu sio n s  about the  

a b so lu te  a e s th e t ic  value o f most of th e  works analyzed 

w ith in  th i s  s tu d y . Most of them have earned t h e i r  c u rren t 

p lace in  o b sc u rity . However, as a p a r t  of an im portan t 

t r a d i t io n ,  they  deserve s tu d y . I  have f e l t  i t  necessary  to  

a r r iv e  a t  c r i t i c a l  judgments on most of th ese  novels because 

in  th e  h i s to r i c a l  study  of th e  t r a d i t io n  a d e lin e a tio n  of 

th e  ways both in  which in d iv id u a l works f a i l  and in  which 

they  succeed i s  im p o rtan t. I  hope I  have succeeded in  

judging th e se  novels as autonomous works, no t sim ply as 

p a r t  of a lim ite d  t r a d i t i o n .  I  have t r i e d  to  avoid the 

common e r ro r  of judging works in  r e la t io n  to  t h e i r  success 

o r f a i lu r e  to  f i t  in to  a preconceived p lan . In o th e r  

words, I  have t r i e d  to  avoid the  l im i ta t io n  of c a l l in g  

th ese  books good or bad n a tu r a l i s t i c  novels in  o rd er to
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make the  more Im portant d is t in c t io n  between good and bad 

n o v e ls .



CHAPTER I

GEORGE GISSING: THE NEW SUBJECT MATTER

The e a r l i e s t  re c o g n itio n  of l i t e r a r y  n a tu ra lism  in  

England was an a t ta c k  on the c ru d ity  of the su b je c t m atte r, 

and i t  i s  g e n e ra lly  recognized  today th a t  one of the  most 

im portant r e s u l t s  of n a tu ra lism  was th e  modern w r i te r s ' g a in ­

ing a g re a te r  freedom of f i c t io n a l  co n ten t. In  1864 Edmond 

and Ju le s  de Goncourt in  t h e i r  p re face  to  Germinie L acerteux 

c le a r ly  s ta te d  th a t  a new co n ten t was p a r t  o f the program fo r  

the  novel as "contem porary moral h is to ry " :

L iv ing  in  th e  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry , in  a time 
of u n iv e rsa l su ffra g e , of democracy, of l ib e ra lis m , 
we asked o u rse lv es  i f  what i s  c a lle d  "the lower c la s se s "  
d id  no t have a r ig h t  to  the  Novel; i f  th a t  world be­
n ea th  a w orld, th e  people, must remain under the 
l i t e r a r y  in t e r d i c t  and th e  d is d a in ,o f  au th o rs  who 
have so f a r  kept s i l e n t  upon the  soul and h e a r t  which 
i t  may have. We asked o u rse lv es  i f ,  fo r  th e  re a d e r, 
th e re  were s t i l l ,  in  th ese  years o f ,e q u a l i ty  in  which 
we l iv e ,  unworthy c la s se s , tro u b le s  too base, dramas 
too foul-m outhed, c a ta s tro p h ie s  too l i t t l e  noble in  
t h e i r  t e r r o r .  We became cu rious to  le a rn  i f  th a t  con­
v en tio n a l form of a fo rg o tte n  l i t e r a t u r e  and a van­
ished  s o c ie ty , Tragedy, was d e f in i t iv e ly  dead; i f  in  
a country  w ithou t c a s te  and w ithout a le g a l  a r i s t o ­
cracy , the  tro u b le s  of the  l i t t l e  and the poor could 
speak to  i n t e r e s t ,  to  emotion, to  p i ty ,  as  loud ly  as 
th e  tro u b le s  o f the  g re a t  and the  r ic h ;  i f ,  in  a word, 
th e  te a r s  which a re  wept below could cause weeping.

19
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a j  do those which a re  wept above . 1 

This focusing  downward in  the s o c ia l  s c a le —the trea tm en t of 

the  im poverished, the uneducated, th e  s o c ia l ly  ou tcast--w hen  

c a rr ie d  on by Zola and o th e rs  became the  touchstone fo r  the  

id e n t i f i c a t io n  of th e  new movement of th e  novel o r ig in a tin g  

in  F rance. The new su b je c t m a tte r, a lthough  no t d e f in i t iv e  

of th e  n a tu r a l i s t i c  novel, appealed to  se v e ra l of th e  young 

w r ite rs  in  England.

Although th e  reasons given  fo r  th e  choice of the  new 

su b je c t m atte r by th e  French w r i te rs  who were try in g  to  fuse 

sc ience  and l i t e r a t u r e  a re  numerous and c o n tra d ic to ry , a c u r­

sory  read ing  among th e  e a r ly  works which a re  id e n t i f ie d  as 

n a tu r a l i s t i c  shows th a t  the  choice of su b je c t m atte r i s  the 

t r a i t  in  which th e re  i s  n e a r ly  u n iv e rsa l s im i la r i ty .  This 

use of "the n e th e r  world" as m a tte r  fo r  f i c t i o n  had a p ro­

found e f f e c t  no t only upon th e  shocked re ad e rs  of L'Assom- 

m oir. The Mummer's Wife, and Maggie but a lso  upon the  te c h ­

niques of the novels them selves. One of th e  ways of seeing  

the  e f f e c t  of th e  new su b je c t m a tte r on o th e r elem ents of 

the  novel i s  to  look a t  th e  e a r l i e s t  example o f th e  con­

sc ie n tio u s  use o f th e  new su b je c t m a tte r in  England, the 

work of George G issing .

^Quoted in  E rich  Auerbach, Mimesis: The R epresen ta­
t io n  of R e a lity  in  W estern L i te ra tu re  (Garden C ity : Double­
day & Company, In c . ,  1957), p . 436.
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G issing (1857-1903) i s  c o n s is te n t ly  id e n t i f ie d  as a 

n a tu r a l i s t  in  survey s tu d ie s  o f the  E nglish  n o v e l. The id en ­

t i f i c a t i o n  i s  u su a lly  J u s t i f ie d  by two elem ents found in  h is  

n o v e ls—a p e ss im is tic  tone and a p ro le ta r ia n  or lower middle 

c la s s  s e t t in g .  C r i t ic s  who focus on G issing alone e i th e r  d i s ­

agree or equ ivocate  when faced w ith the  question  of h is  

n a tu ra lism . Swinnerton a s s e r ts  th a t  G issing i s  no t even a 

r e a l i s t  bu t "a rom antic h is to r ia n  o f l l f e . " ^  Gettmann fin d s  

h is  novels " in  o r ig in  and purpose . . .  ak in  to  th e  novels of 

Jane Austen and George E l i o t . "3 Donnelly c a l l s  The Odd Women 

"an im portan t specimen o f the  s ty le  o f Zola on V ic to ria n  

s o i l . " ^  But th e re  i s  alm ost u n iv e rsa l agreem ent, from H. G. 

W ells in  1097 to  th e  most re c e n t sc h o la rs , th a t  th e  works of 

G issing e x h ib it  some d iffe re n c e s  from those of th e  E nglish  

n o v e lis ts  who preceded him and th a t  h is  works show some k in ­

sh ip  to  the  works of the  "modern" n o v e l is ts .  As Samuel Chew 

phrases i t ,  "George G issing  i s  th e  most im portan t f ig u re  in  

th e  period  o f t r a n s i t io n  from th e  V ic to ria n  to  th e  modern 

n o v e l ."5

% rank  Swinnerton, George G issing ; A C r i t ic a l  Study 
(New York: George H. Doran Co.7 1923), p. 86 .

^Royal A. Gettmann (e d ,) ,  George G issing and H. G. 
W ells; T he ir F rien d sh ip  and Correspondence (Urbana: U niver- 
s i t y  of I l l i n o i s  P ress , 1961) , p. 21 .

^Mabel C o llin s  Donnelly, George G issing , Grave Come- 
j j a n  (Cambridge, M ass.: Harvard U n iv e rs ity  P ress , 195^), p.

^A lbert C, Baugh (e d .) ,  A L ite ra ry  H is to ry  of England 
(New York: A ppleton-C entury-C rofts, In c .,  1 9 5 4 ) ,p . 1490.
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U n til the  l a s t  f iv e  y ears , much more sch o la rsh ip  had 

been expended on G is s in g 's  l i f e  than  upon h is  works. However, 

Swinnerton, c o r re c t ly  p o in tin g  to  th e  m ajor flaw  in  h is  novels, 

found G issing  too p ersonal to  be a r e a l i s t , ^  and th e  c lo se  r e ­

la t io n s h ip  between th e  a u th o r 's  l i f e  and h is  work has been 

recognized ever s in ce , thus J u s t ify in g  much of the  study of 

h is  b iography. The most im portan t, and th e  most g e n e ra lly  

o v e r-s ta te d , f a c t  of G is s in g 's  l i f e  was h is  co n s tan t s tru g g le  

a g a in s t poverty , e i th e r  a r e a l  o r an imagined th r e a t .  Born 

in  th e  M idlands, a f t e r  th e  death  of h is  f a th e r  in  I 87O,

G issing continued to  study s tren u o u s ly  and won a sch o la rsh ip  

a t  Owens C ollege, M anchester, where he was a prom ising c l a s s i ­

c i s t  u n t i l  he was caught s te a lin g  money, presumably to  a id  a 

lo c a l  p r o s t i tu te  w ith  whom he was invo lved . Escaping h is  

d isg race  by going to  the  United S ta te s ,  he tau g h t in  Massa­

c h u se tts , wrote some sh o rt s to r ie s  fo r  a Chicago newspaper, 

and f in a l ly ,  f in d in g  poverty  in  America more unbearable than  

d isg race  in  England, re tu rn ed  home, determ ined to  be w ith  the  

f a l le n  N ell, the  M anchester g i r l  fo r  whom he had su ffe re d .

He went to  London to  become a w r i te r ,  where he was jo ined  by 

N ell and le g a l ly  m arried to  h er in  1879. The e a r ly  years  in  

London were undoubtedly d i f f i c u l t :  he had to  pay fo r  the

p u b lic a tio n  of h is  f i r s t  novel in  I 880 w ith  a p o rtio n  of a 

sm all legacy he rece iv ed  upon h is  m a jo rity ; h is  income from

^Swinnerton, p . 149.
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w ritin g  was alm ost n o n -e x is te n t; and he and h is  w ife moved 

from one lodging  house to  an o th er in  the  cheaper sec tio n s  of 

London as h is  fin an ces  f lu c tu a te d . But h is  f i r s t  novel 

brought an end to  the  w orst of h is  economic d i f f i c u l t i e s  by- 

a t t r a c t in g  F re d e ric  H arrison , p re s id e n t of the  E nglish  P o si­

t i v i s t  Committee, who arranged fo r  G issing to  become a tu to r  

to  h is  own sons and as many o th e r  s tu d en ts  as G issing chose 

to  ta k e . Although one would never guess i t  by read ing  G iss­

ing 's  l e t t e r s ,  which a re  f i l l e d  w ith  com plaints and fe a rs  

about money, G issing  was never again  in  danger of p r iv a tio n  

of the n e c e s s i t ie s  of l i f e ,  a lthough  the  t o t a l  income de­

r iv e d  from a p rod ig ious amount o f w r itin g  seems r a th e r  poor 

recompense fo r  G is s in g 's  s tru g g le s .

As h is  f in a n c ia l  problems became le s s  a c u te , h is  p e r­

sonal problems in c rea sed . In  a d d itio n  to  h is  d is l ik e  of 

tu to r in g  and h is  strenuous e f f o r t s  to  in c rea se  h is  f ic t io n a l  

o u tpu t, N e ll, w ith  no sympathy w ith  any f a c e t  of G iss in g 's  

i n t e l l e c tu a l  l i f e ,  became in to le ra b le  w ith  h er v erb a l a t ­

tacks and tendency toward a lcoho lism . She and G issing 

sep ara ted , but u n t i l  h e r death  in  1888 she remained a f in a n ­

c ia l  and em otional burden. I d e a l i s t  th a t  he was—a t  l e a s t  

about m arriag e--h e  m arried ano ther uneducated g i r l  in  1891 . 

But again  la c k  of common in te r e s t s  led  to  se p a ra tio n  from 

E dith  Underwood G issing , and as th e re  were now c h ild re n , the 

em otional s t r a in  on G issing was even g r e a te r .  His fe a r  of
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h is  second w ife led  to  a s e r ie s  of m elodram atic h ideou ts  and 

f in a l ly  an abandonment of England to  spend h is  l a s t  years  on 

the  co n tin en t w ith  G ab rie lle  P leury , an educated French 

woman whom he met as a r e s u l t  o f her d e s ire  to  t r a n s la te  one 

of h is  n o v e ls .

His p a in fu l mismatches, h is  d e s ire  fo r  and in s e c u r i ty  

w ith  cu ltu red  so c ie ty , h is  sympathy w ith  and then  av ers io n  

fo r  the  lower c la s se s  w ith  whom he liv e d  du ring  h is  e a r ly  

years in  London, h is  s tru g g le s  w ith  h is  l i t e r a r y  id e a ls  and 

w ith  p u b lish e rs  and p u b lic —a l l  o f th i s  i s  r e f le c te d  again  

and again  in  h is  n o v e ls . But th e  more p le a sa n t a sp ec ts  of 

h is  l i f e - - h i s  f r ie n d s , in c lu d in g  M eredith and W ells, h is  grow­

ing s e c u r i ty  in  the  world of l e t t e r s ,  h is  enjoyment of 

I t a ly —are  found only in  h is  t r a v e l  book and h is  l a t e  in ­

t e l l e c tu a l  biography. The P riv a te  Papers of Henry R y e c ro ft.

On tu rn in g  to  h is  novels, one recogn izes the  t r u th  of Sha­

f e r 's  a s s e r t io n  th a t  "to  a p e c u lia r  e x te n t he /G is s in g /  liv ed  

what he wrote and made the  study of h is  books in sep a ra b le  

from the  study of t h e i r  a u th o r."?

However, w ith  th e  excep tion  of th e  few e a r ly  years 

in  London, th e re  i s  no chain  of even ts apparen t in  G is s in g 's  

l i f e  which ex p la in s  the  cause of h is  d e c is io n  to  abandon the

?George G issing , Workers in  the  Dawn, ed. Robert 
Shafer (New York: Doubleday, Doran and Co., c . 1935),
I ,  x x v i i i .
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t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l ls t le  su b je c t m atte r o f the  g re a t V ic to rian s , 

His y o u th fu l adm ira tion  o f Thackeray and Dickens p e rs is te d  

throughout h is  l i f e ;  in  f a c t ,  the l a t e r  r e a l i s t s  a re  r a th e r  

c ru e l ly  t r e a te d  when he compares them to  Dickens in  h is  c r i ­

t i c a l  s tudy  of Dickens (1898) .  S t ru c tu ra l ly  and te c h n ic a lly , 

as th e  f a m il ia r  h i s to r i c a l  s to ry  goes, h is  f i r s t  novel was 

ty p ic a l  of the  " th ree -d eck e rs"  which had dominated th e  Eng­

l i s h  novel s ince  S c o tt ,  Im portant q u estio n s a re  no t only 

why but how th i s  lower middle c la s s ,  c l a s s ic a l ly  educated 

young man broke w ith  the  dominant E ng lish  t r a d i t io n .

That G iss in g '3 break w ith  t r a d i t io n  was gradual 

r a th e r  than  dram atic i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by h is  f i r s t  published  

novel, which i s  t r a d i t io n a l  in  both theme and purpose.

Workers in  the  Dawn (1880) i s  a s o c ia l  reform  novel, one of 

th e  most popular types in  England befo re  188O. On Novem­

ber 3, 1879, G issing  re p o r ts  th a t  he has f in ish e d  th e  book 

and d e sc rib e s  i t s  fu n c tio n : "The t i t l e  i s  to  be Par, Far

Away—a somewhat s in g u la r  name, but which, I  th ink ,conveys 

th e  idea  of the  book, which i s  very g re a t ly  d ire c te d  to  

s o c ia l  problems, p r in c ip a lly  the co n d itio n s  and p rospects  

of the  p o o rest c la sses ,"®  E a r l ie r  he had o u tlin ed  the  p a r ­

t i c u l a r  problems which he thought needed a t te n t io n :  "The

^Algernon and E llen  G issing  ( e d s .) ,  L e tte r s  of 
George G issing  to  Members o f His Family (Boston: Houghton
M iff lin  Co., 192? ) ,  p. 50 .
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estab lish m en t of a complete system of ed ucation , supplemented 

by a thorough network of f re e  l i b r a r i e s ,  i s  the  f i r s t  th in g  

to  be aimed a t .  To th a t  end we have a d e s tru c t iv e  ta s k  to  

perform ; we must d e s tro y  the  s ta t e  church, and do our utm ost 

to  weaken i t s  hold upon th e  popular mind. By hacking away 

here , and ploughing th e re , su re ly  th e  f i e ld  w il l  a t  le n g th  

be go t in to  something l ik e  a f i t  s ta t e  f o r  th e  sower."9 

Using th e  novel in  the  t r a d i t io n  of D ickens, Reade, and Gas- 

k e l l ,  he brought to  i t ,  he th in k s , a more coheren t p h ilo so ­

p h ica l b a s is  fo r  s o c ia l  c r i t ic is m  than  th ese  n o v e l i s t s —the  

p o s itiv ism  of Comte, the  R e lig io n  of Humanity.10 Even h e re , 

however, he had been a n tic ip a te d  by George E l io t ,  who had 

in te g ra te d  p o s i t i v i s t  d o c tr in e s  w ith in  h er n o v e ls .

In  th e  handling  of h is  su b je c t m a tte r, he l in k s  him­

s e l f  w ith  George E l io t  and the  o th e r  r e a l i s t s  as opposed to  

th e  more se n sa tio n a l s o c io lo g ic a l n o v e l is ts :  "My novel i s

only d e f ic ie n t  in  dram atic in t e r e s t  in  the  sense in  which a l l  

the  b e s t novels a re  d e f ic ie n t .  I t  i s  no t s e n sa tio n a l in  p lo t ,  

s in ce  i t s  o b jec t i s  to  d e p ic t r e a l  l i f e . "11 Here i s  the  reco g ­

n i t io n ,  c e n tra l  to  both  th e  r e a l i s t i c  and n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i ­

t io n s ,  th a t  the  d e p ic tio n  of " re a l  l i f e "  re q u ire s  a new

9 lb id . ,  p . 43.

lO g h a fe r 's  suggestion  th a t  th e  P o s i t iv i s t  id eas  spoken 
by Helen Norman a re  those  o f G issing  i s  v a l id .

l^A. and E. G issing , p. $6.
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p r in c ip le  fo r  o rg an iz in g  a c t io n . In  r e je c t in g  the "sensa­

t io n a l"  a t  th e  expense of "dram atic in te r e s t ,  " he i s  sup­

posedly renouncing unm otivated and improbable events as w ell 

as m anipu lation  of p lo t  to  achieve a happy ending. This 

search  fo r  a new b a s is  o f o rg a n iz a tio n  o f p lo t ,  o r, as some 

would have i t ,  the  r e je c t io n  of p lo t ,  i s  c e n tra l  to  the  t r a ­

d i t io n  I  am study ing , as I  hope to  dem onstrate; bu t as I  a lso  

hope to  show, a new sen sa tio n a lism  rep laces  the old so th a t  

G is s in g 's  ren u n c ia tio n , im portant as i t  i s ,  must not be taken  

too l i t e r a l l y .

The weakness o f G is s in g 's  f i r s t  novel i s  no t only a

r e s u l t  of h is  i n a b i l i t y  to  apply  h is  th e o r ie s  bu t a lso  to

some in co n sis te n cy  in  h is  th e o r ie s .  With the  la c k  of lo g ic  

of th e  re je c te d  au th o r, he w rote to  h is  b ro th e r  r e fu t in g  the

charge of a p u b l is h e r 's  re a d e r  th a t  th e  novel was only  a

v e h ic le  fo r  d o c tr in a l  o p in io n s: " I t  i s  not I  who propagate

a d o c tr in e , bu t th e  c h a ra c te rs  whose l iv e s  I  t e l l .  Because 

I  choose to  take my su b je c ts  from a sphere h i th e r to  unused by 

n o v e l is ts ,  s h a l l  I  th e re fo re  be accused o f making f i c t i o n  the 

v eh ic le  o f d o c tr in a l  o p i n i o n s . H e  i s  groping toward the 

concept of the  o b je c tiv e  au th o r whose a t t i tu d e  i s  apparen t 

only  in  the  s tru c tu re  of the  work, no t in  a u th o r ia l  comment, 

bu t both  the  in co n sis ten cy  of h is  s ta tem en ts in  h is  l e t t e r s

l ^ l b i d . ,  pp. 56- 57 .
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and h is  p ra c tic e  in  h is  f i r s t  novel show how f a r  he was 

from being ab le  to  put th i s  id e a l  in to  p r a c t ic e .  His claim  

to  a new su b jec t m a tte r, however, has a f a c tu a l  b a s is .  Drawn 

to  r a d ic a l  ideas by h is  read ing , h is  experience, and h is  only 

in te l l e c tu a l  f r ie n d s , H arrison  and Eduard B e r tz ,^3 G issing , 

using  id eas , many techn iques, and a purpose a lre a d y  a p a r t 

of th e  t r a d i t io n  of the  E nglish  novel, s e t  out to  am elio ra te  

the  co n d itio n s  of th e  lower middle c la s se s  and the  p ro le ­

t a r i a t  by p ic tu r in g  th e  m isery of t h e i r  l iv e s  in  the  London 

of th e  1870 ' s .  Unlike the  e a r l i e r  E nglish  n o v e lis ts  who had 

tre a te d  the lower c la s se s  as su b je c t m a tte r, he attem pted to  

r e j e c t  comic and what he c a lle d  " sen sa tio n a l"  e f f e c ts  in  o r ­

der to  p o rtray  the  m ilieu  r e a l i s t i c a l l y .

Workers in  the  Dawn would have been a b e t te r  novel i f  

G issing  had possessed the  s k i l l  and c lear-headedness to  c a rry  

out h is  in te n t io n  of w ritin g  a novel of s o c ia l  propaganda.

I t  e x is ts  r a th e r  as a record  of th e  em otional and in te l l e c tu a l  

confusion  of G issing  h im self, e x h ib itin g  no t only "an a l l e ­

giance d iv ided  between s o c ia l  reform  and a r t , a  p a t te rn  

which Korg fin d s  running throughout G is s in g 's  work, but a lso

l^The e a r ly  in flu en ce  o f t h i s  i d e a l i s t i c  s o c ia l i s t  on 
G issing  i s  hard to  a s se s s  s in ce , fo r  a l l  p r a c t ic a l  purposes, 
t h e i r  correspondence befo re  1888 has no t been found.

l^Jacob Korg, "D iv ision  of Purpose in  George G iss in g ,"  
PMLA, LXX (June, 1955), 323.
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an u n c e r ta in ty  about th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between id e a ls  and 

p r a c t i c a l i ty  in  a l l  phases o f l i fe - -m o ra l ,  economic, and 

s o c ia l .  B a s ic a lly  th e  su b je c t i s  th a t  of "the s e n s i t iv e  

young man"—the youth seeking  a p lace in  so c ie ty  bu t f a i l ­

ing to  f in d  i t  because of some d e fe c t in  c h a ra c te r .^5 The 

unwieldy s tru c tu re  i s  b u i l t  around a s e r ie s  of c o n tra s ts  

between th e  m ilieux  through which A rthur Golding p ro g re sses : 

th ese  inc lude  th e  h o r r ib le  poverty  of W hitecross S tr e e t ;  the  

narrow world of re sp e c ta b le  workmen; the  econom ically p re ­

ca rio u s  ex is te n c e  w ith  the  ra d ic a l  p r in te r  Samuel Tollady; 

and th e  econom ically and s o c ia l ly  s t a t i c  worlds o f the Normans 

and th e  Greshams, re p re s e n ta tiv e s  of the  a r t i s t i c  and c l e r i ­

c a l p ro fe s s io n s . G issing used th re e  techn iques to  p resen t 

h is  theme of s o c ia l  reform : shocking d e s c r ip tio n s  of the

environment o f th e  lower c la s s e s , o v e r-s im p lif ie d  c h a r a c te r i ­

z a tio n , and, fo r  th e  p o s it iv e  reform s he advocated, propagan- 

d i s t i c  s e t  p ieces , e i th e r  spoken or w r itte n , by r e f le c to r s  

of th e  a u th o r 's  op in ions--H elen  Norman, Samuel Tollady, and, 

a t  tim es, A rthur Golding.

N eith er th e  p ro te s t  p resen ted  through s to ck  ch arac­

te r iz a t io n ,  lim ite d  to  those ch a ra c te rs  on th e  upper s o c ia l 

le v e ls ,  nor the s o c ia l  preachments a re  in te g ra te d  w ith  the 

c e n tra l  problem of the n o v el. G is s in g 's  prim ary a t ta c k  on

l^Roy Male ( e d .) .  Types of Short F ic tio n  (Belmont, 
C a l i f . :  Wadsworth P ub lish ing  Co., n . d . ), p. 11.
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th e  church Is  ex h ib ited  in  the  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  of Orlando 

W hiffle , a g ro tesque who i s  tre a te d  w ith  too much sarcasm 

to  be comic, and h is  son, a d esp icab le  seducer, who e n te rs  

th e  church fo llow ing  h is  unsavory c a re e r  as ra k e . His a t ­

ta c k  upon economic re p re ss io n , through c h a ra c te r iz a tio n , i s  

confusing . John Waghorn, owner of th e  p ro p e rty  in  which 

Mr. Tollady has h is  shop, a v il la in o u s  fo re c lo s e r  o f m ortgages, 

and an u n fa ith fu l  husband to  Maud Gresham, i s  the  standard  

" d ia b o lic a l s c o u n d r e l . G i l b e r t  Gresham, who as guard ian  

of Helen Norman f a l l s  in  love w ith  h e r, i s  a sk e p tic  whose 

la c k  of values lead s  to  hypocrisy . The e f f e c t  o f th e se  ch a r­

a c te r s ,  in tended or unintended, i s  to  lead  the  re a d e r  to  be­

l ie v e  th a t  money and m o ra lity , in  some s tran g e  way, a re  in ­

com patib le. The preachments of the  sym pathetic c h a ra c te rs  

f a i l  to  become in te g ra te d  as elem ents o f p lo t  o r c h a r a c te r i ­

z a tio n ; they  e x is t  as in te r e s t in g  examples of what a young 

w r i te r ,  f u l l  o f undigested  read ing , b e liev ed  in  1879. N eith er 

th e  o v e rs im p lified  c h a ra c te rs  nor the  expressed s o c ia l  b e­

l i e f s  a re  n ecessary  to  th e  c e n tr a l  su b je c t o f the  n o v e l— 

A rthur G old ing 's s tru g g le  fo r  s o c ia l  re c o g n itio n , h is  re s o ­

lu t io n  of the c o n f l ic t  between a r t  and d i r e c t  s o c ia l  a c tio n , 

h is  search  fo r  love, f i r s t  w ith a g i r l  o f the  s t r e e t s  and 

l a t e r  w ith  the  id e a l  o f p e rfe c tio n , Holen Norman.

l^A. and E. G issing , p. 46.
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But my prim ary concern w ith  th i s  f i r s t  novel i s  to  

n o tic e  th e  n a tu re  and fu n c tio n  o f the  new su b jec t m a tte r . I t  

c o n s is ts  of d e s c r ip tio n s  o f a slum and a lower middle c la s s  

d i s t r i c t  of London and c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  of c e r ta in  types i n ­

h a b itin g  th e se  environm ents. C h a ra c te r is t ic  of the way in  

which th e  p h y sica l background i s  e s ta b lish e d  i s  the opening 

of th e  book where G issing  d e sc rib es  the  v ice  and sq u a lo r of 

th e  in h a b ita n ts  of W hitecross S tr e e t  and the  i n t e r io r  o f a 

ty p ic a l  apartm ent b u ild in g . He e a s i ly  makes h is  p o in t th a t  

th e  environment i s  d e s tru c t iv e .  The d e s c r ip tio n  serves both  

as s o c ia l  p ro te s t  and as prophecy of what A rthur Golding w il l  

become i f  h is  environment i s  no t changed, G is s in g 's  d e s c r ip ­

t io n s  a re  not cen tered  upon th in g s , a t r a i t  o f te n  a sso c ia te d  

w ith  th e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n ,  but upon peop le . I t  i s  s e l ­

dom th e  u g lin e ss  o f th e  p h y sica l background bu t the  degrada­

t io n  of the  people which shocks the  re a d e r . His p ic tu re s  of 

th e  way of l i f e  of the  in h a b ita n ts  of re p re s s iv e  environments 

c re a te  some of h is  most e f fe c t iv e  is o la te d  scenes. The most 

s t r ik in g  examples of th i s  m a te r ia l a re  those  ch ap te rs  d e s c r ib ­

ing  th e  a c t i v i t i e s  of the people during  a h o lid ay . He p ic ­

tu re s ,  w ith  a tone o f d isg u s t, th e  gen era l drunkenness o f a 

Christm as Eve in  W hitecross S t r e e t ,  L a te r  using one of 

A rth u r 's  lan d lo rd s  as a ty p ic a l  fam ily , he shows the  harm ful 

moral and economic e f f e c ts  of the  E ng lish  Christm as. Although 

th ese  ch ap te rs  rem ain r e f le c t io n s  of the a u th o r 's  id io sy n c ra ­

t i c  b e l ie f s  r a th e r  than  in s ig h ts  in to  s o c ia l  problems or
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human a c tio n s , th ey  dem onstrate the  new kind o f s e n s a t io n a l­

ism G issing  c rea ted  to  re p la ce  th a t  which he r e je c te d .  These 

scenes a re  c le a r ly  designed to  e l i c i t  shock and d is g u s t .

The c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  o f th e  people of the  lower 

c la s se s  i s  more n e a r ly  an innovation  than  h is  use of 

s e t t in g .  Although n o t t o t a l l y  c o n s is te n t,  G issing  re fu se s  

to  equate poverty  w ith  goodness as so many of h is  p rede­

cesso rs  have done. Mrs. B latherw ick  and h e r son B i l l ,  w ith  

whom A rthur l iv e s  fo r  a tim e, a re  crude, s a d is t i c ,  and un­

scru p u lo u s . Among workmen of a l i t t l e  h ig h er c la s s ,  A rthur 

f in d s  kindness as w ell as a p r a c t ic a l  s e lf is h n e s s .  There 

a re  .numerous lower c la s s  c h a ra c te rs ,  both  m orally  good and 

bad, but th e  b e s t and most complex example of G is s in g 's  

a b i l i t y  to  use h is  new m a te r ia l i s  th e  c re a tio n  o f C arrie  

M itc h e ll. F u ll  o f humane id e a ls  and unconscious sexual 

lo n g in g s, which a re  only vaguely suggested by G issing ,

A rthur Golding m arries th i s  lo n e ly , pregnant (by Augustus 

W hiffle) lower c la s s  g i r l .  Her e x h ib it io n  of g ra t i tu d e  and 

s e lf is h n e s s ,  love and h a te , acquiescence and ag g ress iv e  

a t ta c k  and th e  dram atic p re se n ta tio n  of h er slow d e s tru c ­

t io n  by a lcoholism , lead in g  her to  p r o s t i tu t io n ,  a re  e f f e c ­

t iv e  and n o v e l. C a r r ie 's  s to ry , used here as  only  one of 

the  many involvem ents o f A rthur, i s  an embryonic n a t u r a l i s t i c  

n o v e l. Although he g e n e ra lly  avoids s e n tim e n ta liz in g  h is  

c h a ra c te rs  o f th e  lower worlds (Samuel T ollady , a kind of
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Squire A llworthy w ith  no iro n ic  overtones, i s  an ex cep tio n ), 

thus e x h ib itin g  th e  kinds of e f f e c ts  which can be gained 

w ith  th ese  c h a ra c te rs , G issing  allow s th is  tendency toward 

innovation  to  be l o s t  in  th e  confusion  of events in  A rth u r’s 

s to ry .  A rthur h im se lf may be an example of the  new su b jec t 

m a tte r, bu t i t  has no th ing  to  do w ith  th a t  which i s  ty p ic a l  

o f a c la s s .  He i s  p e c u lia r ly  c la s s le s s ,  f e e lin g  a t  ease 

nowhere and sh arin g  only m om entarily the a t t i tu d e s  of any 

of the  groups p resen ted  in  th e  novel. There i s  new su b jec t 

m atte r in  the  book—an unsen tim ental trea tm en t of lower 

c la s s  c h a ra c te rs ,  s e t t in g ,  and a c tio n - -b u t i t s  tendency to  

be ex traneous to  p lo t  and theme c re a te s  the im pression  th a t  

th e  e a r l i e r  E ng lish  w r i te rs  were wise in  no t using  i t .

To th e  rea d e rs  of th e  e ig h tie s  who had no t read 

George E lio t  and to  unwary modern re a d e rs , the  d isc u ss io n  

of determ inism  might appear as a new and e f fe c t iv e  elem ent. 

Samuel T ollady  i s  made to  expound the  Spencerian idea  th a t  

in d iv id u a ls  can, through the  ex e rc ise  of w i l l ,  do no th ing  

to  a id  o r r e ta rd  th e  in e v ita b le  course o f c iv i l i z a t io n  

toward p e r f e c t i o n . A n d  A rth u r’s f l i g h t  to  America and 

f in a l  3u ic id e - - f l in g in g  h im self in to  N iagara P a l ls  w ith  a 

cry  of Helen on h is  l i p s —is  exp lained  by G issing :

The s e c re t  of h is  l i f e  la y  in  the  f a c t  th a t  
h is  was an i l l -b a la n c e d  n a tu re , lack in g  th a t  element

1?G. G issing , I ,  161 .
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of a firm  and independent w il l  which might a t  any 
moment e x e r t i t s  preponderance in  s i tu a t io n s  of 
doubt. Hence i t  r e s u lte d  th a t  he was one o f those 
men whose l iv e s  seem to  have l i t t l e  r e s u l t  fo r  the 
world save as u se fu l i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f the  fo rce  of 
c ircum stances—one of those whom had Fortune d i ­
rec ted  h is  path  among congenial scenes, might have 
developed a r ic h  in d iv id u a l i ty .  As i t  was, though 
noble impulse unm istakably c o n s ti tu te d  th e  s o i l  of 
h is  mind, adverse circum stances forbade h is  g iv ing  
to  the  im planted seeds th a t  care  which might have 
nourished them in to  flow er and f r u i t .

The c l a r i f i c a t io n  of "circum stances" comes w ith  the  words 

"more congenial scenes"; environment has prevented A rth u r 's  

a t ta in in g  h is  p o te n tia l  m a tu rity , j u s t  as i t  has determ ined 

th e  f a te s  of many of the minor c h a ra c te rs  of th e  n o v e l. But 

G is s in g 's  lack  of c l a r i t y  in  th i s  passage r e f l e c t s  h is  own 

confusion: the  i n i t i a l  s t r e s s  in  th e  passage i s  on the  de­

term inism  of c h a ra c te r , and c e r ta in ly  c h a ra c te r  as d e te r ­

m ination of f a te  i s  no t new. We a re  l e f t  f re e  to  b e liev e  

th a t  f re e  w il l  i s  a r e a l i t y  but th a t  A rthur as an In d iv id u a l 

was weak. But even th i s  le v e l  of determ inism  i s  apparen t in  

th e  novel only as a s s e r t io n , not ex h ib ited  in  the  a c tio n .

The "circum stances" are  n e i th e r  from c h a ra c te r  nor 

from environment but sp rin g  from the  imposed p lo t ,  su b -p lo t, 

and su b -su b -p lo t. An example is  the  c ru c ia l  event of A rth u r 's  

se p a ra tio n  from Helen, causing h is  p u rsu it  of C arrie  and a l l  

h is  ensuing tro u b le s :  the  se p a ra tio n  i s  no t caused by A rth u r 's

c h a ra c te r  or by environment but by Mr. Gresham's je a lo u s  love

18I b id . ,  I I ,  378.
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of Helen. The end of the  novel i s  as c a re fu l ly  p lo tte d  away 

from a happy ending as th e  e a r l i e r  novel was toward the happy 

ending . Both A rthur and Helen, having escaped th e i r  oppres­

so rs , have been re u n ite d  and have expressed th e i r  love fo r  

each o th e r . But Helen d isco v e rs  th a t  A rthur i s  m arried , and 

i d e a l i s t i c a l l y ,  she sends him back to  the im possib le l i f e  

w ith  h is  w ife . Having re je c te d  happiness fo r  both of them, 

Helen d ie s  and A rthur m elodram atica lly  k i l l s  h im se lf . The 

d i f f i c u l t y  i s  th a t  th e  unhappy ending has no t grown from the 

s e t  of fo rce s  developed in  the n o v e l. A rt, s o c ia l  purpose, 

development of. an independent c h a ra c te r  capable of w ith stan d ­

ing th e  p re ssu re s  o f outworn dogm a--all o f th ese  values are  

s a c r i f ic e d  th e m a tic a lly  to  allow  th e  u n ra ised , as y e t, con­

f l i c t  between love, and honor to  be reso lved  in  fav o r of a 

concept of honor th a t  appears s i l l y  a t  b e s t .  Here we a re  to  

assume s tre n g th  of c h a ra c te r  shows i t s e l f ,  fo r  Helen i s  the  

id e a l .  Any remnants of the  in tended theme of the  i n t e r r e l a ­

t io n  between c h a ra c te r  and environment i s  destroyed  by th is  

a c tio n  based upon moral s tan d ard s more ap p ro p ria te  to  the  

e a r ly  V ic to ria n s  than  to  a novel search ing  fo r  so lu tio n s  fo r  

s o c ia l  problem s. Through h is  in s is te n c e  upon ca rry in g  out 

h is ,  a t  b e s t, u n lik e ly  p lo t ,  G issing makes h is  novel r e f l e c t  

an e th ic a l  s tandard  which, even in  I 88O, must have seemed 

outmoded r a th e r  than  any new or "n a tu ra l"  m o ra lity .

The only  J u s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th is  r a th e r  ex ten siv e  

trea tm en t of t h i s  f i r s t  novel i s  to  i l l u s t r a t e  what G issing
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borrowed from an o ld e r  t r a d i t io n  and to  in v e s t ig a te  h is  e a r ly  

s tru g g le  toward a new t r a d i t io n .  Seccombe's d e s c r ip tio n  of 

the  e a r l i e r  V ic to ria n  n o v e l—"moral th e s is ,  p lo t ,  u n d erp lo t, 

s e t  c h a ra c te rs , d e s c r ip tiv e  machinery, landscape co lo rin g , 

copious phraseology, Herculean p ro p o rtio n s  . . . an

adequate d e lin e a tio n  of G is s in g 's  f i r s t  n o v e l. A u thoria l 

in tru s io n  i s  th e  most common technique fo r  t r a n s i t io n s :  th e

novel opens w ith  "Walk w ith  me, re ad e r, in to  W hitecross 

•S tre e t . . no t a ty p ic a l  i s  a l a t e r  t r a n s i t io n :  "The

re a d e r—whom i t  i s  th e  a u th o r 's  happy p r iv i le g e  to  suppose 

profoundly  in te re s te d  in  the  book befo re  him—may p o ss ib ly  

have f e l t  some l i t t l e  in q u is i t iv e n e s s  r e l a t iv e  to  Mr. G il­

b e r t  Gresham's movement . . . ."^1 D onnelly d e sc rib e s  the  

e f f e c t  gained by th i s  tech n iq u e : we see th e  au th o r as "an

o ff ic io u s  le a d e r  of a Cook's Tour of the  s l u m s . T h e  novel 

f a l l s  through G is s in g 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  c o n tro l the  s tru c tu re  

which he had in h e r ite d  from the  M id-V ictorian  n o v e l i s t s .  The 

p lo t o b l i te r a te s  the  s o c ia l theme—any hope th a t  th e  workers 

a re  l iv in g  in  the  dawn of a new and b e t te r  s o c ie ty  i s  g iven 

by T o lla d y 's  a s s e r t io n s ,  no t th e  a c tio n --a n d  makes the  new

l^Thomas Seccombe, " In tro d u c tio n ," in  George G issing , 
The House o f Cobwebs (London: Constable & Co., 1931),
p . v i i i .

20c. G issing , I ,  1.

21l b i d .,  I„ 224.

^^Donnelly, p . 68.
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subject matter--a complex view of the characters and lives  

of the lower classes—seem incidental. Workers in the Dawn 

is  a tota lly  English book. Gissing's economic and social 

radicalism led him to include new subject matter in a novel 

with a traditional pattern and purpose.

Between th e  p u b lic a tio n  of Workers in  th e  Dawn and 

th e  p u b lic a tio n  of h is  next novel in  1884-- th e  lo n g est 

period  between books in  h is  c a re e r—G issing  was seeking a 

so lu tio n  fo r  the  problem he had ra is e d  fo r  A rthur Golding: 

i s  th e  proper fu n c tio n  of a r t  p ro p ag an d is tic  o r wholly 

a e s th e t ic ?  Late in  I 88O he seems to  have no doubts: "I

mean to  b rin g  home to  people the  g h a s tly  co n d itio n s  (m a te ria l, 

m ental, and m oral) o f our poor c la s se s , to  show the  hideous 

in ju s t ic e  o f our whole system of so c ie ty , to  g ive l ig h t  upon 

the  p lan  of a l t e r in g  i t ,  and, above a l l ,  to  preach an en­

thusiasm  fo r  Ju s t and h igh  id e a ls  in  th i s  age of unm itigated  

egotism  and 's h o p . ' I s h a l l  never w rite  a book which does 

n o t keep a l l  th e se  ends in  v i e w . "^3 Moreover, in  I 881 he be­

gan d a tin g  h is  l e t t e r s  according  to  th e  P o s i t iv i s t  ca lendar 

and became a c tiv e  in  a s o c ia l i s t  s o c ie ty . In  October, 1882, 

however, he w rite s  o f "The p e ss im is tic  a r t i c l e  . . . /w h ic ^  

has developed in to  no th ing  more nor le s s  than  an a t ta c k  on 

P o s i t i v i s m . H e  continues by a s s e r t in g , w ith  some u n ce rta in -

^3a. and E. G issing , p. 83 . 

% b i d . ,  p . 120 .
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ty , th a t  h is  new ideas w ill  lead  h is  w ritin g  toward "p h ilo so -  

p h ic o -so c ia l sp e c u la tio n . I  f e e l  more in c l in a t io n  a t  p re sen t 

to  w rite  in  th i s  a b s tr a c t  way than  to  go on embodying th e o r ie s  

in  f i c t i o n .  But I  suppose one cannot hope to  s t r ik e  the  

f in a l  course a t  a l l  events befo re  t h i r t y . "^5 gy February, 

1883. G issing i s  s tru g g lin g  toward a new a r t i s t i c  id e a l :

"This book ^ n  u n fin ished  w ork/ i s  addressed  to  those  fo r  

whom Art i s  dear fo r  i t s  own sak e . Also to  those  who, 

possessing  th e i r  own Id ea l o f s o c ia l  and p ersonal m o ra lity , 

f in d  them selves ab le  to  allow  th e  r e l a t i v i t y  of a l l  Id e a ls  

w h atso ev er."26 And in  May: "Only th i s ,  I  am growing to

f e e l , t h a t  th e  only th in g  known to  us o f ab so lu te  value is  

a r t i s t i c  p e r fe c tio n . The rav in g s  o f f a n a t ic i s m - - ju s t i f ia b le  

o r n o t—pass away; but the  works of th e  a r t i s t ,  work in  

what m a te r ia l he w i l l ,  rem ain, sources of h e a lth  to  the 

w o rld ."2? What i s  happening to  the  young G issing i s  f a i r l y  

obvious: f in d in g  P o s i t iv i s t  and economic and p o l i t i c a l

ra d ic a l  values inadequate , he i s  search in g  fo r  new values, and 

d isco v e rin g  only the  " r e l a t i v i t y  of a l l  Id e a ls  w hatsoever." 

Pacing the dominant is su e s  of th e  l a s t  h a lf  of the  N ineteen th

Century in  England, he sought th e  a b so lu te  in  a e s th e tic is m .

25ibid.

26l b i d .,  p . 122.

27lb id . ,  p. 126.
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S helley , as Korg suggests,may he the  in flu en ce  lead in g  

him away from d id ac tic ism  in  a r t ,  but sev e ra l French th eo ­

r i s t s  may have played a p a r t  in  th i s  change. In  Ju ly  he 

o u tlin e s  h is  new a e s th e t ic  p o s it io n :

I  am by degrees g e t t in g  my r ig h t  p lace  in  
th e  w orld . Philosophy has done a l l  i t  can fo r  me, 
and now sc a rc e ly  in te r e s t s  me any more. My a t t i tu d e  
i s  h en cefo rth  th a t  of the a r t i s t  pure and sim ple.
The world i s  fo r  me a c o l le c t io n  of phenomena, 
which a re  to  be s tu d ied  and reproduced a r t i s t i c a l l y .
In the  m idst o f th e  most se rio u s  com plications of 
l i f e ,  I  f in d  m yself suddenly possessed w ith  a g re a t 
calm, withdrawn as i t  were from the  immediate in ­
t e r e s t s  of th e  moment, and ab le  to  regard  every th ing  
as a p ic tu re .  I  watch and observe m yself Ju s t as 
much as o th e rs .  The impulse to  regard  every Junc­
tu re  as a " s i tu a t io n "  becomes s tro n g e r  and s tro n g e r .
In  the  m idst of d esp era te  m isfo rtune I  can pause 
to  make a no te  fo r  fu tu re  use, and the  a f f l i c t i o n s  
of o th e rs  a re  fo r  me m a te r ia ls  fo r  o b se rv a tio n .
T his, I  r a th e r  th in k , i s  a t  l a s t  th e  f in a l  s tage  
of my development, coming a f t e r  so many and various 
phases. B ru ta l and e g o t i s t ic  i t  would be c a lle d  by 
most people. What has th a t  to  do w ith  me, i f  i t  
i s  a fac t?2 9

T his, as S hafer observes, i s  the  s ta tem ent of a man who has 

adopted the program of a r t  fo r  a r t ' s  sake.30 But the 

passage does no t r e f l e c t  S helley  or even G au tie r so much as 

F la u b e r t, th e  Goncourts, and Z ola. The s t r e s s  on "phenomena," 

" f a c t , " and "observation" echoes Zola in  Le Roman Expérim entale, 

published  in  i860 . T herefo re , by the  end of 1083, G issing had

^®Korg, PMLA. LXX, 325.

and E. G issing , pp. 128-129.
-an

S hafer, in  G. G issing , I , xx v i.
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h is  o r ig in a l  in t e r e s t  in  a new su b je c t m a tte r  fo r  th e  novel 

b o ls te re d  by a new a e s th e t ic .

In  h is  nex t f iv e  novels, G issing  searches fo r  s t r u c ­

tu r a l  p r in c ip le s  and techniques to  make h is  new a e s th e t ic  

e f f e c t iv e .  The U nclassed shows an improvement in  technique 

over Workers in  the  Dawn, but the same m ajor flaw s p e r s i s t ;  

as H. G. W ells s ta te d  i t ,  i t  i s  "p lo tte sq u e"  and f i l l e d  w ith  

"exponent" c h a ra c te rs  who fu n c tio n  only as G issing  spokesmen?^ 

Waymark, speaking fo r  G issing , o u tlin e s  h is  id e a ls  fo r  the 

novel :

Let me g e t a l i t t l e  more experience and I  w i l l  w rite  
a novel such as no one has y e t ventured to  w r ite , a t  
a l l  events in  England . . . .  The f a c t  i s  the  novel 
of every-day l i f e  i s  g e t t in g  worn o u t. We must d ig  
deeper, g e t to  untouched s o c ia l  s t r a t a .  Dickens 
f e l t  t h i s ,  bu t he had no t the  courage to  face  h is  
su b je c ts ; h is  monthly numbers had to  l i e  on the  
fam ily  te a  ta b le ;  not v irg in ib u s  puerisque w il l  be 
my book, I  a ssu re  you> bu t fo r  men and women who 
l ik e  to  look beneath the su rfa c e , and who understand 
th a t  only as  a r t i s t i c  m a te r ia l has human l i f e  any 
s ig n if ic a n c e .32

Only in  the d e s c r ip tio n  of L itany  Lane, a slum a re a , in  the

irony that his id ea listic  heroine is  an occasional prostitute,

and in the delineation of the destruction of another shrewish

wife does Gissing explore the "untouched social strata" in

this novel. It la significant in terms of proving Gissing'o

3^Gettmann, pp. and 251,

— OfeOi-gu Gissing, The Une la a a ed (London: Ernest
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knowledge of current French literary battles that Waymark's 

novel is  castigated by critics as one of the "unsavoury pro­

ductions of the so-called naturalistic s c h o o l."33

Gissing worked simultaneously on two novels of upper 

class l i f e ,  Isabel Clarendon (1886) and A Life's Morning 

(1888) , but was warned by a reader for Chapman and Hall,

George M eredith, to  r e tu rn  to  " lo w -life  s c e n e s ."3^ W riting 

of Isa b e l C larendon, G issing shows h is  concern fo r  a r e a l i s ­

t i c  s t r u c tu r e .  "I have done my b e s t to  make my s to ry  as r e ­

a l i s t i c  as p o s s ib le . The ending i s  as unromantic as could 

be, and se v e ra l th read s  a re  l e f t  to  hang lo o se ; fo r  even so 

i t  i s  in  r e a l  l i f e ;  you cannot g a th e r up and round o ff  each 

p e rso n 's  s to r y , "35 Demos: A S tory  of E ng lish  Socialism

(1886) i s  as d id a c t ic  in  purpose as Workers in  the  Dawn; how­

ever, i t  i s  an a t ta c k  on a l l  the  values which the  e a r l i e r  

novel was in tended to  p reach . With a p lo t based upon lo s t  

w il ls  and m u ltip le  lo v es, the novel shows l i t t l e  improvement 

over The U nolassed. I t  la  s tru c tu re d  around a a e r ie s  of con­

t r a s t s  between the  a r i s to c r a t i c  b eau tie s  o f l i f e  and n a tu re  

in  a country  town and the p ro le ta r ia n  u g lin e ss  of London, The 

c lim a c tic  mob scone is  e f fe c t iv e  and has e l i c i t e d  the

33ibid.. p. 278.

■̂ 'Quoted in Donnelly, p. 84.
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h is  o r ig in a l  i n t e r e s t  in  a new su b je c t m a tte r  fo r  th e  novel 

b o ls te re d  by a new a e s th e t ic .

In h is  next f iv e  novels, G issing  searches fo r  s t r u c ­

tu r a l  p r in c ip le s  and techniques to  make h is  new a e s th e t ic  

e f f e c t iv e .  The U nclassed shows an improvement in  technique 

over Workers in  the  Dawn, but the same m ajor flaw s p e r s i s t :

as H. 6. W ells s ta te d  i t ,  i t  i s  "p lo tte sq u e"  and f i l l e d  w ith

"exponent" c h a ra c te rs  who fu n c tio n  only as G issing  spokesmen?^ 

Waymark, speaking fo r  G issin g , o u tl in e s  h is  id e a ls  fo r  the  

novel :

Let me g e t a l i t t l e  more experience and I  w i l l  w rite  
a novel such as no one has y e t ventured to  w rite , a t  
a l l  events in  England . . . .  The f a c t  i s  th e  novel 
o f every-day l i f e  i s  g e t t in g  worn o u t. We must d ig  
deeper, g e t to  untouched s o c ia l  s t r a t a .  Dickens 
f e l t  t h i s ,  but he had no t the  courage to  face  h is
su b je c ts ;  h is  monthly numbers had to  l i e  on the
fam ily  te a  ta b le ;  no t v irg in ib u s  puerisque w il l  be 
my book, I  a ssu re  you> but fo r  men and women who 
l ik e  to  look beneath  th e  su rface , and who understand 
th a t  only as a r t i s t i c  m a te r ia l has human l i f e  any
s ig n if ic a n c e . 32

Only in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  of L itany  Lane, a slum a re a , in  the 

iro n y  th a t  h is  i d e a l i s t i c  hero ine i s  an o ccasio n a l p r o s t i tu te ,  

and in  the  d e lin e a tio n  of the  d e s tru c tio n  of an o th er shrew ish 

w ife does G issing exp lore  th e  "untouched s o c ia l  s t r a ta "  in  

th is  n o v e l. I t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  in  terms of proving G is s in g 's

S^Gettmann, pp. 247 and 251.

S^George G issing , The Unclassed (London: E rnest
Benn, L td .,  1930), p. 112.
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knowledge o f c u rre n t French l i t e r a r y  b a t t le s  th a t  Waymark's 

novel i s  c a s tig a te d  by c r i t i c s  as one of the "unsavoury p ro­

d u c tio n s  o f the  s o -c a lle d  n a t u r a l i s t i c  s c h o o l."33

G issing  worked sim u ltaneously  on two novels of upper 

c la s s  l i f e ,  I sa b e l Clarendon (1886) and A L i f e 's  Morning 

(1888), but was warned by a re ad e r  fo r  Chapman and H all,

George M eredith, to  r e tu rn  to  " lo w -life  s c e n e s ."3^ W riting 

of I sa b e l Clarendon, G issing  shows h is  concern fo r  a r e a l i s ­

t i c  s t r u c tu r e .  " I  have done my b e s t to  make my s to ry  as r e ­

a l i s t i c  as p o s s ib le . The ending i s  as unromantic as could 

be, and se v e ra l th read s  a re  l e f t  to  hang lo o se ; fo r  even so 

i t  i s  in  r e a l  l i f e ;  you cannot g a th e r up and round o f f  each 

p e rso n 's  s to r y . "35 Demos; A S tory  of E ng lish  Socialism  

{1886) i s  as d id a c t ic  in  purpose as Workers in  the Dawn; how­

ever, i t  i s  an a t ta c k  on a l l  th e  values which the  e a r l i e r  

novel was in tended to  p reach . With a p lo t  based upon lo s t  

w il ls  and m u ltip le  lo v es, the novel shows l i t t l e  improvement 

over The U nclassed . I t  i s  s tru c tu re d  around a s e r ie s  of con­

t r a s t s  between th e  a r i s to c r a t i c  b e au tie s  of l i f e  and n a tu re  

in  a country  town and the  p ro le ta r ia n  u g lin ess  o f London. The 

c lim a c tic  mob scene i s  e f f e c t iv e  and has e l i c i t e d  the

3 3 ib id .,  p . 278 .

3^Quoted in  D onnelly, p . 84.

35a. and E. G issing , p. l6 4 .
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inévitable comparisons with Zola's presentations of crowds.

In Thyrza (1887) both structure and technique improve. For 

the f ir s t  time in Gissing's novels, the everyday l i f e  of the 

London poor is  presented for it s e l f  rather than as a bad ex­

ample to be contrasted with the l i f e  in a better environment. 

The plot is  s t i l l  centered on a love triangle, but Gissing 

is  more interested in the people than in a series of problems, 

and thus coherence is  maintained. By abandoning his search
i--.r

fo r  the  ty p ic a l ,  the  s o c ia l ly  s ig n if ic a n t ,  in  o rder to  focus 

on unique and g en e ra lly  adm irable c e n tra l  c h a ra c te rs , G issing  

achieved one of h is  few popular successes and a lso  a novel 

which has been generously  tre a te d  by subsequent c r i t i c s .  The 

t i t l e  i t s e l f ,  the  name of th e  h ero in e , i s  in d ic a tiv e  of 

G is s in g 's  s h i f t  o f emphasis from c la s s  problems to  the  in d i ­

v id u a l c h a ra c te r . Between 188O and 1887, G issing  learned  

many a r t i s t i c  le s so n s . He gained g re a te r  d is ta n c e  between 

h im self and the rea d e r, thus in c rea s in g  iro n y  and s u b tle ty  of 

e f f e c t s .  He d iscovered  com plexity of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  and 

means to  p resen t i t  to  the re a d e r . Although s t i l l  working 

w ith in  the  r a th e r  awkward three-volum e t r a d i t io n ,  he made 

some progress toward f in d in g  adequate s t r u c tu r a l  p a tte rn s  fo r  

h is  n o v e ls .

Most c r i t i c s  have found The N ether World (1889) the  

most n ea rly  n a tu r a l i s t i c  of any o f G is s in g 's  n o v e ls . In 

th i s  novel G issing  s tu d ie s  th e  world of th e  lower c la s se s  in
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minute d e t a i l .  Abandoning the  focus on a few ch a ra c te rs  

w ith  which he gained success in  Thyrza, he ach ieves a " su r­

p r is in g  o rd er am idst a d iso rd e r  red o le n t of Hobbes."3^ I t  

i s  h is  most ex ten siv e  use o f th e  new su b je c t m a tte r, and the 

n a tu re  of th i s  su b jec t m atte r and the  ways in  which i t  i s  

p resen ted  are c e n tra l  to  th i s  study .

The book opens on C lerkenw ell Green, the  geographi­

c a l c e n te r  of the  s e t t in g  which holds the  d iv e rse  elem ents 

of the  book to g e th e r . A d e s c r ip tio n  of the  graveyard of 

S t .  James' Church and of th e  M iddlesex House of D eten tion  

suggests  the  lim ite d  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of the in h a b ita n ts  of th is  

slum a re a . The n a tu re  of the  m ilieu , G is s in g 's  a t t i tu d e  

toward h is  su b je c t m a tte r, and th e  a t t i tu d e  he fo rc e s  upon 

th e  read e r a re  a l l  apparen t in  an e a r ly  passage in  the  novel:

At noon today th e re  was su n lig h t on the  
Surrey H il ls ;  the  f ie ld s  and lan es  were pregnant 
w ith  th e  f i r s t  b re a th  of sp rin g , and from th e  
s h e l te r  of budding copses many a prim rose looked 
trem b lin g ly  up to  the  v is io n  of blue sky. But of 
th ese  th in g s  C lerkenw ell tak es no account; here 
i t  has been a day l ik e  any o th e r , c o n s is tin g  of so 
many hours, each re p re se n tin g  a f r a c t io n  of the 
weekly wage. Go where you may in  C lerkenw ell, on 
every hand a re  m ultiform  evidences of t o i l ,  i n t o l e r ­
ab le  as a n ightm are. I t  i s  no t as in  those p a r ts  of 
London where th e  main thoroughfares c o n s is t  of shops 
and warehouses and workrooms, w h ils t the  s t r e e t s  
th a t  a re  hidden away on e i th e r  hand a re  devoted in  the 
main to  d w ellin g s. Here every a l le y  i s  thronged 
w ith  sm all in d u s tr ie s ;  a l l  but every door and win­
dow e x h ib its  th e  advertisem ent of a c r a f t  th a t  is

S^Donnelly, p. I l8 .
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c a rr ie d  on w ith in . Here you may see how men have 
m u ltip lie d  t o i l  fo r  t o i l ' s  sake, have wrought to  
dev ise  work su p erflu o u s, have worn th e i r  l iv e s  
away in  im agining new forms of w earin ess . The energy, 
the  in g en u ity  d a i ly  put f o r th  in  th ese  grimy burrows 
ta sk s  the  b r a in 's  power o f wondering. But th a t  
those  who s i t  here through the  liv e lo n g  day, through 
every season, through a l l  the  years  o f th e  l i f e  th a t  
i s  g ranted  them, who s t r a in  t h e i r  ey e s ig h t, who over­
tax  t h e i r  m uscles, who nurse d isea se  in  t h e i r  fram es, 
who put r e s o lu te ly  from them th e  thought o f what 
ex is ten c e  might b e - - th a t  th ese  do i t  a l l  w ithout 
p rospect o r hope of reward save th e  perm ission  to  
e a t and s leep  and b rin g  in to  th e  world o th e r  c re a ­
tu re s  to  s t r iv e  w ith  them fo r  bread , su re ly  th a t  
thought i s  y e t more marvellous.37

This passage, w ith  i t s  c o n tra s ts ,  i t s  s ta tem ent of G is s in g 's  

d isg u s t ,  i t s  appeal to  th e  read er to  share  th i s  fe e l in g , an­

nounces the  prim ary su b je c t of th e  novel: the  hopeless

s tru g g le  a g a in s t economic fo rces  and the  concom itant c u l­

tu ra l  l im ita tio n s  ex h ib ited  in  the  l iv e s  o f a group of 

ch a ra c te rs  w ith in  th i s  environm ent. The t i t l e  names the  

s u b je c t.

As a device to  g ive h is  group of c e n tra l  c h a ra c te rs  

some semblance of u n ity , G issing a s so c ia te s  them w ith  an 

apartm ent house owned by th e  av a ric io u s  Mrs, Peckover. There 

a re  Clem Peckover, the s a d is t ic  anim al who i s  the  daughter 

of th e  land lady ; the  Hewetts, a "superfluous fam ily" c o n s is t ­

ing  of an in e f fe c tu a l  f a th e r ,  an i l l  mother, a daugh ter C lara , 

who d e s ire s  to  escape, and a son Bob, a weak young man unable 

to  r e s i s t  the degrading in flu en c es  o f the  environm ent; Jane

37aeorge G issing , The N ether World (London: Smith, 
E lder, & Co., 1907), pp. 10-11.
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Snowden, a p ersecu ted  g i r l  a c tin g  as se rv an t to  the Peck- 

oversj and Sidney Kirkwood, an i d e a l i s t i c  lo v e r  of C lara .

These and the  many people w ith  whom th i s  nucleus of charac­

t e r s  i s  u lt im a te ly  involved are  in tended to  re p re se n t the  

v a r ie ty  of wasted l iv e s  of the n e th e r  w orld. I t  i s  a panora­

mic novel, organized around a s e r ie s  o f love a f f a i r s - - o r ,  to  

speak more p re c ise ly , m ating a ttem pts^-and  re a c tio n s  to  

economic p re ssu re s , w ith  each of the  s e r ie s  r e la te d  to  each 

o th e r by means of c o n tr a s t .  As the coal mines e x is t  as the  

u n ify in g  symbol o f Z o la 's  Germinal, so the  moral and economic 

atmosphere o f C lerkenw ell should e x is t  as the  c e n te r  of The 

N ether W orld.

The su b je c t and one of the  o rgan iz ing  dev ices o f the 

novel can be seen by analyzing  the  c o n tra s tin g  ca ree rs  o f Bob 

and C lara Hewett. C lara , w ith  "her u n fo rtu n a te  endowment of 

b ra in s  and d e fe c t of te n d e rn e s s ,"3® i s  r e b e l l io u s ly  determ ined 

to  escape C lerkenw ell, her p a ren ts , and h er adm irer Sidney 

Kirkwood through an a c tin g  c a re e r  which w il l  le ad , she th in k s , 

to  her acceptance by the  people o f the upper c la s s e s ,  a world 

made ro m an tica lly  d e s ira b le  by h er unwise read in g . Aided, a t  

some co s t to  h er m o ra lity , by a shady law y e r 's  c le rk  named 

Scawthorne, she ach ieves a p lace in  a t ra v e l in g  a c tin g  company, 

but Ju s t as she i s  to  g e t her chance to  a c t  in  a s ta r r in g  ro le ,

3 8 ib id .,  p . 79.
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a jealous actress disfigures her permanently by throwing acid 

in her face. She returns to Clerkenwell and marries Kirkwood; 

her constant dissatisfaction plus the responsibility of her 

family make Kirkwood's l i f e  a degrading series of cares.

Here, except for the melodramatic acid incident, is  the 

typical story of the attempt to escape by the young girl 

from the slums. Bob, a talented workman in metal, is  too 

weak to desire to escape and succumbs to the sensual and 

moral dangers of his environment. Marrying Pennyloaf (Pene­

lope) Candy, the daughter of an alcoholic mother, he neg­

lects his wife to spend his evenings with the lowest e le ­

ments of the community, drifts into a relationship with Clem 

Peckover, and finally  begins making counterfeit coins. The 

gradual degradation of Bob and the increasing miseries of the 

l i f e  of Pennyloaf are climaxed by Bob's death in Shooter's 

Gardens as a result of a wound received while fleeing from 

police. Just as Clara's attempted escape was fu tile , the 

story of the talented young man in the slums ends with equal 

meaninglessness. These characters are not oversimplified to 

gain,typicality but remain.complex: although described as. 

'pathological,"39 .Clara has decent impulses; although crimi­

nally cruel to Pennyloaf, Bob is  motivated by a blind se l­

fishness rather than hate; Pennyloaf's continued love for

39i b i d .. p. 78.
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Bob, despite her suffering, offers an effective contrast to 

the se lfish  amorallty of Clem.

In addition to this device of contrasting characters, 

Gissing continued to use descriptions of typical social be­

havior, like those he used In Workers In the Dawn, to make 

vivid the environment. Several of these are effective In 

adding to the reader's knowledge not only of the nature of 

the environment but also of the Inhabitants' reaction to 

this environment; a funeral at the Peckovers, dominated by 

the conflicting desires of exhibiting respectability and 

saving money, ends with a drinking bout; the variety of 

fanatics making speeches on Clerkenwell Green shows the 

fu t il ity  of the workmen's plans to help themselves; the d is­

appearance of the burial fund of a workingmen's club and the 

resulting furor among the members dramatize the lack of unity 

among the members; and many smaller scenes add depth to the 

picture of the world of Clerkenwell. The most fu lly  developed 

and effective, of these set pieces Is the chapter "lo Saturna­

l ia ” describing the aesthetic and moral horror of a bank 

holiday spent at the Crystal Palace. Since the center of 

Interest In this novel remains the environment and Its many 

Inhabitants rather than any one of the plots, these pictures 

of l i f e  become Integrated parts of the novel rather than In­

teresting digressions.

Through descriptive detail, through characterization, 

and through the paralleling of contrasting stories, Gissing
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has for the f ir s t  time come close to making the new subject 

matter his real subject rather than a novel background for 

a traditional plot. But Gissing was either an in su ffi­

ciently gifted artist or too much a product of the English 

tradition to create an English equivalent to Germinal. When 

Donnelly states that "in the nether world there are only 

force and matter and anarchy as each character pursues his 

own self-in terest in blind collision  with o t h e r s , s h e  

ignores the fact that threading through the new subject and 

pattern of The Nether World is  Gissing's Victorian plot, con­

cerned with unexpected riches, with the inevitable w ill, and 

with the triangular romance. Sometimes the movement of this 

plot becomes intertwined with the v ita l picture of Clerken­

well, but too often the structural flaw of the novel is  

visib le in the transitions between the Clerkenwell world, 

motivated by "force and matter," and the plot world, moti­

vated by ideals. The traditional plot centers around Michael 

Snowden, who has returned from Australia with riches and a 

plan to put them to philanthropic use. He takes Jane from 

the Peckovers and begins training her to help the poor. Sid­

ney Kirkwood, sympathetic with the old man's plan, loves and 

is  loved by Jane, but with a super-subtle morality more ap­

posite to the characters of Henry James than to a working man

^ODonnelly, p. Il8 .
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of the n e th e r  world, he f e a rs  J a n e 's  fu tu re  r ic h e s  and 

m arries th e  re tu rn ed  C lara out o f a sense of r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ,  

thus ru in in g  both  h is  and J a n e 's  chances fo r  happiness.

Ja n e 's  f a th e r ,  who had abandoned Jane to  the  Peckovers, 

hears  of h is  f a t h e r 's  r ic h e s  and r e tu rn s  to  a c t  as the con­

t r i t e  and d u t i f u l  p a ren t; h is  ru se  i s  su cc e ss fu l so th a t  he 

in h e r i t s  most of th e  e ld e r  Snowden's money. Jane, though 

weak in  body and mind, i s  the  id e a liz e d  g i r l  ty p ic a l  of Q iss- 

ing ; Kirkwood, p e r fe c t ly  good though confused, i s  a lso  an 

id e a l iz a t io n .  I t  i s  no t th e  fo rces  in  th e  slum world which 

d es tro y  t h e i r  happiness but a kind of f a l s e  m o ra lity  w ith in  

Kirkwood; however, the  l a s t  words in  th e  book seem to  condone 

h is  d e c is io n : G issing  a s s e r ts  th a t ,  d e sp ite  the personal

m isery of each, t h e i r  a id  to  C lara and Pennyloaf i s  the r ig h t  

kind of p h ilan th ro p y  in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  g randiose  s o r t  

p lanned,by the  fa n a t ic  Michael Snowden.

In  each l i f e  l i t t l e  fo r  c o n g ra tu la tio n . He 
^ irk w o o d / w ith  the  am bitions o f h is  youth f r u s ­
t r a te d ;  n e i th e r  an a r t i s t  nor a le a d e r  o f men in  
the b a t t l e  fo r  J u s t ic e .  She / J a n e /  no sav io u r of 
so c ie ty  by the  fo rce  o f a superb example; no daughter 
of the  people hold ing  w ealth  in  t r u s t  f o r  the  p eo p le ' s 
needs. Yet to  both  was t h e i r  work g iven . Unmarked, 
unencouraged save by th e i r  love of u p rig h tn ess  and 
mercy, they  stood by th e  s id e  of those  more h ap less , 
brought some com fort to  h e a r ts  le s s  courageous than 
th e i r  own. Where they  abode i t  was n o t a l l  dark .
Sorrow c e r ta in ly  aw aited them, perbhance d e fe a t in  
even the  humble aims th a t  they had s e t  them selves; 
but a t - l e a s t  t h e i r  l iv e s  would remain a p ro te s t  ag a in s t 

, those  b ru te  fo rces  o f s o c ie ty  which f i l l  w ith  wreck 
the  abysses o f the  n e th e r  w orld .41

4l G issing , The N ether World, pp. 391-392.
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They "remain a p ro te s t  a g a in s t those  b ru te  fo rces"  because in  

some s tran g e , unexplained way th e i r  c h a ra c te rs  have never 

been r e a l ly  a f fe c te d  by those fo rc e s .  This flaw  of mixing 

th e  id e a l  and th e  r e a l  p o in ts  to  th e  s t r u c tu r a l  problem 

G issing  never so lved . Committed both tem peram entally  and 

a e s th e t ic a l ly  a g a in s t th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f th e  happy ending, he 

in troduced  th ese  two id e a l iz a t io n s  in to  a world w ithout 

id e a ls  and led  them to  f in a l  la c k  o f f u lf i l lm e n t  w ithout 

adequate ly  m o tivating  th e i r  f a i lu r e .  Both th e  s e r ie s  of 

negations and the s t i l t e d  prose o f th e  passage s t r e s s  the  

s e n tim e n ta lity  no t only o f th e  p re se n ta tio n  of th i s  passage 

bu t a lso  of the  t r a d i t io n a l  p lo t which runs through the  

n o v e l. G issing i s  a ttem p tin g  to  s t i r  our emotions concerning 

two ch a ra c te rs  who never e x is t  beyond the  le v e l of p lo t  de­

v ic e s , c h a rac te rs  who a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  o u ts id e  the  v iv id  

s e t t in g  of the  n o vel. T ech n ica lly , the  f a u l t  r e s u l t s  from 

a confusion of a e s th e t ic  d is ta n c e : p re sen tin g  h is  r e a l  sub­

j e c t  in  a cold tone o f a e s th e t ic  d isg u s t and moral in d ig n a­

t io n , G issing  p re sen ts  th ese  incongruous a b s tra c tio n s  w ith  

a sympathy which only the  sen tim en ta l common "read er o f f i c ­

t io n ,"  whom he supposedly d isd a in ed  to  p l e a s e , c o u l d  sh a re . 

F in a lly , G issing could no t achieve h is  goal of th e  o b je c t iv i ty  

necessary  fo r  th e  experim ental novel, th e  study , because of a 

confusion  of h is  own v a lu es . He was em otionally  committed

and E. G issing , p. 56 .
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against the social conditions of his time, and yet he was in­

tellectually  disillusioned with a ll of the suggested plans 

of amelioration. His technical failure to fuse effectively  

the real and the ideal reflects his intellectual failure to 

integrate his traditional idealism with any practical means 

of achieving the ends he dreamed of.

The plot of the novel results in a number of other 

less serious flaws in the unnecessary development of certain 

minor characters and the abuse of the reader's sense of 

probability. Scawthorne, the lawyer's clerk, is  an example 

of both these flaws. We are told his background, the nature 

of his lodgings, his progress in his career, his social ha­

bits, none of which has any real interest or relevance.

And i t  so happens that sometime previous to the action of 

the novel he has been involved with shady dealings with the 

younger Snowden, that he is  now a member of the legal firm 

handling the elder Snowden's business, that he is  the agent 

for beginning Clara's stage career, and with slightly  more 

causal relation, that in the closing scene of the book he 

is  proposing marriage to Jane. In Scawthorne we see a 

strange mixture of fictional waste and economy, both weak.

Despite it s  flaws, a survey of the solid accomplish­

ments of this novel reveals several. The people of The Nether 

World, excluding what I shall call the plot characters, show 

Gissing's greatest mastery of characterization up to this
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p o in t in  h is  c a re e r .  One of the  reasons fo r  th i s  m astery is  

h is  a b i l i t y  to  c re a te  b e lie v ab le  com plexity in  ch a ra c te rs  or 

what W alter Myers has c a lle d  " in co n g ru ity " : "the more ad­

vanced r e a l i s t i c  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  shows a d is re g a rd  of a r t i s ­

t i c ,  t r a d i t io n a l ,  or conventional co n sis ten cy  o r u n ity  and 

perm its o fte n  an e f f e c t  th a t  may be c a lle d  in c o n g ru ity ."^3

The frankness of Clem's b r u ta l i t y  went f a r  
towards redeeming her c h a ra c te r . The e x q u is ite  
s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith which she viewed J a n e 's  p resen t 
m isery, the broad J o v ia l i ty  w ith  which she g loa ted  
over th e  p rospec t of c r u e l t ie s  s h o r t ly  to  be i n ­
f l i c t e d ,  put her a t  once on a par w ith  the  noble 
savage running w ild in  the woods. C iv i l is a t io n  
could b rin g  no charge a g a in s t th i s  young woman; 
i t  and she had no common c r i t e r io n .  Who knows 
bu t th i s  lu s t  of hers  fo r  sanguinary  dom ination 
was the n a tu ra l  enough issu e  o f the  b ru ta l is in g  
serfdom of her p redecesso rs in  the  fam ily  l in e  of 
the Peckovers? A t h r a l l  suddenly endowed w ith  
a u th o r ity  w il l  a ssu red ly  make b i t t e r  work fo r  t h e . . 
lu c k le ss  c re a tu re  in  the  nex t degree of thraldom .

I t  i s  su rp r is in g  th a t  in  the m ostly  savage a c t i v i t i e s  o f Clem 

she does e x h ib it  her amoral m otiva tion  which makes th e  read er 

h e s i ta te  to  condemn; Clem is  not sim ply a s e l f i s h  g i r l  but a 

complex person who can even a t  tim es show decency. The ch ar­

a c te r iz a t io n  i s  so e f fe c t iv e  th a t  Donnelly names her the  

"dominant f ig u re  in  the  n o v e l ."^5 The same in c o n g ru ity  i s  

v is ib le  in  C lara and Bob Hewett, th e  e ld e r  Hewett, Pennyloaf,

^Sw alter Myers, The L a te r Realism : A Study of Charac­
t e r iz a t io n  in  the  B r i t i s h  Novel (Chicago: U n iv e rs ity  of 
Chicago P ress , 1927), p. 4.

^^Gissing, The Nether World, p. 6, 

^^Donnelly, p. 119.
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and even Joseph Snowden, a p lo t  c h a ra c te r .

A second cause fo r  G is s in g 's  success w ith  c h a r a c te r i ­

z a tio n  i s  a f irm er foundation  fo r  m o tivation  than  he had ex­

h ib i te d  b e fo re . In  h is  an a ly ses , th e  in n a te  c h a ra c te r  r a th e r  

than  e i th e r  h e re d ity  or environment i s  s t i l l  the c h ie f  means 

of ex p lan a tio n , but he does in v e s t ig a te  the form ation of 

c h a ra c te r  and show a g re a te r  awareness o f th e  way in  which 

p e rso n a li ty  and environment i n te r a c t .  In  analyz ing  alm ost 

a l l  of h is  c h a ra c te rs , he toys w ith  h e re d ity  as d e te rm in a tiv e , 

bu t th ese  s ta tem en ts  seldom have more fo rce  than  the  r h e to r i ­

c a l q u estio n  quoted in  the  above paragraph suggesting  the 

e f f e c t  o f h e re d ity  on Clem's c h a ra c te r .  Moreover, env iron ­

ment i s  seldom made t o t a l l y  d e te rm in a tiv e  in  th ese  an a ly se s . 

G issing  can only  exclaim , "The b i t t e r  in ju s t ic e  of i t l " ^ ^  

when t e l l i n g  how th e  v a ried  fo rtu n e s  o f John Hewett developed 

a sense of r e b e l l io n  in  C la ra . But when analyz ing  the  cause 

of a s p e c if ic  a c tio n , G is s in g 's  ty p ic a l  method i s  th i s  ex p la ­

n a tio n  of C la ra 's  q u i t t in g  h e r Job: "Why on th i s  occasion

ra th e r  than  f i f t y  tim es p rev io u sly ?  I t  was no t her own doing; 

something im pelled her, and the  same f o rc e - - c a l l  i t  chance or 

destiny --w ou ld  d i r e c t  the issu e  once m ore."^? However vaguely 

the  d e te rm in is tic  p a t te rn  i s  analyzed, the re a d e r  f e e ls  the 

fo rce  of th e  environment on the  a c tio n s  of the  c h a ra c te rs ,

^^G issing, The N ether World, p . 8l .

^ 7 ib id .,  p. 95 .
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excep ting , always, the  p lo t c h a ra c te rs .  By h is  v iv id  p o r tra y ­

a l  o f C lerkenw ell, G issing , d e sp ite  h is  la c k  of c o n v ic tio n  

about environm ental determ inism , c re a te s  an environment which 

has th e  e f f e c t ,  on th e  re ad e r, o f a pow erful m otiva ting  fo rce  

fo r  the  c h a ra c te rs  w ith in  the n o v e l.

The " s o l id i ty  of s p e c if ic a t io n "  of th e  environm ent, 

to  use Jam es's phrase, G issing achieved most e f f e c t iv e ly  in  

t h i s  novel fo r  a number of reaso n s , some o f  them a lre ad y  sug­

g e s te d . One of the  major changes from h is  previous p ra c tic e  

i s  th a t  he l im i ts  the a c tio n  to  a s in g le  s o c ia l  m ilieu , thus 

keeping the  n a tu re  o f the  s e t t in g  ever p re sen t in  th e  r e a d e r 's  

mind. The amount of d e s c r ip tio n  devoted to  the s e t t in g  i s  

much le s s  than  the  amount of a n a ly s is  devoted to  c h a r a c te r i ­

z a tio n , and th e re  i s  l i t t l e  p i l in g  up of d e s c r ip t iv e  d e t a i l .

In  f a c t ,  the  fo llow ing  s ta tem en t, which c lo se s  a b r ie f  and 

c o lo r le s s  d e s c r ip tio n  of S h o o te r 's  Gardens, th e  w orst slum of 

C lerkenw ell, i s  ty p ic a l :  "Needless to  burden d e s c r ip tio n

w ith  f u r th e r  d e ta i l ;  the  slum was l ik e  any o th e r  slum; f i l t h ,  

ro tte n n e s s , e v i l  odours, possessed th ese  dens of superfluous 

mankind and made them gruesome to  the  peering  im ag in a tio n ."^^  

However, as th e  read e r  i s  brought back ag a in  and again  to  

S h o o te r 's  Gardens, th i s  slum and i t s  in h a b ita n ts  come to  r e ­

p re sen t one pole o f the  n e th e r  w orld. At th e  o th e r  pole i s  

i s  th e  Byass household, in  which poverty  i s  n o t a problem;

^®Ibid., p. 74.
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y e t even here th e  environment has I t s  e f f e c t .  The Byasses 

a re  f i r s t  p resen ted  as having an id e a l  m arriage; then the 

m arriage slow ly d e te r io ra te s  owing to  the  la ck  of adequate 

o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r  p ersonal development on the p a r t o f both 

husband and w ife . This b read th  of p re se n ta tio n  i s  ano ther 

technique which makes the  s e t t in g  r e a l ;  d e sp ite  the v a r ie ty  

of economic le v e ls ,  the  e f f e c t  of the  environment i s  the 

same on a l l  of th e  c h a ra c te r s —a c o n s tr ic t in g  in flu en ce  p re ­

v en tin g  in d iv id u a l developm ent. Thus the  s e t t in g ,  w ith  i t s  

p re se n ta tio n  given p rim a rily  in  term s of i t s  u n iv e rsa l e f ­

f e c ts  upon the persons of the  novel, becomes the  u n ify in g  

fo rce  in  the  book.

To i l l u s t r a t e  th a t  G is s in g 's  novel, im perfec t though

i t  i s ,  has elem ents which a re  new to  the  t r a d i t io n  o f the

E ng lish  novel d ea lin g  w ith  the  lower c la s se s , we have only to

compare i t  w ith  th e  more t r a d i t io n a l  and the  more popular

novels o f W alter Besant, a se rio u s  a r t i s t  ( c f .  h is  "Art of 

the  Novel") who has chosen the  p r o le ta r ia t  fo r  h is  su b je c t 

m a tte r . The t i t l e  A ll S o rts  and C onditions o f Men (l882) 

seems to  imply a t  l e a s t  th e  b read th  of scope of The N ether 

World, and th e  s e t t in g  of W hitechapel i s  a slum eq u iv a len t 

to  C lerkenw ell. B e sa n t 's  device fo r  in tro d u c in g  h is  charac­

t e r s  i s  much l ik e  th a t  o f G issing : h is  c e n tra l  f ig u re s  a re

re s id e n ts  o f Mrs. Borm alack's boarding house. Other resem­

b lances a re  the  p lo ts  cen tered  on the  love of an i d e a l i s t i c



56

young man and an equally idealistic  young woman plus the unex­

pected riches. But here the resemblances end: the structure

of the Besant novel is  superior to that of The Nether World; 

a ll of the elements of All Sorts and Conditions of Men focus 

on the plot, the common aspirations of the young lovers, and 

thus there is  no sense of division of purpose. Pew of the 

characters are connected with Whitechapel except by senti­

mental attachment and chance. Harry Goslett, the hero, has 

been reared as a gentleman although his familial background 

is  Whitechapel. Angela Messenger, the heroine, one of the 

richest heiresses in England due to inheritance of breweries, 

had Whitechapel ancestors who founded the f ir s t  brewery in 

that area. Both take rooms at Mrs. Bormalack's, Harry posing 

as a workman to get to know his relatives, Angela posing as 

a dressmaker to put her wealth to useful purposes. Their 

fellow boarders are Dickensian caricatures: Lord and Lady

Davenant, rustic Americans, have come to place a claim for a 

t it le ;  Mr. Fagg, an untutored scholar from Australia, has 

come to publish his book on the universal alphabet; the pro­

fessor, a magician, has come because of lack of money; Jose­

phus Coppin, a brewery Clerk, is  doomed to his lowly position 

because of a long-past scandal; and Mr. Maliphant, a senile 

carver of figureheads for ships, holds the key to the past.

The caricatures are manipulated for comedy and pathos and 

then a ll of their problems are solved by Harry and Angela.
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The v i l l a i n  i s  Mr. Bunker, H arry 's  uncle , a scheming m iser, 

Harry and Angela have grandiose p lans fo r  reform ing W hite­

chap e l. Angela e s ta b lis h e s  a model dressm aking shop w ith 

sh o rt hours and p ro v is io n s  fo r  r e c re a tio n . T heir dream is  

"The Palace o f D e lig h t,"  a huge s tru c tu re  p rovid ing  f a c i l i ­

t i e s  fo r  p r a c t ic a l  study  (no sp e llin g )  and e n lig h ten in g  

r e c re a tio n  (dancing, s in g in g , a c t in g ) .  "The Palace of 

D eligh t"  i s  B e sa n t 's  answer to  the  s o c ia l  problem.

B e sa n t's  conception  o f h is  s e t t in g  i s  th a t  i t  i s  a 

p le a sa n t but n eg lec ted  p lace :

Two m illio n  people, o r th e re ab o u ts , l iv e  in  
the E ast End of London. That seems a good-sized 
pop u la tio n  fo r  an u t t e r ly  unknown town. They have 
no in s t i tu t io n s  of t h e i r  own to  speak o f, no pub lic  
b u ild in g s  of any im portance, no m u n ic ip a lity , no 
g en try , no c a r r ia g e s , no s o ld ie r s ,  no p ic tu re -  
g a l le r ie s ,  no th e a tr e s ,  no o p e ra --th ey  have no th in g .
I t  i s  the  fash io n  to  b e liev e  th a t  they  a re  a l l  
paupers—which i s  a fo o lis h  and m ischievous b e l ie f ,  
as we s h a l l  p re se n tly  s e e . Probably th e re  i s  no 
such sp e c ta c le  in  the  whole world as th a t  o f th i s  
im m ense/!neglected, fo rg o tte n  g re a t c i ty  of East 
London.

He has chosen h is  s e t t in g ,  as i s  a p p ro p ria te  f o r  a h is to r ia n  

of London, fo r  i t s  s tran g en ess  to  th e  r e s t  of th e  w orld. His 

in t e r e s t  i s  in  th e  p ic tu re sq u e , no t in  th a t  c e n tra l  element 

which Auerbach a s so c ia te s  w ith  modern rea lism , th e  "problema­

t i c . "50 Some people a re  poor and some m isguided, but on the

^9w alter Besant and James R ice, A ll S o rts  and Condi- 
t io n s  of Men (New York: A. L. B urt, n , d \ ) ,  p. 22.

SOAuerbach, passim .
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whole th e  popu la tion  has no unusual s o c ia l  problems except 

i t s  lack  of c u l tu ra l  o p p o r tu n itie s . W hitechapel, un lik e  

C lerkenw ell, e x is ts  as a r a th e r  d is ta n t  background fo r  the  

d isp la y  o f a t r a d i t io n a l  happy love s to ry .  C h a ra c te r iz a ­

t io n  i s  sim ple: moral b lacks and w hites fo r  th e  se rio u s

c h a ra c te rs  and ru lin g  passions o r humours fo r  th e  c a r ic a ­

tu r e s .  The genre of A ll S o rts  and C onditions of Men i s  

t r a d i t io n a l  sen tim en ta l s o c ia l  comedy; The N ether World, on 

the  o th e r  hand, i s  an attem pt to  study  th e  p ro le ta r ia n  world, 

the  n o v e l is t ic  eq u iv a len t o f the  problem p lay  being popu­

la r iz e d  by Ibsen , a lthough  G issing om its th e  advocacy of a 

re v o lu tio n  in  m orals, an advocacy which c h a ra c te r iz e s  the 

work of Ib sen .

The l a s t  d i s t in c t io n  leads to  a c o n tra s t  of th e  pu r­

poses of the  two n o v e ls . T ra d it io n a lly  comedy's fu n c tio n  

has been described  as c o rre c tiv e  of s o c ia l  and in d iv id u a l 

f a u l t s  through the  p re se n ta tio n  o f p recep t and example. In 

B e sa n t 's  novel the id e a ls  o f the lo v e rs  fu rn is h  an example 

lead in g  to  happiness, and s p e c if ic  a c tio n s  a re  suggested to  

a l l e v ia te  the  co n d itio n s  of the  lower c la s s e s .  Although 

The N ether World i s  p resen ted  in  a tone th a t  leav es  no doubt 

of G is s in g 's  abhorrence o f the co n d itio n s  and even, a t  tim es, 

the  people p ic tu re d  in  the  novel, an a t t i t u d e  th a t  we are  

made to  sh are , he p re sen ts  no e f fe c t iv e  examples o f what he 

co n sid e rs  id e a l ,  nor does he p resen t a coheren t s o lu tio n  fo r
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th e  co n d itio n s  which he has made us condemn. At one place 

G issing  o f fe r s  h is  "panacea fo r  th e  i l l s  of so c ie ty " : change

th e  economic co n d itio n s , "p re lim in ary  s te p  of which every 

ty ro  w i l l  reco g n ise  the  e a s in e ss " ; and then b rin g  the  "constan t 

in flu en c e  o f m usic," "D estroy, sweep away, p repare the  

ground: then  s h a l l  music the  holy , music the c i v i l i s e r ,

b rea th e  over the  renewed e a r th , and w ith  Orphean magic r a is e  

in  p e rfec ted  beauty  th e  tow ers of the C ity  of Man."51 Both 

the language and the  p o s itio n  o f th i s  passage, in  "lo  S a tu r­

n a l i a ,"  in d ic a te  i t s  i ro n ic .n a tu re ,  and i t  has the  sound of 

a burlesque a t  B e sa n t's  expense. In  a d ia ry  e n try  of Novem­

ber, 1888, G issing  w rite s  o f the  l a s t  th re e  ch ap te rs  o f h is  

novel: "In  th ese  I  wish to  emphasize th a t  th e  i d e a l i s t i c

s o c ia l  reform er i s  o f f a r  le s s  use than  the  humble d isc h a rg e r  

o f human d u ty ."^ ^  D esp ite  th i s  a s s e r t io n  of d id a c t ic  purpose, 

the f in a l  passage showing Sidney and J a n e 's  "love of u p r ig h t­

ness and mercy"53 o f fe r s  no s o lu tio n , in  terms of i t s  e f f e c t  

on th e  re ad e r, because o f th e  f in a l  f r u s t r a t io n  of th e  goals 

o f th ese  two c h a ra c te r s .  The d e s tru c tio n  of such slums as 

S h o o te r 's  Gardens o f fe r s  no s o lu tio n ; th e  b arren  u g lin e ss  o f 

the  newer tenem ents tem pts "one to  say th a t  S h o o te r 's  Gardens 

a re  a p re fe ra b le  ab o d e ."5^ That r e l a t iv e  a fflu en ce  o f fe r s  no

5lG issing, The N ether World, p . 109.

5^a . and E. G issing , p. 220.

' 53Gissing, The N ether World, p. 392.

S ^ ib id . ,  p . 2T4.
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solution can be seen in the disintegrating marriage of the 

Byasses and the death of Joseph Snowden. "Neutrality" 

toward values, to use Wayne Booth's term,55 ig really not 

very complete in Gissing. There is  no doubt of the badness 

of the conditions described; there is  simply an absence of 

the good, of any plan for amelioration. In purpose, then, 

Gissing uses his new material in a manner similar to that 

of the journalistic exposé, gaining many of his best effects 

through a kind of sensationalism which shocks the comfortable 

readers' sen sib ilities . And though he has not attained his 

goal of the effect of art for art's sake, Gissing's novel 

does not conform to Besant's description of the ideal pur­

pose of the novel: "it /the modern nove/7 gives ideas, i t

strengthens faith, i t  preaches a higher morality than is  

seen in the actual world . . . ."5^

In The Nether World Gissing wrote about the "un­

touched social strata" of which Waymark spoke, 57 bringing i t  

forward as central subject rather than as incidental or pic­

turesque background. To accomplish this, he developed, some­

what imperfectly, a structural pattern built upon a series of 

comparisons and contrasts within a social and economic com­

munity. At his best, he abandoned oversimplified characteri-

55wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of F iction  (Chicago: 
U niversity o f Chicago Presi, 1961), p. 67.

5^Walter Besant and Henry James, The Art of F iction  
(Boston; DeWolfe, Fiske & Co., n. d. ) ,  p. 10.

57Gissing, The Unclassed, p. 112.
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z a tio n  to  c re a te  complex personages whose e f f e c t  i s  both 

r e a l  and m ora lly  d is tu rb in g . Almost d e sp ite  h im self, he 

performed a study o f th e  in flu en c e  o f environment on charac­

t e r ,  a lth o u g h  he most o f te n  c a l l s  th e  determ in ing  in flu en ce  

f a te  o r circum stance, both  undefined cau ses . For a v a r ie ty  

o f r e a s o n s - -a e s th e t ic ,  e th ic a l ,  and tem peram ental--he 

abandoned moral and s o c ia l  d id a c tic ism , thus b reaking  w ith 

one o f the  m ajor t r a d i t io n s  o f the  e a r l i e r  V ic to ria n  novel. 

Whether th ese  a l t e r a t io n s  added to  the  a e s th e t ic  values of 

th e  n o v e l i s t ic  . .t ra d it io n  o r had any in flu e n c e  on subsequent 

n o v e lis ts  i s  no t th e  q u e s tio n . I t  i s  im portan t to  no te  th a t  

th ese  p a r t ic u la r  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  were used by G issing  in  th e  

1880 's  and th a t  they  w il l  re cu r  in  l a t e r  works on both  s id e s  

o f the  A tla n t ic .

The rem ainder o f G is s in g 's  works c o n tr ib u te s  l i t t l e  

f u r th e r  to  a study of n a tu ra lism , although  some of h is  b e s t 

novels were produced in  th e  fo llow ing  decade. In The Emanci­

pated ( I 890) he tu rned  h is  problem -novel method to  the  t r e a t ­

ment of th e  c u l t iv a te d  c la s se s  in  a s e t t in g  o f I t a ly .  In 

h is  most famous book. New Grub S tre e t  (1891), he used the 

s tru c tu r e  developed in  The N ether World, even in c lu d in g  the  

love t r i a n g le ,  to  p o r tra y  th e  lower middle c la s s  p u b lish in g  

world w ith  M ilvain , Reardon, B iffe n , and Yule as types of 

w r i te r s .  The th eo ry  of th e  novel as o u tlin e d  by B iffen  o f ­

f e r s  an in te r e s t in g ,  but o v e rs ta te d , e x p o s itio n  of G is s in g 's



62

view of th e  novel:

"What I  r e a l ly  aim a t  i s  an a b so lu te  rea lism  in  the 
sphere of th e  ignobly  d ecen t. The f i e ld ,  as I  under­
stand  i t ,  i s  a new one; I  d o n 't  know any w r i te r  who 
has t r e a te d  o rd in a ry  v u lg a r l i f e  w ith  f i d e l i t y  and 
se rio u sn e ss . Zola w rite s  d e l ib e ra te  t ra g e d ie s ;  h is  
v i l e s t  f ig u re s  become h ero ic  from th e  p lace  they  
f i l l  in  a s tro n g ly  imagined drama. I  want to  d ea l 
w ith  th e  e s s e n t ia l ly  unhero ic, w ith  th e  day -to -day  
l i f e  o f th a t  v a s t m a jo rity  of people who a re  a t  the  
mercy of p a l t ry  circum stance. Dickens understood 
the  p o s s ib i l i ty  of such work, but h is  tendency to  
melodrama on the  one hand, and h is  humour on the  
o th e r , prevented him from th in k in g  of i t  . . .  .
O ther men who d ea l w ith  low c la s s  l i f e  would p e r­
haps have p re fe rre d  id e a l is in g  i t - - a n  a b su rd ity .
For my own p a r t ,  I  am going to  reproduce i t  v e r­
batim , w ithou t one s in g le  im p ertin en t suggestion  
of any p o in t of view save th a t  o f honest re p o r tin g .
The r e s u l t  w i l l  be something u t t e r ly  te d io u s . P re­
c is e ly .  That i s  the  stamp of th e  ignobly  decent 
l i f e .  I f  i t  were any th ing  but ted io u s  i t  would be 
u n tru e . I  speak, of course, of i t s  e f f e c t  upon 
the  o rd in a ry  reader."58

O ther id e a ls  of B iffen  inc lude  th e  fo llo w in g : " I  want,

among o th e r  th in g s , to  i n s i s t  upon th e  f a t e f u l  power of

t r i v i a l  in c id e n ts " ;59 " i  want to  tak e  no s id e  a t  a l l ;

sim ply to  say. Look, th i s  i s  the  kind o f th in g  th a t  happens";

and he d isc a rd s  R eardon 's idea o f " th e  a r t  o f f ic t io n "  w ith

" I t  i s  worked o u t. We must have a r e s t  from i t . " ^ ^  A ll of

th e se  have been G is s in g 's  aims except verbatim  rep ro d u c tio n

58Qeorge G issing , New Grub S tre e t  (London: Oxford
U n iv e rs ity  P ress , 1958), pp. 149-150.

59lbid., p. 150.

GOlbid., p. 151.
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and a r e je c t io n  of th e  a r t  of f i c t i o n .  Mr. B ailey , Grocer, 

B if fe n 's  proposed novel, would have been an in te re s t in g  p re ­

cu rso r of the  works of Dorothy Richardson o r perhaps even 

James Joyce, bu t fo r  G issing  f ic t i o n  was a se rio u s  a r t  in ­

vo lv ing  c a re fu l s e le c t io n .  The review s of B if fe n 's  work 

e l i c i t  a moral from G issing : "'The f i r s t  duty of a novel­

i s t  i s  to  t e l l  a s to r y : ' the  p erp e tu a l r e p e t i t io n  of the 

phrase i s  a warning to  a l l  men who propose drawing from the 

l i f e . " ^ l  The phrase , in d ic a tiv e  of the  trea tm en t books w ith ­

out t r a d i t io n a l  p lo ts  rece ived  in  the l a t e  N ineteenth  Century, 

ex p la in s  why many of G is s in g 's  s tu d ie s  a re  marred by an 

i r r e le v a n t  p lo t ,  and the  q u o ta tio n  exp resses a d e s ire ,  much 

l ik e  th a t  of E. M. F o rs te r ,  to  w rite  w ithout p lo t .  A l i t t l e  

more smoothly w r i tte n ,  i t s  su b je c t and p lo t a l i t t l e  more 

in te g ra l .  New Grub S tre e t  sim ply develops th e  n o v e l is t ic  

d isc o v e rie s  made in  The N ether W orld.

S tro n g ly  in flu en ced  by M eredith, G issing  published  two 

novels on th e  problem of egoism in  1892. D enzil Q u a rrie r , 

in te r e s t in g  only as G is s in g 's  f i r s t  break w ith  the  th re e -  

volume t r a d i t io n ,  i s  a much weaker novel than  Born in  E x i le . 

Although Born in  E x ile  e x h ib its  a h a lf -h e a r te d  a ttem pt to  use 

th e  panoramic method by c re a tin g  a s e r ie s  of f ig u re s  e x iled  

from c u lt iv a te d  so c ie ty , Godwin Peak i s  such a c e n tra l  f ig u re  

as to  deserve th e  name h ero . A r a th e r  su b tle  study of an

G l l b i d . ,  p .  513 .
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e g o is t  as w ell as the  s o c ia l  s tru c tu re  of l a t e  n in e te e n th -  

cen tu ry  England, the  book i s  an in v a lu ab le  h i s to r i c a l  docu­

ment r e f le c t in g  the a t t i tu d e s  and emotions connected w ith  

th e  c la sh  of sc ience and r e l ig io n .  T ech n ica lly , th e  book i s  

most in te r e s t in g  fo r  i t s  use of th e  i n t e r io r  monologue, 

which, as Donnelly has pointed  o u t, i s  "not e n t i r e ly  suc­

c e s s fu l ." ^ ^

P u b lic a tio n  of one or more volumes per y ear by G iss­

ing  continued u n t i l  two years a f t e r  h is  d ea th . One of the  

in d ic a tio n s  th a t  h is  major s tru g g le  fo r  re c o g n itio n  was over 

and th a t  he was accepted as a man of l e t t e r s  was h is  aban­

doning o f h is  single-m inded devo tion  to  the  novel; in  the 

N in e tie s  he published  a c r i t i c a l  study  and a s e r ie s  o f p re f ­

aces on Dickens, a t r a v e l  book, and se v e ra l volumes o f sh o rt 

s to r i e s .  Only two of h is  l a t e r  volumes have any re levance 

to  t h i s  s tudy . In  The Odd Women ( 1893) he re tu rn ed  to  h is  

o ld e r  problem -centered s tru c tu r e ;  here G is s in g 's  concern is  

w ith  th e  unmarried women of England, l im ite d , of course, to  

th o se  who a re  "ignobly  d ec en t."  Taking th re e  s i s t e r s  as 

ty p ic a l  of the  c la s s ,  G issing tra c e s  the  d e te r io ra t io n  of 

two o f them under the  double burden o f lo n e lin e s s  and poverty , 

and th e  th i rd  he p re sen ts  in  h is  f a v o r i te  s i tu a t io n ,  the  un­

happy m arriage. The novel, i s ,  as Donnelly n o te s , "a 

shambles in  c o n s tru c t io n ," but no t p r im a rily  fo r  the reasons

G^Donnelly, p. 165,
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she a ss ig n s j i . e . ,  " th a t  V ic to ria n  m onster, p lo t and double 

p l o t , "^3 a lthough  th e  love s to ry  i s  complex. The s tru c tu re  

f a i l s ,  i t  seems to  me, because G issing  develops no r e l a t io n ­

sh ip  between the  v ario u s th read s  o f h is  novel. As I  have 

po in ted  ou t, h is  f a v o r i te  device fo r  l in k in g  scenes and 

c h a ra c te rs  has been comparison and c o n tra s t;  h is  f a i lu r e  

to  use t h i s  or any o th e r  l in k in g  device and h is  emphasis 

on Rhoda Nunn, the  modern independent woman, cause h is  

panoramic s tru c tu re  to  f a i l .  The W hirlpool (1897), gener­

a l l y  acclaim ed as G is s in g 's  b e s t long novel, tu rn s  the 

methods he has developed onto the  s o c ia l  w hirlpoo l o f London 

l i f e .  Here i s  G is s in g 's  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  h is  l i f e - lo n g  

dream of happiness in  a le i s u r e ly  and c u lt iv a te d  s o c ie ty  i s  

as empty as a l l  o f th e  o th e r  dreams he has had. His sub­

j e c t  i s  as broad as th a t  of The N ether World, and i f  he r e ­

l i e s  on Harvey and Alma Rolfe as o rg a n iz a tio n a l c en te rs  more 

than  he r e l i e s  on s in g le  c h a ra c te rs  in  h is  o th e r panoramic 

no v e ls, he uses them in  a d d itio n  to  the device o f comparison 

and c o n tra s t  to  ga in  a more coheren t s tru c tu re  than  he has 

achieved b e fo re . He can be more e x p l ic i t  in  h is  trea tm en t 

of sex than  he could be in  1889,  bu t h is  b as ic  theme of the 

d e s tru c tiv e n e s s  o f s o c ia l  p re ten se  makes th i s ,  h i s to r i c a l ly ,  

a le s s  in te r e s t in g  novel than  th e  more experim ental, i f  le s s  

su c c e ss fu l. The N ether W orld.

G 3 lb id ., pp. 169- 170 .



66

A survey of G is s in g 's  work i l l u s t r a t e s  h is  e a rn e s t­

ness in  h is  claim  th a t  th e  novel was a se rio u s  a r t  form and 

shows a f a i r l y  s teady  development of craftsm ansh ip  w ith  each 

succeeding novel. His im portance fo r  t h i s  study  l i e s  p r im a rily  

w ith  h is  work in  the  l 880 's :  he was a man w ith  a new a e s th e ­

t i c ,  im perfec t as i t  might be, c o n s tr ic te d  by th e  dev ices of 

h is  p red ecesso rs . One of h is  prim ary in te r e s t s  was to  p re ­

sen t the  n e th e r  world as phenomena, no t fo r  p ro p ag an d is tic , 

humorous, or sen tim en ta l e f f e c t s .  This aim was m otivated as 

much, i f  not more, by h is  experiences w ith  th e  poor, h is  in ­

a b i l i t y  to  a r r iv e  a t  p h ilo so p h ica l a b so lu te s , and h is  p e s s i ­

m is tic  temperament, as by the  novels and th e o r ie s  o f F lau b e rt 

and Z ola, In  h is  re a c tio n  to  th e  p as t and h is  s tru g g le  to ­

ward what he considered the  t r u th f u l  p re se n ta tio n  of m a te r i­

a l s ,  he developed a s e r ie s  of te c h n ic a l  dev ices s u ita b le  to  

the  p re se n ta tio n  o f h is  new su b je c t m a tte r, bu t he never suc­

ceeded in  ach iev ing  the  o b je c t iv i ty  of tone which h is  a e s th e ­

t i c  th e o r ie s  demanded. This may be th e  r e s u l t ,  as Swinnerton 

su g g ests , o f G is s in g 's  r e a l  f i c t i o n a l  in t e r e s t  being h im se lf, 

n o t o b je c tiv e  r e a l i t y .  But th e  way i t  dem onstrates i t s e l f  in  

h is  f i c t io n  i s  in  a confusion o f v a lu es : he could n o t e s ta b ­

l i s h  a c o n s is te n t a t t i tu d e  toward h is  m a te r ia ls  because he 

was d is i l lu s io n e d  w ith  the  values of the  p a s t as w ell as the  

r a d ic a l  new values of h is  tim e. Thus he could a t ta c k  c u rre n t 

c o n d itio n s , show h is  d is illu s io n m e n t w ith  modern man, and
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t r e a t  i r o n ic a l ly  th e  many suggested so lu tio n s  to  th ese  prob­

lems, but he could n e i th e r  be s a t i s f i e d  w ith  th is  negation  

nor h is  own s e t  of id e a ls .

Although c e r ta in ly  not a g re a t w r i te r ,  G is s in g 's  

works a re  in h e re n tly  in te r e s t in g  fo r  a number o f reaso n s; 

V irg in ia  Woolf va lues h is  work because i t  r e f l e c t s  an in ­

t e l l i g e n t  man s tru g g lin g  w ith  the se rio u s  problems of l ife ;G 4  

J .  M. Murry sees the  novels as s tu d ie s  in  the  psycho log ica l 

r e la t io n s h ip  between man and woman to  be compared, not t o ­

t a l l y  unfavorably , w ith  some of the  work of D. H. L a w r e n c e ; ^5 

and the  novels, seen as a whole, o f fe r  one of the  most com­

p le te  and d e ta i le d  r e f le c t io n s  of th e  id eas  and problems of 

l a t e  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  E nglish  s o c ie ty —from the  n e th e r 

world to  the  c u l t iv a te d  so c ie ty  of town and coun try—th a t  

e x i s t .

G ^V irginia Woolf, "George G is s in g ," The Second Com- 
mon Reader (New York: H arcourt, Brace & Co., 1923),
pp. 238-244.

^5john M iddleton Murry, "George G is s in g ," K atherine 
M ansfield and Other L ite ra ry  Essays (London: Constable,
1959), pp. 1-bü.



CHAPTER I I  

GEORGE MOORE: THE FOREIGN INFLUX

When G issing wrote in  1886, "The w r ite rs  who help  me 

most a re  French and Russian: I  have no t much sympathy w ith

E ng lish  p o in ts  o f  v i e w , h e  was, of course , p o in tin g  h o n estly  

to  th e  source of most of the  in n ovations which a re  found in  

h is  novels; however, h is  works seem l ik e  b e e fs te a k  sp iced  w ith  

some fo re ig n  sauces, George Moore, on the  o th e r  hand, g ives 

us th e  key to  h is  e a r ly  work in  a . passage in  Confessions of a 

Young Man: " I  am in s t in c t iv e ly  av erse  to  my own countrymen; 

th ey  a re  a t  once remote and re p u ls iv e ; but w ith  Frenchmen I  

am conscious of a sense of n earn ess ; I  am one w ith  them in  

t h e i r  id eas and a s p ir a t io n s ,  and when I  am w ith  them, I  am 

a l iv e  w ith  a keen and p e n e tra tin g  sense of i n t i m a c y .De­

s p i te  c e r ta in  concessions to  E ng lish  t a s t e s ,  M oore's e a r ly  

novels e x h ib it  h is  conscious a ttem pt to  b rin g  French forms 

and l i t e r a r y  id e a ls  into, the  E ng lish  n o v e l. As he explained  

to  B a re tt  C lark , w ith  ty p ic a l  o v ersta tem en t, near th e  end of

^A. and E. G issing , p. I 8 3 .

^George Moore, Confessions of a Young Man (New York: 
C apricorn Books, 1959) ,  p. 117. This e d i t io n  i s  used r a th e r  
than  The C o llected  Works because i t  co n ta in s much of the  o r i ­
g in a l m a te ria l which was excluded in  the l a t e r  e d i t io n .

68
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his l ife :  "I was present at the beginning of an important

a rtistic  and literary rebirth. I came to Prance, I wrote the 

f ir s t  serious novels in English. I invented adultery, which 

didn't exist in the English novel t i l l  I began writing . . . ."3

In  a d d itio n  to  th i s  c o n tra s t  of th e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  to  

th e  E ng lish  n o v e l is t ic  t r a d i t io n ,  two w r ite rs  who a re  c o n s is ­

te n t ly  grouped to g e th e r  in  l i t e r a r y  h is to r ie s  could h ard ly  

be more d i f f e r e n t .  Moore was a member of th e  I r i s h  landed 

g en try  who, d e sp ite  h is  co n s tan t an x ie ty  about money a f t e r  

1880, never faced p r iv a tio n . He was always accepted and a t  

ease in  c u l t iv a te d  s o c ie ty  and, i f  we accep t h is  w r itte n  

s ta tem en ts  l i t e r a l l y ,  was a f f l i c t e d  w ith  an a t t i tu d e  d i r e c t ly  

opposite  G is s in g 's  s o c ia l  i n f e r i o r i ty  complex. R e s is tin g  

education  throughout h is  youth, Moore never r e a l ly  m astered 

h is  only second language, F rench. How d i f f e r e n t  Moore i s  

from G issing  i s  obvious in  G is s in g 's  cry  of trium ph when,

l a t e  in  l i f e ,  he read  Don Quixote in  th e  o r ig in a l ,  th e  l a s t

l i t e r a r y  m asterp iece  which had eluded him owing to  la ck  of 

knowledge o f a language. Never m arried , Moore seems to  have 

invented  most of the  many a f f a i r s  which f i l l  h is  au to b io ­

g ra p h ica l w r i t in g s .  A p o lem ic is t worthy of h is  e a r ly  m aster, 

Zola, Moore used Journalism  to  make h im self a popular w r i te r .  

Both G issing and Moore read Schopenhauer, but the  g re a t

3Joseph Hone, The Life of George Moore (New York:
The Macmillan Co., 1936), p. 373 .
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pessimist had opposite effects on the two: he furnished a

rationale for Gissing's temperamental pessimism; he of­

fered novelistic material to the temperamentally optimis­

t ic  Moore.

Bom in 1852 to the Catholic owners of Moore Hall, 

County Mayo, Moore was a rebellious youth whose energies 

were devoted to horses, gambling, and the gay l i f e  of a 

gentleman in London. After his father’s death he studied 

art in London, and upon reaching his majority, rushed to 

Paris to become a painter. Between 1873 and 188O he re­

ceived his education in Paris—an education not only in 

painting and literature but also in the contrasting social 

milieux of the Nouvelle Athènes, the Bohemian haunt of the 

Parisian avant-garde, and the drawing rooms of the nobility. 

The Confessions of a Young Man, factually inaccurate but 

emotionally valid, gives a picture of the successive enthusi­

asms and rejections of which this non-academic education 

consisted. In 1880 a letter  from his uncle, who was look­

ing after his estates in Ireland, called him home to under­

take his responsibilities. Moore's description of his re­

action to this letter , despite it s  being a "Moorism"—"a 

violent rhetoric of mingled self-assurance and self-mockery 

peculiar to his vision"^—indicates the extent to which he

4Malcolm Brown, George Moore: A Reconsideration
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1955), p. xv.
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had adopted an a t t i tu d e  toward l i f e  ak in  to  th a t  o f F la u b e rt,

th e  Goncourts, and M aupassant:

That some wretched farm ers and m iners should 
re fu se  to  s ta rv e , th a t  I  may not be deprived of my 
d em i-tasse  a t  T o r to n i 's , th a t  I  may not be forced
to  leave th i s  b e a u tifu l  r e t r e a t ,  my c a t and my
p y th o n -m o n stro u s . And th ese  wretched c re a tu re s  
w il l  f in d  moral support in  England; they w il l  f in d  
p i t y i 5

However, Moore l e f t  Prance and undertook re sp o n s i­

b i l i t i e s ,  but no t those  which h is  uncle planned fo r  him. He 

re tu rn ed  to  Ire la n d  only long enough to  fin d  a new c a re ta k e r , 

and then  he s e t t l e d  in  London. Having f a i le d  as a p a in te r ,  

he had a new g o a l:

And so i t  was th a t  I  came to  s e t t l e  down in  
1 S trand lodging-house, determ ined to  devote m yself 
to  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and to  accep t th e  hardsh ips of a 
l i t e r a r y  l i f e .  I  had been p lay ing  long enough, and 
was now anxious fo r  proof, peremptory p roof, of my 
c a p a c ity  or in c a p a c ity .°

Although he f i r s t  follow ed Journalism , h is  am bitions were a r ­

t i s t i c .  As a r e s u l t  o f h is  unique education , h is  a r t i s t i c  

id e a ls  were re v o lu tio n a ry  in  England. Brown's a n a ly s is  of 

the  e s s e n t ia l  elem ents o f M oore's French education  i s  i n ­

s t r u c t iv e .  Moore lea rn ed  th re e  p recep ts  in  France: M anet's

"One should be ashamed of no th ing  but to  be ashamed"; 

G a u tie r 's  "The c o rre c tio n  of form is  v ir tu e "  and "The v is ib le  

world i s  v i s ib le . "  "The t r a n s p la n ta t io n  of th ese  th re e

^Moore, p. l4 2 .

&Ibid., p. 162.
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precepts to English ground was Moore's basic lifework."?

In these statements we can see Moore's rejection of Vic­

torian morality, his demand for freedom of subject matter, 

his rea listic  and documentary methods, his concern for 

form for form's sake.

Moore knew well the works of almost a ll the 

nineteenth-century French poets, novelists, and painters.

In Confessions he traces his great enthusiasms: Shelley,

Gautier, Balzac, Baudelaire, Zola, and Pater. In these he 

found a dedication to art and a rejection of old moral 

patterns. After failing to achieve any of these ideals 

by painting, Moore began to write poetry while in Prance.

His two volumes of poetry failed to create much interest 

in England, but Flowers of Passion (1878) and Pagan Poems 

(1881) are, as is  obvious by their t i t le s ,  an attempt at 

a transplantation of French ideas and techniques to Eng­

land. Although not good poetry, they are the earliest 

precursors of the dominant twentieth-century English po­

etic movement. But Moore discovered that he had l i t t l e  

more talent for poetry than painting, and besides he 

wanted public notice, which his poems failed to give him.

Although in I 88O, the date of his return to England, 

Moore had l i t t l e  knowledge of English literature, he had 

discovered a new enthusiasm for Zola, and typically he was

^Brown, p. 36.
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almost fanatic.- He explained his attraction in Confessions ;

I frequently met M. Duval at breakfast at a neigh­
boring café, and our conversation turned on 1 'ex­
position de la piece, préparer la situation, nous 
aurons des larmes, etc. One day, as I sat waiting 
for him, I took up the Voltaire. It contained an 
article by M. Zola. Naturalisme, la vérité, la 
science, were repeated some half-a-dozen times.
Hardly abl'e to believe my eyes, I read that you 
should write, with as l i t t l e  imagination as pos­
sib le, that plot in a novel or in a play was i l l i ­
terate and puerile, and that the art of M. Scribe 
was an art of strings and wires, etc. I rose up 
from breakfast, ordered my coffee, and stirred the 
sugar, a l i t t l e  dizzy, like one who has received a 
violent blow in the head.

And now for the third time I experienced 
the pain and the Joy of a sudden and inward ligh t. 
Naturalism, truth, the new art, above a ll the 
phrase, "the new art," impressed me as with a sud­
den sense of ligh t. I was dazzled, and I vaguely 
understood that my "Rosea of Midnight" were puerile 
eccentricities, dead flowers that could not be gal­
vanised into any semblance of l i f e ,  passionless in 
a ll their passion.

I had read a few chapters of the "Assom­
moir, " as i t  appeared in La République des Lettres;
I had cried "ridiculous, abominable," only because 
i t  is  characteristic of me to instantly form an 
opinion and assume at once a violent attitude.
But now I bought up the back numbers of the Vol­
taire, and I looked forward to the weekly exposi­
tion of the new faith with febrile eagerness. The 
great zeal with which the new master continued 
his propaganda, and the marvellous way in which 
subjects the most diverse, passing events, p o lit i­
cal, social, religious, were caught up and turned 
into arguments for, or proof of the truth of 
naturalism astonished me wholly. The idea of a 
new art based upon science, in opposition to the 
art of the old world that was based on imagina­
tion, an art that should explain a ll things and 
embrace modern l i f e  in its  entirety, in its  end­
less ramifications, be, as i t  were, a new creed 
in a new civ ilisation , f illed  me with wonder, and 
I stood dumb before the vastness of the concep­
tion, and the towering height of the ambition.
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In  ray fevered  fancy I  saw a new race  o f w r i te rs  
th a t  would a r i s e ,  and w ith th e  a id  o f the  novel 
would continue to  a raore g lo rio u s  and le g it ira a te  
conclusion  the  work th a t  the  p rophets had begun; 
and a t  each developraent of the  th eo ry  of th e  new 
a r t  and i t s  u n iv e rsa l a p p l ic a b i l i ty ,  ray wonder 
in creased  and ray adm ira tion  choked me . . .  .

But i t  was the  idea o f the  new a e s th e t i -  
c isra --th e  new a r t  corresponding to  modern, as 
a n c ien t a r t  corresponded to  a n c ie n t l i f e —th a t  
ca p tiv a te d  me, th a t  led  me away, and n o t a sub­
s t a n t i a l  knowledge of the  work done by th e  
n a tu r a l i s t s .  1 had read the "Assommoir," and 
had been much im pressed by i t s  pyramid s iz e , 
s tre n g th , h e ig h t, and d eco ra tiv e  grandeur, and 
a lso  by th e  immense harmonic development o f the 
id ea ; and th e  fu g a l trea tm en t o f the  d i f f e r e n t  
scenes had seemed to  me a s to n ish in g ly  new—the 
wash-house, fo r  example: the f ig h t  motive i s  in ­
d ic a te d , then  fo llow s the  development o f s id e  
is s u e s , then  comes the  f ig h t  motive exp la ined ; 
i t  i s  broken o ff  sh o r t, i t  f l u t t e r s  through a web 
o f p ro g ress iv e  d e ta i l ,  the f ig h t  motive i s  again  
taken  up, and now i t  i s  worked out in  a l l  i t s  
fu ln e s s ; i t  i s  worked up to  crescendo , an o th er 
s id e  is su e  i s  in troduced , and ag ain  th e  theme i s  
g iven f o r th .  And 1 m arvelled g re a t ly  a t  the 
lo rd ly , r iv e r - l i k e  r o l l  o f the  n a r ra t iv e ,  some­
tim es widening out in to  lak es  and shallow ing 
meres, bu t never s ta g n a tin g  in  fen  o r m arshlands.
The language, too , which 1 d id  no t then  recogn ise  
as the  weak p o in t, being l i t t l e  more than  a b o i l ­
ing down of Chateaubriand and F lau b e rt, sp iced 
w ith  Concourt, d e lig h ted  me w ith  i t s  n o v e lty , i t s  
r ic h n e ss , i t s  force."

M oore's r e i t e r a t i o n  of the newness--new su b je c t, new 

id e a s , and new form--shows h is  y o u th fu l z e a l .  Except fo r. Paul 

A lex is, Moore had l i t t l e  personal acquain tance among the  na­

t u r a l i s t s  in  l880; he had met Zola only once a t  a b a l l .  But 

between l8 8 l and 1883, Moore corresponded w ith  Zola, pub-

8Moore, pp. 90-96.
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l ish e d  a r t i c l e s  on Zola in  th e  E ng lish  p re ss , and planned a 

t r a n s la t io n  of L 'Assommoir. Moore made h im self th e  le a d e r  

of the f ig h t  fo r  freedom in  E ng lish  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and he fought 

shrewdly and w ell so th a t  by th e  e a r ly  N in e ties  th i s  f ig h t  

was e s s e n t ia l ly  won.

But in  th ese  e a r ly  London y ea rs , he was n o t simply 

a J o u rn a l is t ;  he was w ritin g  h is  f i r s t  novel using  a v a r ie ty  

of French novels as m odels. His concern w ith  the new in  a r t  

can be seen from th e  t i t l e  A Modern Lover ( I 883) .  He wrote 

Zola a f t e r  i t s  E ng lish  p u b lic a tio n :

I  have J u s t  pub lished  a novel which has had 
su ccess . A Modern Lover: in  th e  French papers they
c a l l  i t  Un Amant d 'a u jo u rd h u iî I  don’ t  know why my 
phrase has been a l t e r e d .  The f a c t  th a t  my novel has 
been su cc e ss fu l may in te r e s t  you; fo r ,  as I  have
a lrea d y  to ld  you, I  owe you ev ery th in g . My book
a la s  i s  n o t good. I  know i t  w e ll, but i t  has suc­
ceeded. I  was ob liged  to  a t te n u a te  d re a d fu lly , but 
what e ls e  could I  do? I  had to  take  a s te p  and the 
s te p  i s  ta k e n .9

But in  the  P reface to  th e  re v is io n  c a lle d  Lewis Seymour and

Some Women (1917) , he was more candid about h is  f i r s t  novel:

"'A Modern Lover’ was th e  book o f a young man who, in  a mo­

ment of in s p ir a t io n ,  h i t  upon an e x c e lle n t anecdote, and being 

w ithou t l i t e r a r y  s k i l l  to  unfold i t ,  devised a s tran g e  te x t  

out o f h is  memories of B alzac, Zola, and C o n c o u r t . The

%one, p. 96.

'■^George Moore.
York: B ren tan o 's , 1920), p. v.

^^George Moore, Lewis Seymour and Some Women (New
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anecdote was a f i c t io n a l  trea tm en t o f th e  l i f e  of Lewis Haw­

k in s , an a r t  s tu d en t in  P a ris  w ith  whom Moore l iv e d ; M ilton 

Chiakin has shown th a t  the  s p e c if ic  l i t e r a r y  models were 

B a lz a c 's  Les I llu s io n s  perdues, G oncourt's M anette Salomon, 

and Z o la 's  La Curée. Moore g ives a summary of th e  p lo t :

Three women undertake to  work fo r  a young 
man's w e lfa re : a w o rk -g irl, a r ic h  woman, and a
lady  of h igh degree . A ll c o n tr ib u te  something, 
and the  young man i s  put on a h igh p e d e s ta l.  One 
w orshipper r e ta in s  h er f a i t h ,  one lo se s  hers p a r­
t i a l l y ,  and one a l to g e th e r .

More s p e c i f ic a l ly ,  the  s to ry  t e l l s  o f the r i s e  of a 

young and no t very s k i l l f u l  a r t i s t  from impoverishment to  

membership in  th e  Royal Academy. One of the  ways of seeing  

th e  m odernity suggested by the  t i t l e  i s  to  c o n tra s t  i t  w ith  

th e  p a tte rn  of "the young man from the  provinces" which 

L ionel T r i l l in g  has described  as the  "backbone" of n in e te e n th -  

cen tu ry  f i c t i o n . 13 Lewis Seymour, a p en n ile ss  a s p ir in g  a r t i s t ,  

a c q u ire s  h is  " tra n sfo rm a tio n " l^  in  h is  m eeting w ith  Mrs. Ben- 

tham, who in tro d u ces  him to  a r t i s t i c  o p p o r tu n itie s  and the  

world of ballroom s. But h is  s e r ie s  of t e s t s  a re  n o t a g a in s t

^^M ilton Chiakin, "The Composition of George M oore's 
A Modern Lover," Comparative L ite r a tu r e ,  CLVII (Summer, 1955), 
259-2b4. '

12Moore, Lewis Seymour, pp. v i i i - i x .

^^Lionel T r i l l in g ,  "The P rin cess  Casamassima" in  The 
L ib e ra l Im agination: Essays on L i te ra tu re  and S ocie ty
(Garden C ity : Doubleday & Company, I n c . ,  1954), p. 67.

l^Ibid ., p. 70.
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a s t a t i c  so c ie ty  whose values he must understand and le a rn  

to  conform to ;  in s te a d  the  s o c ie ty  i s  made up of sentim en­

t a l l y  and se n su a lly  m otivated personages whom, w ith  h is  

ab so lu te  ego, Lewis can use fo r  h is  own ends. He uses the 

th re e  women, from, th re e  le v e ls  o f so c ie ty , and i t  i s  only 

Qwynnie Lloyd, the  lau n d ress , who faces  any moral problem -- 

a c o n f l ic t  between th e  M ethodist v ir tu e s  of "modesty" and 

"duty"^^ in  conceding to  the  demands o f Lewis. Mrs. Ben- 

tham 's h es itan c y  to  become L ew is's  m is tre ss  i s  m otivated 

by fe a r  o f scandal, and Lady Helen has only to  overcome 

the o ld -fash io n ed  p re ju d ic es  of h er p a ren ts  in  o rder to  

marry Lewis. In  th i s  novel, then , th e re  i s  an iro n ic  com­

ment on the  t r a d i t io n a l  s to ry  of th e  p ro v in c ia l young man: 

modern s o c ie ty  has l o s t  i t s  a b i l i t y  to  t e s t  th e  o u ts id e r  

i f  he i s  equipped to  use the  moral so ftn e ss  of s o c ie ty  

a g a in s t  i t .

Lewis Seymour i s  the  s t r u c tu r a l  c e n te r  of the  book 

He i s  the  "modern lo v e r"  incapab le  o f love who f in d s  th is  

in c a p a c ity  an a s s e t .  He supposedly s a c r if ic e d  an a r t i s t i c  

g rea tn e ss  of which he dreamed, but d e sp ite  th e  e x ten t of 

th e  d isc u ss io n s  o f a r t ,  t h i s  i s  no K unstlerrom an. We a re  

convinced th a t  Seymour has no elem ent of g rea tn ess  in  him, 

and i f  we a re  meant to  co n sid e r Seymour a f a i lu r e ,  h is

l^George Moore, A Modern Lover (London: T insley
B ro th ers , 1883), p . 24.
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f a i lu r e  i s  never made c le a r .

However, th e  a e s th e t ic  d isc u ss io n s  and in tr ig u e s  of 

th e  novel, a lthough  having l i t t l e  to  do w ith  the  c e n tra l  

s to ry , do fu n c tio n  as an a ttem pt to  g ive th e  novel h i s to r i c a l  

co n cre ten ess , to  fo llow  Z o la 's  id e a l  of embracing "modern 

l i f e  in  i t s  e n t i r e t y , a n d  to  express M oore's a e s th e t ic  

p o s it io n  a t  th e  time o f the  w ritin g  of th e  n o v e l. The 

c e n tra l  c o n f l ic t  i s  between the  m e d ie v a lis ts , rep resen ted  

by most members o f the  Academy, and th e  moderns, rep re sen ted  

by th e  p a in te r  Thompson and the n o v e l is t  H arding. The mod­

erns a re , of course, given a l l  the  r ig h t  v a lu e s . Thompson, 

in s i s t in g  th a t  modern a r t  i s  based on lo g ic  ( " I t  i s  th e  p o s i­

tiv ism  of a r t ,  as a minor modern e x u l ts ) ,  ex p la in s  the  new 

movement: "The n o v e lis t  i s  ga in ing  the  day fo r  th e  study of
I

th e  su rroundings; th e  p a in te r  fo r  atm ospheric e f f e c t s ;  and 

the  m usician w il l  c a rry  the  day fo r  melodious u n in te rru p ted  

ded u ctio n s, fo r  f re e  harmony which i s  th e  atmosphere of m u s i c .  

For the  p a in te r  th i s  lead s  to  su b je c ts  lack in g  id e a l iz a t io n ,  

such as d i r ty  housemaids. Harding d e fin e s  th e  new novel:

Vfe do n o t always choose what you c a l l  unp leasan t 
su b je c ts , but- we t r y  to  go to  th e  ro o ts  of th in g s ;

^^Moore, C onfessions, p. 92.

^^Moore, Modern Lover, p. 269 . 

l ^ l b i d . ,  p .  4 l .
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and th e  b a s is  of l i f e ,  being m a te r ia l and no t 
s p i r i t u a l ,  the  a n a ly s t in e v ita b ly  f in d s  h im self, 
sooner o r l a t e r ,  handling  what th i s  sen tim en ta l 
age c a l l s  co a rse . But l ik e  Thompson, I  am s ic k
of th e  d isc u ss io n . I f  your stomach w il l  no t
stand  th e  c r u d i t ie s  of th e  moral d is s e c tin g  room 
read v e rse ; but d o n 't  t r y  to  d i s to r t  an a r t  in to  
something i t  i s  n o t, and cannot be. The novel, 
i f  i t  be any th ing , i s  contemporary h is to ry ,  an 
exact and complete rep ro d u c tio n  of s o c ia l  s u r ­
roundings of th e  age we l iv e  in .  The poem, on 
the  o th e r  hand, i s  an id e a l is a t io n ,  and bears  
th e  same r e la t io n  to  the  novel as the  ro a s t  beef 
does to  the  r ic h ,  r ip e  f r u i t  which you savour 
when your hunger i s  s a t i s f i e d .

T his, I  assume, i s  the aim of A Modern Lover, and the d i s ­

cussion  i t s e l f  i s  a p a r t  of the " so c ia l surroundings" which

th e  novel p re se n ts .

The success of the p re se n ta tio n  o f m orally  decaying 

so c ie ty  has a lre a d y  been d iscu ssed . In a d d itio n  to  the world 

of th e  a r t i s t ,  o th e r  fa c e ts  of th e  s o c ia l  surroundings which 

th e  novel p re sen ts  a re  a r a th e r  n o n -sp e c if ic  p ic tu re  of lower 

c la s s  l i f e ,  ex ten s iv e  d e s c r ip tio n s  of a country  b a l l  and a 

country  te n n is  p a r ty , th e  s o c ia l  l i f e  of P a r is , and the  

fa sh io n ab le  l i f e  in  London. Much of th i s  p re se n ta tio n  i s  in  

the  form of s a t i r i c  c a r ic a tu re :  th e  lecherous Lord Senton,

th e  g rasp ing  Mr, Carver, th e  in e f fe c tu a l  p a ren ts  o f Lady 

Helen. The r e s u l t  o f th i s  kind of p re se n ta tio n  i s  th a t  the  

re ad e r  f in d s  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  b e liev e  th a t  what i s  p resen ted  

i s  s o c ia l  h is to ry :  comic exaggeration  i s  no t a device com-

l ^ i b i d . ,  pp. 41-42.
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p a t ib le  w ith  s o c ia l  re a lism .

Harding does not make th e  n a t u r a l i s t i c  connection  be­

tween th e  p ic tu re  o f the  surroundings and th e  a c tio n s  of the  

c h a ra c te rs ;  he f a i l s  to  r a is e  th e  q u estion  o f determ inism  

except in  h is  d e n ia l of the  s p i r i t u a l .  And Moore f a i l s  to  

f in d  any c o n s is te n t cau sa l r e la t io n s h ip  between environment 

and a c tio n . He c a re fu lly  tra c e s  Seymour's background, but 

we must accep t h is  c h a ra c te r  as g iven by the  au th o r and 

th u s  f in d  th e  sp rin g s  of a c tio n  in  h is  weakness of charac­

t e r .  Gwynnie L lo y d 's  a c tio n s  sp rin g  from h er M ethodist en­

vironm ent, and s in ce  she rem ains a minor c h a ra c te r , her 

background does ex p la in  her c o n s is te n t  id ea lism . Moore 

s ta te s  th a t  Helen Bentham has been "sp o iled  by a r i s to c r a t i c  

t a s t e s , b u t  th i s  does l i t t l e  to  ex p la in  h er temperament. 

Lady Helen i s  a s e n s u a l is t  seeking  new se n sa tio n s , bu t th i s  

i s  g iven , not developed c a u sa lly . Thus th e re  i s  l i t t l e  

s t r e s s  on determ inism , and the  sp rin g s  o f a c tio n  rem ain on 

a p r io r i  temperament.

A sta tem en t by Harding e a r ly  in  the novel can be used

to  sum up the  theme:

The age i s  dying of f a ls e  m o ra lity  and sentim en­
t a l i t y ,  and n e i th e r  you nor I  can do anyth ing  
about i t ,  nor a h o st l ik e  us. These confounded 
women w ith  t h e i r  p o e try , t h e i r  a r t ,  t h e i r  a s p ir a ­
t io n s ,  have devoured ev ery th in g , l ik e  a plague of

20Ibid., p. 32.
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lo c u s ts ;  they  have conquered the n in e te en th  cen tury  
as the  Vandals d id Europe in  the s ix th .  ^

U n fo rtu n a te ly , e i th e r  Moore f a i le d  to  understand h is  theme 

c le a r ly  o r f a i le d  to  f in d  a s tru c tu re  and technique to  p re ­

sen t h is  theme, fo r  th e  f in a l  e f f e c t  of the book i s  no t con­

s i s t e n t  w ith  the  theme. By using  Seymour as an o rg an iza ­

t io n a l  c e n te r  and by analyzing  him so th a t  l i t t l e  sympathy 

can be extended by the  re ad e r, Moore has made us sym pathetic 

w ith  the  f a ls e  m o ra lity  o f the  th re e  women, th e  re p re s e n ta ­

t iv e s ,  in  vary ing  degrees, of the " fa ls e  m o ra lity  and s e n t i ­

m en ta lity "  o f th e  age. In i t s  e f f e c t  then , the  book i s  a 

condemnation o f amoral Don Juanisra, a f a v o r i te  su b je c t of 

Moore, r a th e r  th an  an ind ic tm en t o f a decaying s o c ie ty . 

R ather than  an o b je c tiv e  s o c ia l  h is to ry ,  the book e x is ts  

as a s tudy  of a c h a ra c te r  who i s  what has come to  be known 

as an a n t i -h e ro .  One of th e  e a r l i e s t  rev iew ers saw th is  

d iscrepancy  between in te n t  and r e s u l t :

One i s  made aware by c e r ta in  passages th a t  
Mr. Moore would f a in  im ita te  th e  methods of Zola 
and h is  odious school, bu t two o b s tac le s  a re  in  h is  
p a th - - th e  f a i t h  of a C h r is tia n  and the in s t in c t s  of 
a gentlem an; the  au th o r recogn izes and re sp e c ts  
goodness, p u r ity  and d is in te re s te d n e s s ,  and i f  M,
Zola o r any hogs of h is  s ty  could w rite  such an 
episode as th a t  w ith  which the  s to ry  opens, the  
w o rk g ir l 's  s a c r i f i c e  fo r  the  p en n ile ss  a r t i s t ,  
one would have as much hope fo r  t h e i r  fu tu re  as 
th a t  of Mr, M o o r e ,

^^I b id . ,  p. 39.
Op

Quoted in  Hone, p , 96 .
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Perhaps the  confusion—I  should r e i t e r a t e  t h a t  the  flaw i s  not 

t h a t  Moore did no t w r i te  a Zolaesque novel but t h a t  theme and 

e f f e c t  a re  not c o n s is te n t—i s  due to  Moore's having to 'A t t e n ­

uate d re a d fu lly "  in  order to  make the  work p a la ta b le  to  the 

English  p u b l ic .  C e r ta in ly ,  a t  t h i s  period i t  was not due 

to  h is  " f a i t h  of a C h r i s t i a n , " s ince  Moore was s t i l l  v io ­

l e n t l y  denouncing C h r i s t i a n i ty ,  Roman Catholicism  e s p e c ia l ly .  

But the  most l i k e l y  exp lana tion  i s  t h a t  the  sentim ent of 

d isg u s t  w ith  humanity, which he preached in  Confessions and 

which aided the  French w r i te r s  in  a t t a in in g  t h e i r  apparent 

amoral a t t i t u d e ,  was s t i l l  only a pose. B a s ic a l ly ,  as the 

review er pointed out, he had "the i n s t i n c t s  of a gen tlem an," 

and the  i n s t i n c t s  of the t ru e  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  gentleman 

were moral and hum anitarian .

From i t s  p u b l ic a t io n  onward, t h i s  novel has been

s ing led  out as in tro d u c in g  something new to  English  f i c t i o n .

As Chiakin phrases i t .

I t  / k  Modern L over/ was the f i r s t  published English  
novel d i r e c t l y  a f fe c te d  by the  t r a d i t i o n s  of French 
rea lism  . . . .  I t  was the  f i r s t  considered depar­
tu re  from V ic to r ia n  modes of f i c t i o n  and the  s t a r t ­
ing po in t  of the  transfo rm ation  t h a t  has taken  place 
in  the English  novel in  the  l a s t  s ix ty  or seventy 
y e a rs .

The ques tion  of what i s  new rem ains. The most obvious nove l­

ty  i s  the  abandonment of p o e tic  j u s t i c e —the  rewarding of the  

good, the  punishment of the  wicked. Second, the  e f f o r t ,  not

^^Chlakin, Comparative L i t e r a tu r e ,  259.
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e n t i r e ly  su c c e ss fu l ,  to  p resen t the  f a c t s  about a t  l e a s t  

th re e  la y e rs  of English  so c ie ty ,  though not without p re­

vious examples, i s  s t i l l  something of an innovation . Third 

i s  a g r e a te r  freedom of su b jec t  m a tte r ,  r e f l e c t e d  in  Moore's 

o v e rs ta ted  claim to  have invented a d u l te ry  in  the English  

novel; sexual m otivation  i s  o f te n  used, Seymour's promiscu­

i t y  i s  s t r e s s e d ,  and as Brown puts i t ,  th e re  i s  a " le e r in g  

a t  undraped females"^^ in  the book. In s t r u c tu r e  and in  

techniques of c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  and n a r ra t io n ,  the  novel 

o f fe r s  noth ing  much th a t  i s  new, and in  the  f i n a l  a n a ly s is  

the  novel i s  " p a l l id  and unexceptionable"^^ except in  i t s  

ab o r t iv e  study of the decay of s o c ie ty .  But in  t h i s  a t t a c k  

upon so c ie ty ,  upon t r a d i t i o n a l  values , Moore, even in  h is  

f i r s t  novel, found a so lu t io n  to  the problem which caused 

Gissing to  mar many of h is  nove ls .  The values o f Moore's 

women a re  being a t tack ed  on the  b a s is  o f  a new standard of 

values which i s  a n t i - s e n t im e n ta l  and a n t i - t r a d i t i o n a l .  The 

f a u l t  of the  th re e  women i s  not t h e i r  immorality in  the t r a ­

d i t i o n a l  s e n s e - - th a t  they  w i l l  y ie ld  t h e i r  honor to  Lewis— 

but t h e i r  s a c r i f i c e  of t h e i r  own s e l f i s h  i n t e r e s t s .  Although 

the  po in t i s  not y e t  c l e a r ly  defined here, t r a d i t i o n a l  values 

a re  being weighed a g a in s t  "n a tu ra l"  values and found wanting. 

I t  i s  by means of t h i s  c r i t i c a l  s tandard  th a t  Moore w i l l

oilBrown, p. 90,
2 5 i b i d ,
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push beyond the kind of sensational effects created by Giss­

ing.

Some of the  flaws as w ell as the  a s s e t s  of A Modern 

Lover a re  discovered upon comparing i t  w ith  "a new novel 

which Moore made in  1917 out of t h i s  f i r s t  anecdote . The 

most n o tic e a b le  change i s  trimming the  th re e  volume v ers io n  

to  one volume. In o rder  to  accomplish t h i s ,  Moore removed 

two elements of the e a r l i e r  v e rs io n :  the  long d e s c r ip t io n s

of p a r t i e s ,  s o c ia l  l i f e ,  and g enera l  surroundings and the  

a u th o r ia l  c h a ra c te r  a n a ly s is .  At the  time of the r e v is io n ,  

Moore had long s ince  renounced n a tu ra l ism  and renounced the  

d e s i r e  to  p resen t s o c ia l  h i s to r y ,  and he had discovered 

techniques fo r  showing the  rea d e r  r a th e r  than  t e l l i n g  him 

about c h a ra c te r .  Another n o t ic e a b le  change i s  the  g r e a te r  

freedom in  the trea tm en t of sex: in  the  second v ers ion

Seymour and Mrs. Bentham a re  described  to g e th e r  in  bed; the

honeymoon w ith  Lady Helen i s  p re -m a r i ta l  r a th e r  than  p o s t-  

m a r i ta l ;  and th e re  i s  a leng thy  a n a ly s is  of the  s trong  and 

weak po in ts  of H elen 's  body. Most of these  cMnges were de ­

signed to  shock or t i t i l l a t e  th e  read e r  r a th e r  than  fu n c tio n  

e f f e c t i v e ly  in  the  novel, a lthough  they  do s tren g th en  the 

sexual m otivation  of the c h a ra c te r s .  Psychological depth has 

been added. The Oedipal n a tu re  of the r e l a t io n s h ip  of

Seymour and Mrs. Bentham i s  developed; the  se n su a lly  m oti-

26Moore, Lewis Seipour, p. ix .
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vated r e b e l l io n  of Lady Helen i s  s t r e s se d - - s h e  has become the 

common f i c t i o n a l  f re e  woman of the Twentieth Century; the 

background f ig u re s  have receded u n t i l  they are  n e i th e r  c a r i ­

ca tu re s  nor c h a ra c te r s ,  only props. Some im p ro b a b i l i t ie s  

have been removed, such as Gwynnie L loyd 's  being employed as 

a maid by Lady Helen. The novel has become a psychologica l 

novel produced by a w r i te r  who has mastered h is  c r a f t ,  but 

i t  i s  a novel to ld  fo r  the purpose of the  s to ry .  The women 

have become the value c h a ra c te r s ,  and a t  th e  end Seymour i s  

a simple cad. I t  i s  no longer a p ic tu re  of a s o c ie ty ;  i t  i s  

a s to r y - - a  p lo t te d  novel based upon the  u n n a tu r a l i s t i c  be­

l i e f  th a t  " i t ' s  the s to ry  t h a t  counts .

To escape the  censorship  of the c i r c u la t io n  l i b r a r i e s  

and to  appeal to  an audience which found the c i r c u la t in g  

l i b r a r y  system economically p ro h ib i t iv e ,  Zola advised Moore 

to  p u b lish  h is  nex t novel in  a cheap one-volume e d i t io n .  

Having w r i t te n  of the two su b je c ts  w ith  which he was th o r ­

oughly f a m i l i a r —the  s o c ia l  and a r t i s t i c  worlds of P a r is  

and London—he s e t  ou t, notebook in  hand, to  v i s i t  an ugly 

town noted only fo r  i t s  p o t te ry  and then  t r a v e l le d  with a 

group of p ro v in c ia l  p la y e rs .  Brown suggests  h is  m otivation  

during t h i s  period :

He had composed A Modern Lover in  a s p i r i t  of 
reasonable  moderation, but, f in d in g  no re c ip ro c a l  
mood in  the opposition  / t h e  pub lish e rs  and the 
lend ing  l i b r a r i e s / ,  he prepared to  in te n s i f y  h is

^^Ibid., p. vi.
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a t t a c k .  He thereupon s e t  out to  w r i te  h is  one 
s t r i c t l y  n a t u r a l i s t i c  novel, a t a l e  of  dipsomania, 
a d u l te ry ,  asthma, and o b e s ity  among a troupe of 
p roviR gial p lay e rs ,  A Mummer's Wife, p r in ted  in
1885 . °

The read er  o f  I 885 d id  not have to  read f a r  before  he 

knew he hàd something d i f f e r e n t  from h is  usual f i c t i o n a l  f a re :

Kate ran  to  the  window and threw i t  open.
The paroxysm had reached i t s  h e ig h t ,  and, r e s t in g  
h is  elbows w ell on h is  knees, he ^ h e  husband? 
gasped many tim es, but befo re  th e  in s p i r a t io n  was 
complete h is  s t r e n g th  f a i l e d  him. No want but 
t h a t  of b rea th  could have fo rced  him to  t r y  again ; 
and the second e f f o r t  was even more t e r r i b l e  than  
the  f i r s t .  A g re a t  upheaval, a g re a t  wrenching and 
rocking  seemed to  be going on w ith in  him; the  veins 
on h is  forehead were d is tended , the muscles of h is  
ch es t  laboured, and i t  seemed as i f  every minute 
were going to  be h is  l a s t , But w ith a supreme e f ­
f o r t  he managed to  ca tch  b re a th ,  and then  th e re  was 
a moment of r e s p i t e ,  and Kate could see th a t  he was 
th in k in g  of the next s t ru g g le ,  fo r  he breathed 
a v a r ic io u s ly ,  l e t t i n g  the  a i r  t h a t  had co s t  him so 
much agony pass slowly through h is  l i p s .  To brea the  
aga in  he would have to  ge t  on h is  f e e t ,  which he 
d id ,  and so engrossed was he in  the  labour of b re a th ­
ing  t h a t  he pushed the  p a ra f f in  lamp roughly; i t  
would have f a l l e n  i f  Kate had not been th e re  to  
ca tch  i t .  She besought of him to  say what he wanted, 
but he made no re p ly ,  and continued to  drag him self 
from one piece of fu rn i tu r e  to  ano ther ,  t i l l  a t  l a s t ,  
g rasp ing  the  back of a c h a ir ,  he breathed by Jerks , 
each in s p i r a t io n  being accompanied by a v io le n t  spas­
modic wrench, v io le n t  enough to  break open h is  ch e s t .
She watched, expecting  every moment to  see him r o l l  
over, a corpse, but knowing from p as t  experiences 
t h a t  he would recover somehow. His re c o v e r ie s  a l ­
ways seemed to  her  l ik e  m irac le s ,  and she watched 
the  long p a l l id  face  crushed under a shock of dark 
matted h a i r ,  a d i r t y  n ig h td re s s ,  a p a i r  o f  th in  
le g s ;  but f o r  th e  moment the grandeur of human s u f ­
f e r in g  covered him, l i f t i n g  him beyond the pale  of 
lov ing  or lo a th in g ,  in v e s t in g  him and c lo th in g  him

^®Brown, p. 92.
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in  the  p i ty  o f t r a g ic  th in g s .  The room, too, 
seemed t r a n s f ig u re d .  The hare wide f lo o r ,  the 
gaunt bed, the  poor w all p la s te re d  with r e l ig io u s  
p r in t s  cu t from Jou rna ls ,  even the o rd inary  f u r ­
n i tu r e  o f every-day use—th e  l i t t l e  washhandstand 
w ith  the  common d e l f  ewer, th e  ches t  of drawers 
t h a t  might have been bought fo r  t h i r t y  s h i l l i n g s - -  
l o s t  t h e i r  coarseness; t h e i r  t r i v i a l i t y  d i s ­
appeared, u n t i l  no th ing  was seen or f e l t  but 
t h i s  one s u f fe r in g  man.^9

The h o r r ib le  d e t a i l s  of the  asthma a t t a c k  and the  su f fe r in g  

they  communicate, the  d i r t i n e s s  and u g lin ess  of the  man in  

pain , the  almost in c id e n ta l  d e s c r ip t io n  of the  room and i t s  

co n ten ts ,  s t r e s s in g  ta s te l e s s n e s s  and consciousness of c o s t - -  

here i s  th e  m edically  and economically p a in fu l  su b je c t  m atte r  

w ith  which Zola gained h is  g r e a te s t  e f f e c t s .  And i t  i s  the  

world of Kate Ede, the  viewer, the  e v a lu a to r  o f  t h i s  p a r t i c u ­

l a r  scene. The scene func tions  not only as pure d e s c r ip t io n  

but as a c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  of K ate 's  a b i l i t y  to  understand and 

sympathize.

He was her  husband; he had su ffe red  t e r r i b l y ,  
and was now b e t t e r ;  and she was h is  wife whose duty 
i t  was to  a t te n d  him. She only wished he would a l ­
low her  to  love him a l i t t l e  b e t t e r ;  bu t a g a in s t  her 
w i l l  f a c t s  p ie rced  through t h i s  luminous m ist of 
sen tim ent, and she could not help remembering how 
p e tu la n t  he was w ith  her ,  how u t t e r l y  a l l  he r  wishes 
were d is re g a rd e d .  'What a p i ty  he i s  not a l i t t l e  
d i f f e r e n t ! '  she thought; but when she looked a t  him 
and saw how he su ffe re d ,  a l l  o th e r  thoughts were 
once more drowned and swept away. She fo rg o t  how 
he o f te n  rendered her  l i f e  m iserab le , w ell n igh  un­
b earab le ,  by small v ic e s ,  f a u l t s  t h a t  defy d e f i n i ­
t io n ,  unending s e l f i s h n e s s  and unceasing i r r i t a b i l i t y .

B^George Moore, A Mummer's Wife (New York: B ren tano 's ,
1917), pp. 6 . 7 .
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But now a l l  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  and b i t t e r n e s s e s  were 
again  merged in to  a sentim ent th a t  was ak in  to  
love; and in  t h i s  time of phys ica l  deg rada tion  he 
possessed h e r  perhaps more t r u ly ,  more p e r fe c t ly ,  
than  ever in  h is  b e s t  moments of h e a l t h . 30

Moore has learned  h is  lesson  from Madame Bovary, no t only in

the b as ic  m otivations  of Kate but a l s o  in  h is  a b i l i t y  to  use

Kate as c e n t r a l  consciousness (only in  p a r ts  of the  novel)

and a t  the same time develop i r o n i c a l ly  the  c o n f l ic t s  and

inco n sis ten cy  of her  c h a ra c te r .

K a te 's  v a c i l l a t i n g  a t t i t u d e  toward her environment, 

summed up fo r  p r a c t i c a l  purposes in  the  previous passage 

concerning her  a t t i t u d e  toward her  husband, i s  s k i l l f u l l y  

rendered in  the  opening chapters  o f the  book. In a house 

w ith  her  husband Ralph and her m other-in-law , a s t r i c t  p u r i ­

tan ,  Kate has a dressmaking bus iness , Ralph a small shop, and 

they have an apartment fo r  r e n t .  The income i s  secure though 

sm all.  In Chapter I I I ,  Moore pauses to  give us K ate 's  back­

ground, f a i r l y  ty p ic a l  o f  the  lower middle c la s s  g i r l  except 

fo r  her lack  of r e l ig io u s  f e e l in g  and her sen tim en ta l t e n ­

dencies  which have been fed by read ing  popular romances. But 

t h i s  i s  her world, a world of mixed s a t i s f a c t i o n  and f r u s t r a ­

t io n ,  eq u a lly  balanced, u n t i l  Dick Lennox, the  manager of 

Morton and Cox's O peratic  Company, moves in to  the  Edes' lodg­

ing, engendering dreams of a world beyond the confines of the 

ugly manufacturing town of Hanley—"An ugly l i t t l e  b r ic k  town- 

b r ic k  of a l l  co lo u rs ;  the  pale reddish-brown of decaying

3 °Ib id ., p. 8.
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b r ic k -y a rd s ,  the  f i e r c e  red  b r ic k  o f the newly b u i l t  ware­

houses th a t  tu rn s  to  purple , and above the w alls  s c a r l e t  

t i l e d  ro o fs  p o in tin g  sharp angles  to  a few s t a r s . "

The casual romance between Kate and Lennox d ev e l­

ops in  the  ugly s t r e e t s  and on a to u r  of one of the  p o t ­

t e r i e s ,  where Moore allows the  documentary method to  

overcome any id e a l  of economy by g iv ing  us a f u l l  d e s c r ip ­

t io n  of the  many rooms and func tions  of the p o t te ry .  Even 

a f t e r  Kate has r e s i s t e d  Lennox's f i r s t  a ttem pt to  k is s  her, 

she cannot be angry with the man:

The man was coarse and la rg e ly  sensua l,  but 
each movement of h is  f a t  hands was p ro te c t iv e ,  every 
word he u t te re d  was kind, the very in to n a t io n  of h is  
voice was com forting. He was, in  a word. Human, and 
t h i s  a t t r a c t e d  a l l  t h a t  was human in  her.32

A fter Lennox's d ep a r tu re ,  K a te 's  sen tim en ta l f e e l in g  fo r  him 

grows r a p id ly ,  and upon h is  r e tu rn ,  she f in d s ,  while a t t e n d ­

ing one of the  performances of the  opera, a f u l f i l lm e n t  of 

her  many dreams. Dick f in d s  i t  easy to  conquer her  r e t ic e n c e ,  

and they  become lo v e r s .  Dick, an impulsive s e n s u a l i s t ,  l ik e s  

Kate and convinces her th a t  she should abandon Hanley and 

t r a v e l  w ith  him. Her weak conscience overcome by her dreams, 

Kate abandons "a s t r i c t  and a u s te re  mode of L i f e "33 to  e n te r  

the  Bohemian l i f e  o f  the  a c t in g  company.

S ^ Ib id . ,  pp. 35-36. 

S ^ Ib id . ,  p. 83. 

% b i d . ,  p. 195.
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Despite her d e s ire  fo r  marriage and her cons tan t f e a r  

of lo s in g  D ick 's  love, Kate i s  happy w ith  the  troupe , espe­

c i a l l y  a f t e r  she i s  given a s ing ing  p a r t  in  sev e ra l  of the  

operas . On the  n ig h t  of her f i r s t  success as a s t a r ,  she i s  

taken  to  a bar to  d r in k  to  her triumph, but she has missed 

Dick a t  the  t h e a te r .  Upon f in d in g  him, she, in sp ire d  by 

d r in k , a t ta c k s  him w ith  jea lo u s  rag e .  The instrum ent of 

her  success and her downfall a re  the  same: the  s t a r ' s

sp ra in in g  her  ank le .  Dick f e l t  o b lig a ted  to  see the  s t a r  

a f t e r  the  performance, and t h i s  a c t  i n i t i a t e d  K a te 's  drunk­

enness and Jealousy . From t h i s  time, Kate i s  c o n s ta n t ly  

susp ic ious  of Dick, and although t h e i r  period of happiness 

i s  over, Dick, "from a mixture of l a s s i tu d e  and good n a t u r e , "3^ 

bore these  t r i a l s  w ithout undue annoyance. K a te 's  s trange  be­

h av io r  i s  expla ined:

And in  wonder these  men /Lennox and Mont­
gomery/ watched the progress  of K a te 's  malady 
without ever suspec ting  what was r e a l l y  the  m atte r  
w ith  h e r .  She was homesick. But not fo r  the  house 
in  Hanley and the  dressmaking of yore . She had 
come to  look upon Hanley, Ralph, and Mrs. Ede, the  
the  ap p ren tices  and Hender as a bygone dream, to  
which she could not r e tu rn  and did not wish to  r e ­
tu rn .  Her homesickness was not to  go back to  the 
po in t  from which she had s ta r t e d ,  but to  s e t t l e  
down in  a house fo r  a w h i l e . 35

Another reason fo r  her emotionalism, as she confides to  Mont­

gomery, i s  her pregnancy.

3^1bid ., p. 258.

S^Ibid ., p. 259. .
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Dick, when informed of K a te 's  cond ition , quickly  se ta  

a da te  fo r  the m arriage, and in  the  midst of the  c e le b ra t io n ,  

the he ig h t of happiness i s  reached by Kate;

The pas t  seemed now to  be completely b lo t te d  
o u t .  What more could she d e s ir e ?  She would go on 
ac t in g ,  and Dick would continue to  love h e r .  By 
some sp e c ia l  i n t e r p o s i t io n  of Providence a l l  the 
hazards of ex is ten ce  over which she might have 
f a l l e n  had been swept a s id e .  What broader road 
could a woman hope to  walk in  than the one th a t  lay  
before  her  in  a l l  i t s  c le a r  and bland se re n i ty ?
God had been good to  her!  and he was going to  be 
good to  h e r .  What a t i e  the ch i ld  would be, what 
an in flu en c e ,  what a source of fu tu re  happiness!
They would work fo r  t h e i r  c h i ld ;  a boy or g i r l ,  
which? Would i t  no t give them courage to  work?
Would i t  no t give them s tre n g th  to  l iv e ?  I t  would 
be something to  hope f o r .  Oh, how good God had 
been to  her;  and how wicked she had been to  Him!
Her h e a r t  f i l l e d  w ith  a fe rvour of f a i t h  she had 
never f e l t  be fo re ;  and fac in g  the g rac ious  fu tu re  
which a c h i ld  and husband promised her, she o ffe red  
up thanksg iv ings  fo r  her  happiness, which she a c ­
cep ted ,a s  e te r n a l ,  so in h e ren t  did i t  seem in  h e r ­
s e l f .  3°

This bourgeois mental parad ise  i s  s h o r t - l iv e d :  "The ebb of

the  company's p ro sp e r i ty  dated from K ate 's  m a r r ia g e ."3? As 

Dick faces  the  problems of company expenses exceeding i n ­

come, Kate becomes more r e s t i v e :  "For the  tw e n t ie th  time

since  she had donned them the  robes of th e  Bohemian f e l l  

from her , and she' became again  in  i n s t i n c t s  and t a s t e s  a 

m idd le -c la ss  woman longing fo r  a home, a f ixed  and ta n g ib le  

f i r e s i d e  where she might s i t  in  the  evening by her husband's

S^I b id . ,  pp. 281-282.

3 ? lb id . ,  p. 286.
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s id e ,  mending h is  s h i r t s ,  a f t e r  the  work of the  day.

The economic depress ion  of n o r th e rn  England, b r in g in g  the 

d i s in t e g r a t io n  of the troupe, lead s ,  s tra n g e ly ,  toward th ig  

id e a l  of s e c u r i ty ,  Kate has a daughter, and Dick, w ith  no 

more plan  than "the scavenger dog th a t  prowls about the 

g u t t e r  in  search  of o f f a l , g o e s  to  seek money among the 

crowds of Manchester.

D espite  t h e i r  poverty, Kate r e s i s t s  going to  work, 

s tay s  a t  home pretending  to  care  f o r  the baby but a c tu a l ly  

indu lg ing  h e r s e l f  in  the m edicinal doses of brandy the doc­

t o r  p re sc r ib e d .  The most concrete  r e s u l t  i s  n e g le c t  of the 

c h i ld ,  lead ing  to  i t s  dea th  as Kate l i e s  in  bed in  a drunken 

s tu p o r .

Already the rim of l i g h t  had become a c re scen t ,  and 
before her eyes closed in  s leep  the f u l l  moon looked 
down through the  window in to  th e  c rad le ,  waking the 
s leep ing  c h i ld .  But her c r ie s  were too weak; her 
mother la y  in  s leep  beyond reach  of her  w ails ,  
hear tb reak in g  though they were. The l i t t l e  b la n ­
ke ts  were c a s t  a s id e ,  and the  s tru g g le  between l i f e  
and death  began: s o f t  roundnesses f e l l  in to  d i s ­
to r t i o n s ;  chubby knees were wrenched to  and f ro ,  
muscles seemed to  be to rn ,  and a few minutes l a t e r  
l i t t l e  Kate, who had known of t h i s  world but a ray  
o f  moonlight, d ie d - -a  glimpse of the moon was a l l  
t h a t  had been granted to  h e r .  A fter  watching fo r  
an hour or more, the moon moved up the sk ie s ;  and 
in  K a te 's  dream the moon was th e  g re a t  yellow 
w itch in  th e  pantomime, who, before  s t r i d in g  her 
broomstick, c r ie s  back: 'Thou a r t  mine only, fo r
ever and fo r  ever ! '

SG lb id . ,  pp. 290- 291. 

39l b i d .,  p. 322. 

^ % b id . ,  p. 334.
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The lo s s  of D ick 's  love and the  lo s s  o f  the  only element 

which tended to  render  her m orally  re sp o n s ib le ,  the  ch ild ,  

make t h i s  the  c l im a c t ic  po in t  of the  novel.

Mixing K a te 's  jea lousy  and alcoholism  in  ever-  

in c re a s in g  in t e n s i ty ,  Moore p a in ts  the  complex p a t te rn  of 

the  d e s t ru c t io n  of the m arriage. K a te 's  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n s - -  

she d r inks  because of D ick 's  u n fa i th fu ln e s s ,  because of her 

sorrow fo r  her  l o s t  c h i ld ,  because of her lo n e l in e s s - - a r e  

counterpo in ted  a g a in s t  her  weakness of c h a ra c te r  and her 

e s s e n t i a l  purpose lessness  in  l i f e .  Lennox's d e s ir e  fo r  

peace from K ate 's  in c re a s in g  rages leads  him to  hope fo r  

K ate 's  drunkenness. R e c o n c i l ia t io n  flows in to  physica l 

v io lence in  a p rog ress ive  p a t te rn  of a l i e n a t io n .  At t h i s  

po in t Dick f in d s  hope in  the  a id  of the  r i c h  but e c c e n tr ic  

m ystic , Mrs. F o re s t ,  who wants Dick to  produce plays she i s  

w r i t in g .  She i s  a flaw in  the  novel because of the  obvious­

ness of her  fu n c t io n - -sh e  o f fe r s  Dick a s o lu t io n  fo r  h is  

monetary problems and serves as a c e n te r  fo r  K a te 's  rage .

Hone s t a t e s  t h a t  Mrs. F o res t  i s  in troduced  because o f Moore's 

f e a r  o f  the  monotony of t h i s  se c t io n  of the  book, but

ill
Moore's la c k  of te c h n ic a l  f a c i l i t y  i s  n o tic e a b le  in  

t h i s  passage. To gain  the  s t r e s s  necessary  to  make the re a d ­
e r  n o t ic e  th a t  the  passage i s  c l im a c tic ,  Moore must r e s o r t  
to  sen tim en ta l word choice and the  p e r s o n i f ic a t io n  of the 
moon.

lip ^Hone, p. 106.
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whatever the  reason, she serves only to  d i s t r a c t  the  reader  

from the e f f e c t iv e  p re se n ta t io n  of th e  d e te r io r a t io n  of Kate. 

K a te 's  d r ink ing  and jea lousy  lead her  no t only to  physica l 

a t ta c k s  upon the  e v e r -p a t ie n t  Lennox but lead  her to  pursue 

him about London. In the scene most shocking to  the Vic­

to r i a n  read er ,  the drunken Kate has taken  a cab in  search  

of Dick:

Then her dream was brought to an end by a gulp.
Oh! the f e a r f u l  nausea; and she did not f e e l  b e t ­
t e r  u n t i l ,  f lood ing  her d ress  and ru in in g  the red 
v e lv e t  s e a t ,  a l l  she had drunk came up. But the 
vomit brought her g re a t  r e l i e f ,  and had i t  not 
been fo r  a l i t t l e  d iz z in e ss  and weakness, she would 
have f e l t  q u i te  r ig h t  when she a r r iv e d  a t  the s tage 
door. In a t e r r i b l e  s t a t e  of d i r t  and u n tid in ess  
she was su re ly ,  but she no ticed  noth ing; her  mind 
being now f u l ly  occupied w ith  what she would 
say . . . .43

There follows a minor triumph f o r  the  se r io u s  n o v e l i s t :

Moore succeeds in  c re a t in g  a s t r e e t  scene involv ing  a 

drunken wife rav ing  a t  an embarrassed husband w ithout making 

i t  humorous to  the re a d e r .

K a te 's  doom i s  In e v i ta b le .  Through a s e r i e s  of b ro ­

ken promises, in e f f e c t iv e  cures, and p a in fu l  i l l n e s s e s ,  Kate 

lo se s  her beauty (symbolized by the  lo ss  of her h a i r ) ,  the 

l a s t  of her w i l l ,  and her  husband. Lennox's adherence to  

h is  wife has a dual motive: "In the  f i r s t  p lace , he p i t i e d

h is  w ife; in  the second, he did no t know how to  leave 

her  . . . Lennox i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  as weak as Kate—only

43Moore, Mummer's Wife, p. 389 .

44lbid., p. 417.
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more fo r tu n a te .  He i s  f i n a l l y  forced  to  leave, and he a d ju s ts  

to  the w ife le ss  s t a t e  w ith  the remarkable ease c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  

o f  h is  n a tu re .  Kate, a lone, can only dwell upon the  pas t 

happiness w ith  Dick, when she i s  sober enough to  th in k .

Preceding the  in e v i ta b le  conclusion to  the  novel, 

the  dea th  o f Kate, Moore weakens h is  p a t te r n  of c o n s is te n t  

degenera tion  by two examples of a c t io n  designed f o r  r a th e r  

cheap i ro n ic  e f f e c t s .  Kate and Ralph Ede, her former hus­

band, meet a c c id e n ta l ly  on the s t r e e t  and spend an evening 

to g e th e r ,  f u l l  of unexpressed r e g r e t s  and mutual s e l f ­

r e c r im in a t io n .  The scene does communicate Moore's idea 

t h a t  th e  p a th e t ic  s t a t e  of these  two human beings i s  no 

o n e 's  f a u l t ,  bu t in  the  usual t i g h t l y  s tru c tu re d  causal 

p a t te rn  in  which Kate i s  caught, i t  i s  in t r u s iv e .  The o th e r  

weakness i s  having Mrs. F o res t ,  Lennox's t h e a t r i c a l  angel, 

nurse the  dying Kate; the  scene involves the  d iscrepancy  

between the  m utte ring  of the  incoheren t Kate about concrete  

memories and the  a ttem pt o f Mrs. F o res t  to  w r i te  t ra n scen -  

d e n ta l ly  o p t im is t ic  poetry  by the  bedside .

VJ. Somerset Maugham's r a th e r  u n fa i r  s t r i c t u r e  of 

E s ther  Waters, "no one could a t t a c h  so g re a t  a value to  th a t  

work who had an in tim a te  knowledge of the  French novel during 

the  n in e te e n th  c e n t u r y , i s  probably more ap p ro p ria te  to

Somerset Maugham, The Summing Up (Garden C ity: 
Doubleday & Co., 19^8), p. 21.
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A Mummer's W ife. The c e n t r a l  problem as w ell as many of th e  

d e t a i l s  of the  r e s u l t s  o f  alcoholism  i s  drawn from Z o la 's  

L 'Assommoir, and K ate 's  d i s to r t e d  p ic tu re  o f the  world caused 

by misguided read ing  and many d e t a i l s  about the  d i s i n t e g r a ­

t io n  of her m arriages owe much to  Madame Bovary. But i t  i s  

p re c is e ly  t h i s  obvious k insh ip  as w ell as many le s s  obvious 

s i m i l a r i t i e s  to  the  preeminent examples of n a tu ra l ism  th a t  

make t h i s  novel c e n t r a l  to  any study of n a tu ra lism  in  England. 

The f a i l u r e  of A Mummer's Wife to  a t t r a c t  s c h o la r ly  a t t e n t i o n  

to  i t s  t ru e  h i s t o r i c  importance i s  s tra n g e .  In a d d i t io n  to  

b e in g ,th e  f i r s t  f u l l  a ttem pt to  A nglicize n a tu ra l ism , i t ,  

" In s tead  of proving f u t i l e ,  as previpus d e f ia n t  g es tu re s  

had, . . . s ta r t e d  a new /p u b l i s h in g /  t re n d :  one house a f t e r

ano ther  began to  is su e  new books a t  6^. I t  was the  f i r s t  

major s te p  in  breaking  the  economic power of the  lending  

l i b r a r i e s  and thus in  a c tu a l ly  reforming the  s t r u c tu r e  of 

the English  novel as a r e s u l t  o f  f re e in g  i t  from the  th r e e -  

decker form at. In a d d i t io n ,  th e  novel co n tr ib u ted  ano ther  

major s tep  in  the  con tinu ing  process o f gain ing  g r e a te r  f r e e ­

dom of su b je c t  m atte r  f o r  the  English  novel.

The c e n t r a l  theme i s  in d ic a te d  by the  o r ig in a l  e p i ­

graph to  the  novel, quoted from the  h i s to r i a n  V ic to r  Duruy:

46Richard D. A ltick , The English  Common Reader: A
S o c ia l  H is to ry  of the  Mass Reading Public l8C0-1900 (Chi­
cago: U n iv e rs ity  of Chicago P ress , 1 9 5 7 p.  $12.
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"Change the surroundings in which man lives, and in two or 

three generations you w ill have changed his physical consti­

tution, his habits of l i f e ,  and a goodly number of his ideas. 

The structure of the novel is  basically simple but adequately 

designed to present this experiment in environmentalism. The 

introductory chapters present the natural environment of a 

fundamentalist middle class'woman: Hanley with the struggle

for economic security, the conscience of Mrs. Ede, the ugli­

ness of Ralph's illness reflected in the town it s e lf ,  and the 

escape into romantic literature. Here Kate's moral vision is  

as constricted as her travels, limited to the city lim its, 

but in this constriction there is  safety. Like many women of 

her class, she dreams of romantic escape, but unlike most, her 

beauty and her fortuitous meeting with Dick Lennox allow the 

dream to come true. Breaking the primary rule of her environ­

ment, she is  unfaithful to her husband. The second section 

develops Kate's fu tile  struggle to reconcile the conflicting 

values of two environments—the clear rules of Hanley with 

the ephemeral, ever-shifting' values of a Bohemian group of 

actors. This new environment offers some very real rewards: 

a love for Dick Lennox which is  both passionate and romantic; 

a gratification of her desire for beauty in music, clothes, 

and person; and a satisfaction of her vanity through the

Quoted in Brown, p. 93.
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praise she receives as a result of her appearance on the stage, 

Despite these achievements, she wants to impose upon Dick her 

old values: marriage, permanent home, church attendance. She

fa ils  to accept or even understand the basis of the values of 

Dick and his Bohemian world--an instinctive hedonism in which 

usual moral norms have no place. Freed from the old restric­

tions and unable to find any stable ideals in the new environ­

ment, Kate indulges herself in jealousy (the old moral law 

applied to the freer society of the acting troupe) and brandy. 

The concluding section of the novel portrays in simple physi­

cal but complex psychological terras the destruction that en­

sues from Kate's inability to adjust to her new environment. 

The final symbol of her degradation—the indication that she 

has lost a ll  values--is her marital in fid elity  to Dick: 

while drunk, she is  picked up and taken to a hotel by someone 

she met in the bar. Her horror at this half-remembered act 

shows the continued strength of her original fundamentalist 

values.

As subjects for his well-designed experiment in te s t­

ing the effects of change of environment, Moore creates his 

primary subject Kate and two control groups, one from the 

Hanley environment and one from the Bohemian world. Mrs. Ede, 

Ralph's mother, and Hender, Kate's assistant seamstress who 

marries Ralph after Kate's departure, are so ligh tly  charac­

terized as to remain representations of values in the
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environment, the f ir s t  it s  fundamentalist morality, the sec­

ond it s  superficial desire for romance counterbalanced by a 

basic desire for security. Ralph Ede's sickness renders 

concretely the ugliness of the environment and his com­

mercial dreams are typical of Hanley's real romance, but 

even though in his meeting with Kate at the end of the novel 

there is  a sense of pathetic lack of accomplishment, he, by 

adhering to his environment, has escaped the degradation of 

Kate. The Bohemians, led by Dick Lennox, are perfectly 

adjusted to their world. They are vain, often amoral, per­

petually financially insecure, but they are never s e lf ­

destructive. And attesting to Moore's bravery in 1885, they 

are mostly humane, unlike the elder Mrs, Ede, An example of 

their values is  the actions of Lennox. He is  attracted to 

Kate by her beauty, which arouses his sexual desire. Like 

most of his actions, his decision to take Kate with him is  

a casual one. He loves Kate and desires to please hen even 

long after she has become a detriment rather than an asset 

to his l i f e .  He marries her to please her: marriage is  a 

meaningless ceremony in his world. He supports her even 

after he leaves her, not primarily because i t  is  the honor­

able thing to do but because i t  is  easier to do so than not. 

He leaves her only when he is  forced in order to protect his 

way of l i f e .  In any comparison of humane actions in the 

novel, the actions of Lennox, even though based upon totally
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se lfish  values, would be most praiseworthy. As long as he 

is  in his natural environment, he is  a successful human being., 

I think Brown's finding of the pattern of inverse relation­

ship—Kate's fa ll simultaneous with Dick's rise^®—distorts 

the structure of the novel, Kate fa lls , but Dick, in essence, 

remains the same. His apparent economic success at the end 

of the novel is , like a ll his economic gyrations, incidental.

As long as he can act freely in his environment, he is  safe.

If Brown means moral rise and fa ll ,  he is  even further wrong. 

Dick Lennox's morality has not changed. His actions toward 

his next Kate w ill be as praiseworthy or as morally reprehen­

sible as were his actions with the Kate of this novel. The 

point is  that, given his environment, Lennox is  stable.

Aided by this simplicity of structural contrast,

Moore achieved in the characterization of Kate Ede an "effect

that may be called incongruity," an avoidance of the consist-
 ̂ iiQency which was a convention of the older novel.  ̂ This in­

congruous effect is  gained through ironic techniques, and it  

is  in his use of irony that we can see Moore's greatest tech­

nical progress beyond A Modern Lover, We see through Kate's 

mind her basic motivations—love for Lennox, desire for se­

curity, fear of loneliness—and we are shown dramatically 

the incongruous actions springing from these motivations—

^^Ibid., p, 95.

^%yers, p. 4.
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brutal jealous rages, repeated reliance on drink, and the 

public spectacles of a drunken, self-destructive female.

This ironic pattern is  structurally underlined in the last  

third of the book by a series of progressive contrasts:

Kate alternates between irrational harridan and contrite, 

tender, determined wife, and the process is  climaxed by 

her final plunge into total degradation, when deserted by 

Lennox, and the incoherent ramblings on her deathbed when 

she remembers the values the Hanley environment represents. 

However, in order to retain cr itica l perspective, one must 

add that this pattern of incongruity is  not to be confused 

with the complexity we find in Henry James a l i t t l e  later 

or in Flaubert a l i t t l e  earlier. Moore does not have the 

ironic techniques dependent upon James's str ic t manipula­

tion of point of view nor Flaubert's mastery of tonal varia­

tions based upon str ic t manipulation of language. What we do 

have is  the development of incongruity of characterization 

based upon a discrepancy between motive and act, an incon­

gruity which is  presented in terms of environmental change 

rather than rendered in terras of complex human action.

One of the central tenets of Zola's formula for the 

experimental novel was objectivity, and certainly this was 

one of Moore's goals in A Mummer's Wife. Authorial

^^See the theoretical writings of Henry James,
Joseph Conrad, and Ford Madox Ford.

/
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o b je c t iv i ty  as a technique, once considered a r e l a t i v e l y  

simple idea involv ing  such is su es  as co n tro l  of- po in t  of 

view and the  avoidance of g e n e ra l iz a t io n s  by the  au thor, 

has become a complex question  of a e s th e t ic  theo ry  through 

the  su b t le  ana lyses  of Wayne C, Booth and o th e r s .  Since 

o b je c t iv i ty  has t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been one of the  d e f in in g  

terms of na tu ra lism , Moore's a ttem pt a t  t h i s  q u a l i ty  must 

be analyzed in  l i g h t  of Booth 's  s ta tem ent th a t  "none . . , 

o f the claims to  o b je c t iv i ty  in  the au thor has any necessary  

bearing  on te c h n ic a l  d e c i s i o n s . B o o t h ' s  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

of kinds of o b je c t iv i ty ,  " n e u t r a l i ty  toward a l l  v a lu e s , "5^ 

" im p a r t i a l i ty  toward c h a r a c t e r s , a n d  "an unimpassioned 

f e e l in g  toward c h a r a c t e r s , i s  u se fu l  in  any approach to  

t h i s  problem. I t  i s  apparent in  A Modern Lover t h a t  th e re  

i s  n e i th e r  im p a r t i a l i ty  nor unimpassioned f e e l in g  toward the 

ch a ra c te rs  because Moore considered and wanted us to  consider 

Lewis Seymour a cad. Except in  a few p laces  such as the  c l i ­

mactic passage on the  death  of the  c h i ld  which I  have quoted, 

Moore c rea ted  the  e f f e c t  of o b je c t iv i ty  toward c h a ra c te r  in  

A Mummer's Wife because i t  was a them atic  n e c e s s i ty :  any

5^Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric  of F ic t io n  (Chicago: 
U n iv e rs ity  of Chicago Press , 19bl), p. Ü3.

52l b i d .,  pp. 67-68 .

5 3 lb id . ,  p. 7 4 .

54ibid., p. 81.
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preference or sympathy shown for any one character would have 

reflected upon the values of the environment which that 

character represents and would thus disrupt the structural 

balance of the novel. To gain this effect, Moore manipu­

lated novelistic conventions, i . e . ,  adapted techniques to 

gain specific ends. One of these techniques is  a combina­

tion of abstention from authorial analysis and the irony 

inherent in the structure. The central irony of the novel— 

Lennox's stab ility  springing from a lack of traditional 

values Juxtaposed with Kate's destructive instability  arising 

from her inability to control the traditional values asso­

ciated with Hanley—depends upon Moore's allowing the idea 

to be worked out structurally rather than analytically. An­

other device leading to the effect of objectivity is  the 

creation of incongruity in characterization, a facet already 

analyzed. Necessary to Kate's rea listic  characterization 

and the reader's varied reactions to her is  the author's 

neutral presentation of the reality of both Kate's motiva­

tion—which e l ic it s  sympathy from the reader—and action— 

which is  repulsive to the reader. In the characterization 

of Lennox, Moore gained the effect of objectivity by relying 

on the reader's knowledge of and expectation of the tradition­

al hero in a love story and then ironically thwarting this 

expectation with the reality . Lennox's romantic impulsiveness 

and, later, his patience with the deranged Kate are conven-
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t io n s  o f the hero; these  t r a i t s  a re  c a r e fu l ly  overbalanced 

by the  s t r e s s  upon h is  f a tn e s s ,  h i s  g rossness  of a p p e t i te ,  

h is  i n s e n s i t i v i t y ,  h is  s e l f i s h n e s s ,  h is  a c t io n  in  leav ing  

Kate, and h is  lack  of concern a t  her  d ea th .  In terms of 

the techniques a v a i la b le  to  him and h is  only p a r t i a l l y  de­

veloped a b i l i t y  to  use these  techn iques , Moore attempted 

to  give the  e f f e c t  of o b j e c t i v i ty .  The read er  may delve 

dangerously in to  the a u th o r 's  in te n t io n s  to  say th a t  Moore 

r e a l l y  p re fe r re d  Lennox over Kate, or  he may r e a c t  im­

p r e s s i o n i s t i c a l l y  to  say th a t  he p re fe r s  Lennox, but e i t h e r  

of th ese  a t t i t u d e s  ignores one of Moore's major achievements 

in  t h i s  novel.

An even more im portant ques tion  i s  t h a t  concerning 

o b je c t i v i ty  in  terms of " n e u t r a l i ty  toward a l l  v a lu e s ."

Moore's c re a t io n  of Lennox as a s ta b le  p e r so n a l i ty  and Kate 

as an uns tab le  one, a s so c ia ted  w ith  h is  use of these  charac­

t e r s  as re p re se n ta t io n s  of values , im plies , a f t e r  a l l ,  a d i s ­

t i n c t io n  in  v a lu es .  I f  the uns tab le  c h a ra c te r  d ie s  due to  

the f a i l u r e  of her values and the s ta b le  one l i v e s ,  the au thor  

has c e r t a in ly  s a c r i f i c e d ,  in  terras of the e f f e c t  of the  novel, 

any claim to  ab so lu te  n e u t r a l i t y .  Booth 's  argument th a t  

s t r i c t  n e u t r a l i t y  of va lues , i f  p o ss ib le  in  f i c t i o n ,  leads  

to  confusion r a th e r  than  a r t i s t i c  successes  seems unanswerable.

55lbid., Chap. Ill, passim.
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And of course th e re  i s  a s e t  of norms p resen t in  A Mummer's 

W ife; to  put the  c e n t r a l  norm in  i t s  s im p les t terms, we 

might say th a t  the  hook i s  about the  su rv iv a l  value of adher­

ing  to  o n e 's  environment. But n e i th e r  B ooth 's  v a l id  conten­

t io n  nor Moore's i l l u s t r a t i o n  of t h i s  con ten tion  makes foo ls  

of F lau b e r t  and Zola w ith  t h e i r  a s s e r t io n s  about o b je c t iv i ty ,  

nor does i t  negate  the  f a c t  t h a t  b e l i e f  in  an id e a l  of ob­

j e c t i v i t y  brought change in  the  techniques of the novels by 

F la u b e r t ,  Zola, and t h e i r  im i ta to r  Moore.

Regardless of whether F lau b er t  and Zola thought th a t  

they  were r e j e c t i n g  a l l  values o r only outmoded va lues , i t  

becomes obvious in  both Le Roman Expérimentale and a l l  of 

Z o la 's  novels t h a t  Zola was a ttem pting  to  s u b s t i t u t e  new 

v a lu es ,  which he described  as s c i e n t i f i c ,  f o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  

moral norms, Moore's claim th a t  h is  d is i l lu s io n m e n t  w ith  

n a tu ra l ism  came w ith  the  re c o g n i t io n  t h a t  Zola was n o t .a n  ob­

j e c t iv e  a r t i s t  but a propagandist f o r  s o c ia l  improvement only 

in d ic a te s  t h a t  he was a very c a re le s s  re a d e r ,  but h i s  p ra c t ic e  

in  A Mummer's Wife proves t h a t  he was a b e t t e r  im i ta to r  than 

th e o r e t ic ia n .  What he gained from Zola was t h i s  new s e t  of 

v a lu e s—thought of by Moore, no doubt vaguely, as n a tu ra l  as 

opposed to  the  dominant s o c ia l  m ora li ty --and  a way of p re se n t­

ing these  values in  f i c t i o n  w ith apparent o b je c t iv i ty ,  i . e . ,  

w ithout th e  a u th o r 's  s t a t i n g  these  values h im self  or p re se n t­

ing them, l i k e  G issing, through a spokesman fo r  h im se lf .  Thus
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when we compare Moore's enthusiasm f o r  Zola and the "new 

a e s th e t ic ia m —the new art"5& w ith  Moore's p r a c t ic e ,  we f in d  

t h a t  a t  l e a s t  p a r t  of t h i s  enthusiasm was fo r  a new technique 

fo r  shocking—a new iconoclasm.

For Moore and fo r  many of the  e a r ly  fo llow ers  o f French 

f i c t i o n ,  the  id e a l  of o b je c t iv i t y  o f fe red  a technique of what 

one might c a l l  b u i l t - i n  iro n y . The s h i f t  from t r a d i t i o n a l  

m o ra li ty  allowed Moore to  c re a te  a d iscrepancy  between the 

f a c tu a l  mode of n a r ra t io n  and the  moral expec ta tio n s  of h is  

audience. As much as Moore a t tack ed  the  V igilance S o c ie t ie s  

and t h e i r  r e f l e c t i o n  of the  low t a s t e  o f English  re a d e rs ,  the  

e f f e c t s  of h is  e a r ly  novels a re  dependent upon the  e x is ten c e  

of the  m o ra li ty  th a t  he c o n d e m n e d . T h e  e f f e c t  depends on 

irony  of s i t u a t i o n  combined w ith  a f a c tu a l  tone . I  have a l ­

ready pointed out some of the  s t r u c t u r a l  i ro n ie s  dependent 

upon t h i s  use of o b je c t iv i ty  in  A Mummer's Wife, e . g . ,  the 

f a i l u r e  of the  g i r l  w ith  morals and the  perseverance of the 

amoral man. Others a re  obvious: the  punishment of the  s e ­

duced, the  freedom from punishment of the  seducer; the  success, 

a lthough not permanent, of i l l i c i t  love; the  calm, common a c -

5̂ Moore, Confessions, p. 95.
^"^Novel read ers  ' c o n s is te n t ly  in c re a s in g  freedom from 

moral shock, a freedom which the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  both 
caused and r e f l e c te d ,  has made th e  e a r ly  works o f Moore, 
Maugham, F red e r ic ,  and many o th e r  w r i te r s  o f  the  l a t e  Nine­
te e n th  and e a r ly  Twentieth C enturies  a e s t h e t i c a l l y  in e f f e c t iv e  
to  th e  modern re a d e r .
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ceptance in the scene between the adulterous wife and the 

cuckolded husband. The same technique can be seen in other 

elements of the novel: the stress upon sexual motivation,

the relative happiness of the Bohemians, the shrewish char­

acter of the moral mother-in-law. Thus Moore is  using the 

moral conventions of older fiction  to set up an expectation 

which he consistently thwarts. To see this pattern of 

action as a means to gain greater realism is , in Moore's 

novel, only a partial answer. He selects his material not 

so much because i t  is  like l i f e  as because i t  w ill remind 

the reader of the author's rejection of the old Victorian 

moral norms. Brown recognized this in seeing that "Moore 

unhesitatingly dispossessed the moral conscience of its  

Victorian prestige as the pure center^of serious fiction , 

and in its  place he put raw instinct and physiology . . . .  

By simple f ia t, so i t  seemed, a ll the elaborate evangelical 

moral machinery of Dickens and George Eliot were simply ob­

literated."^® Although Moore was not so permanently com­

mitted to "raw instinct and physiology" as he was to the 

structural technique of ironic shock in the novel, the facts 

that the novel communicates a set of values, which for con­

venience sake I w ill call natural or sc ien tific , at variance 

with the values held by a majority of it s  readers, and that 

these values are inherent in the structure and therefore

^®Brown, p. 92.
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must be in fe r r e d  by the  r e a d e rs —thus j u s t i f y in g ,  w ith in  

s t r i c t  l im i t a t io n s ,  a u th o r ia l  o b j e c t i v i ty  or n e u t r a l i t y  

toward v a lu e s—are  v i t a l  to  the  a s s o c ia t io n  of A Mummer's 

Wife w ith  the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .

Thus Moore was led  to  th e  choice of the  s e n s a t io n a l ­

ism of t h i s  technique as w ell as of c h a ra c te r s  and s e t t i n g  

by the  d e s i r e  to  shock, the  means fo r  which he had gleaned 

from French a e s th e t ic  theory  fav o rin g  the  study of the  lower 

c l a s s e s .  A study of the  members of an a c t in g  company—known 

f o r  t h e i r  im m orality—was in  i t s e l f  a d a r in g  cho ice . The 

choice of p ro v in c ia l ,  i n d u s t r i a l  Hanley as s e t t i n g  fo r  the 

e a r ly  scenes allowed the  use of the  documentary method as 

w ell as p resented  an o p p o rtu n ity  f o r  c o n t ra s t in g  i t s  u g lin ess  

w ith  the  g r e a te r  beauty of the  "immoral" o u ts id e  world. In  

a d d i t io n  to  the  theme of the  e f f e c t s  of environmental change,

A Mummer's Wife p re sen ts  a panorama of s o c ia l  r e p o r t in g ,  no t 

only in  Hanley and w ith in  the  a c t in g  company but a lso  th rough­

out the  n o r th e rn  towns in  which the  company e n te r t a in s  and 

f i n a l l y  in  London. The f a i l u r e  o f Morton and Cox's Opera 

Company i s  explained  by the  problems of unemployment and 

s t r i k e s  in  n o r th e rn  England. A study of E nglish  boarding 

and rooming houses, complete w ith  t h e i r  v a r i e ty  of types  of 

owners from the  f i r s t  chap ters  in  which the  Edes r e n t  one 

room, through the  susp ic ious  owners of houses in  Manchester, 

to  th e  g rasp ing  co ld -h ea rted n ess  o f the  managers of the  lower
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c la s s  houses in  London i s  p resen ted . An example of the con­

c r e te  d e s c r ip t io n  of background as w ell as Moore's audac ity  

fo r  h is  time i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by t h i s  p ic tu re  of London, given 

as the  lo n e ly  Kate wanders a f t e r  being r e je c te d  by Dick:

The lamps were now but l i k e  fu rred  patches of yellow 
la id  on a dead grey background, and a mud-bespattered 
crowd r o l le d  in  and out of the  darkness . The roofs  
overhead were engulfed in  the  soo t-co loured  sky th a t  
seemed to  be descending on the heads of the  passengers .
Men passed ca rry in g  p a rc e ls ;  the  white n e c k tie  of a 
th e a t r e -g o e r  was caught s ig h t  o f .  From Lambeth, from 
I s l in g to n ,  from Pimlico, from a l l  the  dark corners  
where i t  had been lu rk in g  in  the daytime, p r o s t i t u ­
t io n  a t  the  fad ing  of the  l i g h t ,  had descended on 
the  town—p o r t ly  matrons, very re sp e c ta b le  in  brown 
B ilk  d re sse s  and v e i l s ,  stood in  th e  corners  of a l l e y s  
and dingy c o u r ts ,  scorned by the  younger genera tion ; 
young g i r l s  o f  f i f t e e n  and s ix te e n  going by in  couples 
w ith  wisps of d ied h a i r  hanging about t h e i r  shoulders , 
advertisem ents  of t h e i r  age; the  e ld e r  tak in g  the  r e ­
s p o n s ib i l i t y  of choosing; Germans in  long u l s t e r s  
t r a f f i c k e d  in  g u t tu r a l  in to n a t io n s ;  policemen on 
t h e i r  bea ts  could have looked le s s  concerned Æ ic7 .
The English  hung around the  public  houses, env iously  
watching the  arched in s te p s  o f  the  French women 
d r i f t i n g  by. Smiles th e re  were p len ty , but the  fog 
was so th ic k  t h a t  even the  P a r is ia n s  l o s t  t h e i r  
n a t iv e  l e v i t y  and wished themselves back in  P a r is .

On the le v e l  of theory , Moore's use of d e s c r ip t io n  and s o c ia l  

documentation proves h is  awareness of Z o la 's  d e s i r e  to  des troy , 

or a t  l e a s t  widen, the romantic concept o f  a e s th e t ic  beauty .

In terms of fu n c t io n ,  r e a l i s t i c  d e sc r ip t io n s  of the c o n t r a s t ­

ing environments, Hanley and the  o u ts ide  world, and the  p ic ­

tu re  of boarding house l i f e  w ith  K ate 's  descent in to  ever-  

lower environments c o n tr ib u te  to  the  thematic s t r u c tu r e  of

59Moore, Mummer's Wife, pp. 443-444.
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the book. Much of the background material, however, fa ils  in 

terms of function. The descriptions of the Hanley pottery 

works and many of the street scenes, such as the one quoted 

above, seem justified only because they happen to be true. 

Moore fa lls  into the most common trap of the researcher: 

the inclusion of material on the basis of its  availability  

rather than on the basis of structural requirements. The 

lack of a str ic t principle of selection increases the reader's 

interest in the novel as a social document but decreases it s  

value as a structured novel.

Hone finds "The writing in A Mummer's Wife . . . 

s t i l l  poor, the sentences short and c o mmo n . T h e  passage 

quoted above illustrates not only this basic weakness but 

also the more obvious fact that commonness of short sentences 

is  preferable to the awkwardness Moore created when he worked 

in longer patterns. Moore's early novels helped form the 

cr itica l generalization that the naturalistic writer ignored 

the problems of the development of an a rtistic  sty le.

The choice of character and setting, the experimental 

nature of the theme, and the objective répertoriai technique, 

with it s  consequent sensational effect, show A Mummer's Wife 

to be an imitation of the French naturalistic tradition. The 

stress upon simple behavioristic psychology, the use of sexual 

desire as a basic motivation, and the achievement of Incongru-

60Hone, p. 106.
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i t y  in  the  c h a ra c te r  of Kate a re  major advances beyond Moore's 

achievements in  A Modern Lover. A Mummer's Wife i s  not only 

Moore's p u re s t  a ttem pt to  w r i te  a n a t u r a l i s t i c  novel but a lso  

the  novel most n e a r ly  l ik e  th a t  produced by the French n a tu ­

r a l i s t s  which was c rea ted  in  England before  the  tu rn  of the 

cen tu ry . I t s  f a i l u r e  to  be an e x c e l le n t  novel i s  due to  

Moore's l im i ta t io n s  as an a r t i s t  r a th e r  than h is  lack  of 

understanding of h is  French masters or any in h e ren t  flaw in  

the theory  which he adopted in  c re a t in g  the  novel.  The f a c t  

t h a t  i t  was w r i t te n  and published was of v i t a l  importance to  

• Moore as w ell as to  a whole l in e  of im i ta to rs  of the French 

in  the l 8 9 0 's .  A Mummer's Wife helped to  open England to  the 

experim ental novel and was one of the major s tep s  in  gain ing  

freedom fo r  new su b je c t  m atte r  in  the  English  novel.

At the  time th a t  A Mummer's Wife was being published, 

Moore was developing a new enthusiasm; W alter P a t e r 's  Marius 

the  Epicurean appealed to  Moore's bas ic  a e s th e t ic is m .  P a te r  

s e t  Moore o f f  on a search  f o r  s ty l e .  Moore's next book A 

Drama in  Muslin i s  a combination o f Zolaesque techniques and 

themes w ith  experiments in  s ty l e - - " o r  r a th e r  s t y l e s , "  as 

Hone suggests .  Although P a te r  was the source of Moore's new 

i n t e r e s t  in  s u b t le  s t y l i s t i c  e f f e c t s .  Hone th inks  the actua l,  

s ty le s  of th e  new novel were im ita t io n s  of French sources 

r a th e r  than of P a te r .  C er ta in ly  some of Moore's new tech -

^^I b i d . . p. 119.
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niques were im ita t io n s  of F la u b e r t .

The bas ic  plan of the novel sp rin g s  from Moore's ad­

m ira t io n  fo r  the  ambitious panorama ex h ib ited  by Z o la 's  

Rougon-Macquart s e r i e s .  Moore described  h is  purpose in  the 

n o v e l :

"A Drama in  Muslin" i s  a study of the  l i f e  
of a group of g i r l - f r i e n d s .  The men in  the  s to ry  
a re  a l l  s i l h o u e t t e s —a mere d eco ra t iv e  background, 
in  f a c t .  I  propose to  w rite  a s im i la r  work d e a l ­
ing w ith  a group of young men, in  which the  women 
w i l l  be b lo t te d  out, o r  r a th e r  c o n s t i tu t e  in  t h e i r  
tu rn  the  d eco ra tiv e  background. In t h i s  way I  
hope to  produce two books th a t  w i l l  p ic tu re  com­
p le te ly  the  youth of my own t im e .62

I t  i s  ano ther s o c ia l  study, but Moore has abandoned the t r e a t ­

ment of small, unusual segments of so c ie ty  to  attem pt a s tudy 

of I re lan d  encompassing a l l  c la s s e s .  His subjects  f o r  h is  

experiment c o n s is t  of f iv e  g i r l s  of varying degrees of beauty 

and in te l l ig e n c e  and w ith  various  temperaments. A major 

change in  both technique and purpose i s  th a t  t h i s  novel does 

not p resen t an o b je c t iv e  study of two co n tra s te d  environments 

but a c r i t i c a l  s tudy of a f a i r l y  homogeneous—w ith  some 

v a r ia t io n s  w ith in  i t —environment, t h a t  o f  l a t e  n in e te e n th -  

cen tury  I re la n d .  The c e n t r a l  problem of the  novel i s  sum­

marized by A lice Barton, the  hero ine :

In th a t  n ea t  l i t t l e  house, t h e i r  uneventfu l l i f e  
d r ib b led  away in  maiden id le n e ss ;  n e i th e r  hope nor 
d e sp a ir  broke the  c ru e l  t r i v i a l i t y  of t h e i r  days—

^^George Moore, A Drama in  Muslin: A R e a l i s t i c  Novel
(London: V iz e te l ly  & Co., l8bb), fac in g  p. 1. ~
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and y e t ,  was i t  t h e i r  f a u l t?  No; fo r  what could 
they do i f  no one would marry them?--a woman 
could do no th ing  without a husband. There i s  a 
reason, f o r  the ex is ten ce  of a pack horse, but none 
fo r  th a t  o f  an unmarried woman. She can achieve 
n o th in g --sh e  has no duty  but, by b lo t t in g  h e r s e l f  
out, to  s h ie ld  h e r s e l f  from the  a t ta c k s  of ever- 
s lan d e rin g  f r i e n d s .  A lice had looked forward to  a 
husband and a home as the c e r t a in  accomplishment 
of yea rs ;  now she saw th a t  a woman,^independently 
of her  own w i l l ,  may remain single.

As a complex background fo r  the  study of the marriage

problem, Moore juxtaposes the  so c ie ty  l i f e  of I re lan d  with 

the  s tru g g le  of the peasants a g a in s t  high r e n t .  This coun te r-  

p o in t in g  of empty so c ie ty  l i f e  w ith  the  m isery of the  I r i s h  

peasant i s  probably the: ou ts tand ing  achievement of the  novel.

The i ro n ic  double le v e l  i s  b e s t  achieved through b r i e f  de­

s c r ip t io n s  of s o c ia l  cond itions  in  I re la n d .  In  a more awkward 

manner Moore c re a te s  t h i s  c o n t r a s t  through a mechanical im i­

t a t i o n  of a scene from Madame Bovary; the scene of Mr. Bar­

t o n 's  ba rga in ing  with h is  r e n te r s  i s  a l t e r n a te d  w ith  the con­

c u r re n t  scene of Mrs, B ar to n 's  r e j e c t io n  of a s u i to r  fo r  Olive 

because the  s u i t o r  does not s a t i s f y  the grandiose ambitions 

of th e  mother.

In t h i s  novel Moore s h i f t e d  h is  emphasis from env iron­

mental determinism to  h e re d i ta ry  determinism; t h i s  theme i s  

p resented  by means of a u th o r ia l  comment, most of which i s  so

s u p e r f i c i a l  as to  be of doub tfu l fu n c t io n a l  va lu e .  In one of
$

the  b e t t e r  exp lana tions  of h e re d ity ,  presented through Alice

G^Ibid., p. 58.
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Barton, Moore o ffered  h is  intended c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  of the 

n o v e l :

Here Alice paused, and she sought v a in ly  to  define  
her id e a s .  She was conscious of the  t r u t h  th a t  
conscience i s  no more than the  in d i r e c t  laws—the 
essence of the laws t ra n sm it te d  by h e re d i ty ;  and 
had she been ab le  to  form ulate her thought she 
would have sa id ,  "and the id e a l  l i f e  should, i t  
seems to  me, l i e  in  the r e c o n c i l i a t io n - -n o ,  recon­
c i l i a t i o n  i s  not the word I  want; I  s c a rc e ly  know 
how to  express m yself—w ell,  in  making the  two 
ends m ee t-- in  making the ends of n a tu re  the ends 
a lso  of what we c a l l  our conscience.

Although a r a th e r  confusing idea as s ta te d  here, the novel

e x i s t s  as a plea fo r  the tran sfo rm atio n  of a so c ie ty  which

f r u s t r a t e s  the n a tu ra l  goals  of i t s  members: t h i s  i s  seen

in  the p a t te rn s  which f r u s t r a t e  the fem ales ' s o c ia l  and

p hysica l d e s ire  fo r  a man; in  th e  economy which f r u s t r a t e s

the  workers ' d e s ir e  fo r  the bas ic  requirem ents of l i f e ;  and

in  the  so c ie ty  which s u b s t i tu t e s  meaningless fo rm a li ty  fo r

n a tu ra l  human r e la t io n s h ip s  between the sexes.

D ram atically  t h i s  p a t te rn  i s  most c l e a r ly  seen in  

the c o n tra s t in g  l iv e s  of Alice Barton, May Gould, and Lady 

Cecelia  Cullen. Desired by and d es iro u s  of a man whom so­

c ie ty  w i l l  no t accept as her husband. May becomes pregnant 

and must withdraw from s o c ie ty .  The deformed C ecelia , phys i­

c a l ly  incapable  of en te r in g  the husband co n te s t ,  tu rn s  her  

n a tu ra l  energ ies  toward r e l ig io u s  mysticism accompanied by 

a lo a th in g  of a l l  t h a t  suggests  male s e n su a l i ty ;  however,

G^Ibid., p. 228.
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t h i s  unnatu ra l o u t l e t  I s  i n s u f f i c i e n t ,  and her only o th e r  

o u t l e t  i s  a love, described  in  r a th e r  shocking Lesbian terms, 

f o r  A lice Barton . A lice manages to  re c o n c i le  the ends of 

s o c ie ty  and the  ends of n a tu re  in  her marriage to  the lo c a l  

d oc to r  and her subsequent escape from I re la n d .

E i th e r  Moore r e a l iz e d  th a t  the  n a tu ra l  was a p r e t ty  

shaky norm by which to  l i v e  o r he was impressed by the  s p i r i t ­

ual n a tu ra l ism  o f  Huysmann's A Rebours, which he had reviewed 

approvingly  in  th e  P a l l  Mall G a z e t t e , f o r  he went beyond 

m ate r ia lism  to  p o s i t  a cosmic system which resembles ideas  

l a t e r  developed by George Bernard Shaw and D. H. Lawrence.

Is  i t  th e re fo re  unna tu ra l o r  even e x t r a o r ­
d in a ry  th a t  A lice Barton, who i s  i f  anyth ing  a 
r e p re s e n ta t iv e  woman of I 885, should have, in  an 
obscure and form less way, d iv ined  the  d o c t r in e s  of 
Eduard van Hartmann, the e n t i r e  and uncond itiona l 
r e s ig n a t io n  of personal e x is ten c e  in  the  arms of 
the  cosmic process? C ecelia , as has been shown, 
w ith  her  b lack  h a tred  of l i f e  concentra ted  upon a 
lo a th in g  of th e  o r ig in  o f ex is te n c e ,  was but an- _ 
o th e r  m a n ife s ta t io n  of the same stratum  of thought.Go

Although in t e r e s t i n g ,  the  primary importance o f t h i s  element 

in  th e  novel in  terms of t h i s  study i s  to  show Moore's aban­

doning the  experim ental o b je c t iv i t y  o f A Mummer's Wife and 

going beyond the  kind of s o c ia l  and moral c r i t i c i s m  which 

he could have le a rn e d  from Zola to  become an advocate x>f 

a "cosmic p ro c e ss ."

^^Hone, p . 119 .

^^Moore, Muslin, p. 229 .
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Except fo r  the  s t r e s s  upon "a study" and a panoramic 

s t r u c tu r e  supposedly e x h ib i t in g  the  e f f e c t s  o f  h e re d i ty ,  Moore 

abandoned most of the  techniques of A Mummer's Wife in  t h i s  

novel.  Character a n a ly s is  i s  most o f te n  given in  moral terras 

and th e re  i s  l i t t l e  a ttem pt to  ga in  in co n g ru ity  in  c h a r a c t e r i ­

z a t io n ,

Alice Barton was what i s  commonly known as 
a p la in  g i r l .  At home, during the  ho lid ay s ,  she 
o f te n  heard th a t  the  dress-maker could not f i t  her, 
t h a t  her eyes were not so la rg e  nor so sweet as her 
s i s t e r ' s .  But the  c le a r ,  sweet mind was so o f ten  
revea led  in  those grey eyes, t h a t  the  want of beauty 
was fo rg o t te n  in  love of her p e r s o n a l i ty .  Although 
her shoulders were narrow and prim, her  arms long 
and almost awkward, th e re  was a c h a ra c te r  about the  
f ig u re  th a t  demanded a t t e n t io n .  A lice was now 
turned twenty, she was now the  e ld e s t ,  th e  b e s t -  
beloved, the  c le v e re s t  g i r l  in  the  school.o7

Although p h y s ic a l ly  not the  s te reo typed  b e a u t i fu l  hero ine of 

f i c t i o n ,  she f u l f i l l s  the  promise of moral idea lism  contained 

w ith in  t h i s  i n i t i a l  d e s c r ip t io n :  she s a c r i f i c e s  her ego to

her s i s t e r ;  she s a c r i f i c e s  her p r ide  by going to  church, even 

though she does no t b e l ie v e ,  to  p lease  her  p a ren ts ;  she s a c r i ­

f ic e s  her h e a l th  by working to  support the  pregnant May. 

Angelic throughout, she g e ts  her reward in  happy suburb ia .

Although the  r e l ia n c e  upon documentary f a c t  to  e s ta b ­

l i s h  s e t t i n g  i s  s t i l l  dominant in  t h i s  novel, such as the 

d e s c r ip t io n s  of the l i f e  of the lower c la s s e s ,  the s t r e e t s  

of Dublin, and the  g overno r 's  b a l l ,  Moore's i n t e r e s t  in  s ty le  

changed the  e f f e c t  of h is  d e s c r ip t io n s ,  o f te n  fo r  the  worse

G^Ibid., p. 2.
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because of a s t r a in e d  a r t i n e s s .

The Dublin s t r e e t s  s ta r e  the vacant and h e lp ­
le s s  s ta r e  o f a beggar s e l l in g  matches on a doorstep, 
and the feeb le  c r ie s  f o r  amusement a re  l ik e  those of 
the ch ild  beneath the  ragged shawl fo r  the red gleam 
of a passing  s o l d i e r ' s  c o a t ,  On e i t h e r  s ide  of you, 
th e re  i s  a bawling ignorance or p la in t iv e  decay.
Look a t  the  houses I Like crones in  borrowed bonnets 
some a re  fash ionab le  w ith  flowers in  the r o t t in g  
window frames—others  langu ish  in  s i l l y  cheerfu lness  
l i k e  women l iv in g  on the proceeds of the pawnship; 
o th e r s —those with b r a s s -p la te s  on the doors—are  
e v i l - sm e l l in g  as the p re sc r ip t io n s  of the threadbare  
docto r ,  bald as the b i l l  of co s ts  of the s e rv i le  a t ­
to rn ey . And the  sou ls  of the  Dubliners blend and 
harmonise w ith the connatura l surroundings.oo

A comparison of t h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  with the one quoted above 

from A Mummer's Wife concerning the  London s t r e e t s  dominated 

by p r o s t i t u t e s  i s  i n s t r u c t i v e .  Much of the awkwardness of 

sentence s t r u c tu r e  has been smoothed away, but the  s u b s t i ­

tu t io n  of the forced s im ile s  fo r  the r e l a t i v e l y  concrete  

ca ta lo g in g  of the  f i r s t  passage mars the t o t a l  e f f e c t  r a th e r  

than improving i t .  But more im portant than  the  question  of 

s t y l i s t i c  t a s t e  i s  th a t  of tone. Although in  the f i r s t  pas ­

sage th e re  i s  an overt c r i t i c i s m  of London weather, i f  the 

read er  f e e l s  th e re  i s  a tone of moral ou trage, he ga thers  

t h i s  by im p lica t io n ,  no t from a u th o r ia l  s ta tem en t.  In the 

l a t t e r  passage, the  a u th o r 's  a t t i t u d e  i s  c l e a r ly  one of d i s ­

approval, and whether t h i s  d isapproval i s  based upon a e s th e t ic  

or moral s tandards  makes l i t t l e  d if fe re n c e  in  terms of the 

e f f e c t  upon the r e a d e r .  Moore has chosen to  abandon objeo-

G^ibid., p. 158.



118

t l v i t y  in  d esc r ib in g  environment as w ell as c h a ra c te r .  This 

f a c t  may or may not make A Drama in  Muslin a b e t t e r  novel, 

but i t  does in d ic a te  a major s h i f t  in  technique from the 

more n e a r ly  n a t u r a l i s t i c  A Mummer's W ife.

Moore summarized h is  conception of the  p lace of t h i s  

novel in  the  school of Zola: according to  Hone, he to ld  Zola

" th a t ,  although h is  new novel preserved the  ro o t  idea  of the 

school, i t  contained n o v e l t ie s  in  composition and marked a 

g re a t  advance in  language compared w ith  A Mummer's W ife."^^

I  th in k  the  "n o v e lt ie s"  more im portant than  the  "roo t id e a ,"  

the purpose of experim ental s o c ia l  study and the  theme of 

the  rev o lu t io n  in  m o ra li ty .  The in te r p r e t a t i o n s  o f the 

reason fo r  and the n a tu re  of Moore's r e a c t io n  to  Z o la 's  meth­

ods vary: th a t  a l l  of these  can be supported by quo ta tions

from Moore proves h is  inco n sis ten cy  of ex p lan a tio n .  Brown's 

idea th a t  Moore reac ted  a g a in s t  Zola when he found th a t  he 

was not o b jec t iv e  but r a th e r  th a t  he was committed to  s o c ia l  

reform seems l e a s t  te n a b le ;? ^  on almost a l l  l e v e l s ,  A Drama 

in  Muslin i s  a movement away from o b je c t i v i ty .  Hone suggests  

th a t  the re a c t io n  was a reasoned th e o r e t ic a l  p rog ress ion :

"the d e f in i t io n s  of the  N a tu r a l i s t i c  school a re  shown ^ n  an 

essay on Turgenev/ to  be not only b r u ta l l y  m a te r ia l  but con-

GSnone, p. 119.

T^Brown, pp. 96-105.
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t r a d ic to r y  in  them se lves . F r ie rso n  a s s e r t s  th a t  the  s h i f t

was motivated by a d e s i r e  f o r  more read ers  as well as a new
72i n t e r e s t  in  s t y l e , '  The problem i s  complicated by the  num­

ber  of in f lu en c es  which have been i s o la te d :  Schopenhauer,

Huysmann, D ujard in , P a te r ,  de Quincey, Jane Austen, Balzac, 

Turgenev, and o th e r s .

I  th in k  th e  su b je c t  s u f f i c i e n t ly  im portant, e s p e c ia l ly  

in  the  con tex t of t h i s  study, to  bear one more in t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

I  th in k  F r ie r s o n 's  suggestion  of s t y l i s t i c  re a c t io n  comes 

c lo s e s t  to  th e  t r u t h ,  bu t the  f a c t  t h a t  he can c a l l  A Drama 

in  Muslin "the f i r s t  'im persona l ' s o c ia l  s tudy th a t  appeared 

in  English  f lc t io n " ^ ^  in d ic a te s  t h a t  he has not seen the  f u l l  

e f f e c t  of Moore's s t y l i s t i c  experim ents. Twice in  Confessions 

o f a Young Man Moore speaks o f h is  r e a c t io n  to  Zola in  terms 

of s ty le ;  the  fo llow ing  i s  ty p ic a l  of both: "What I  reproach

Zola w ith  i s  t h a t  he has no s ty l e ;  th e re  i s  no th ing  you won 't 

f in d  in  Zola from Chateaubriand to  the  r e p o r t in g  in  the 

F i g a r o . I t  i s  a l s o  f a i r  to  note t h a t  th e re  a re  o th e r  ex­

p la n a tio n s  fo r  h is  r e a c t io n  given in  C onfessions, the  only 

major c r i t i c a l  document w r i t te n  during  the  t r a n s i t i o n a l  period

f^Hone, p. 150 .

f^w illiam  C. F rie rso n ,  The English  Novel in  T ra n s i-  
t io n ,  1885-1940 (Norman:° U n iv e rs i ty  of Oklahoma P re s s . 1942). 
pprT5̂ =7ir—

73 jb id . ,  p. 7 0 .

f^Moore, Confessions, pp. I I 8 - I I 9 .
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( l8 8 6 - l8 8 8 ) .  In another place he p ra ise s  the  French n a t u r a l ­

i s t s  fo r  " u n t i r in g  s t r iv in g  fo r  i n t e n s i t y  of express ion , fo r  

the  very ozmazome of a r t . " ^ ^  However, under the  in fluence  of 

P a te r  and o th e rs ,  Moore did become more in te r e s te d  in  s ty le ;  

and in  developing a s ty l e ,  he abandoned the  n e u t r a l  s im p l ic i ty  

he had used in  A Mummer's W ife. He s a c r i f i c e d  o b je c t iv i ty ,  

an e f f e c t  he had learned  from Zola. Whether Moore J u s t i f i e d  

the s a c r i f i c e  of o b je c t iv i ty  fo r  s ty le  a t  the time the change 

took place or only a f t e r  the f a c t  when he recognized th e re  

was a c o n f l ic t  i s  not im portan t. The f a c t  i s  th a t  in  Moore's 

case a conscious s ty le  was too d i r e c t l y  a r e f l e c t i o n  of the ' 

man; h is  choice of word, of image, of sentence s t ru c tu re  com­

municated a u th o r ia l  Judgment. This c o n f l i c t  between one 

element of n a tu ra l ism —s c i e n t i f i c  o b j e c t i v i t y —and s ty le  i s  

not a problem of na tu ra lism  in  genera l but of George Moore in  

p a r t i c u la r .  F la u b e r t 's  s t y l i s t i c  mastery and Moore's admira­

t io n  of the "Goncourts' b r i l l i a n t  a d je c t iv a l  e f fe c ts " ^ ^  show 

t h a t  a s o lu t io n  to  the c o n f l i c t  i s  p o s s ib le .  But Moore, a t  

t h i s  po in t in  h is  ca ree r ,  was unable to  manipulate h is  s ty le  

to  f i t  h is  continued n a t u r a l i s t i c  theory , and h is  choice of 

s t y l i s t i c  experiment and development determined the  path  of 

h is  l a t e r  c a re e r .  This f a i lu r e  to  fuse s ty l e  and technique

? 5 i b i d . ,  p. 225.

T^I b i d . ,  p. 211.
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caused A Drama In Muslin to  be a combination of s a t i r e  and 

propaganda.

Whatever th e  cause, the  f a c t  i s  t h a t  a f t e r  1885, a f t e r  

th e  b i r t h  of h is  n o v e l i s t i c  c a re e r ,  Moore's novels i l l u s t r a t e ,  

w ith  one excep tion , an in c re a s in g  divergence from anything

I  t h a t  can be c a l le d  n a tu ra l ism . The period of t r a n s i t i o n  was

I  p a in fu l  f o r  Moore: the  ensuing novels were. J u s t i f i a b ly ,

I  badly rece ived , and Moore d e sp e ra te ly  wanted a la rg e  audience.

j |  The l a s t  novel of Moore's which has any l in k  to  the  n a t u r a l i s -

If t i c  t r a d i t i o n  i s  Esther  Waters, but before in v e s t ig a t in g  the

i i ro n ie s  involved in  the popular success of t h i s  book, I  must

I  n o t ic e  a t  l e a s t  one of the novels which precede i t .  Mike

I  F le tc h e r  (1689) seems to  be the  novel which completes the

promise of the  foreward to  A Drama in  Muslin; i t  i s  a s tudy 

of bachelorhood. I t  a lso  i l l u s t r a t e s  Moore's tendency to  

work in  the  grandiose s e r i e s  t r a d i t i o n  of Balzac and Zola 

s ince  i t  con ta ins  ch a ra c te rs  from almost a l l  of h is  o th e r  

I n ove ls .  The primary in flu en c e ,  however, i s  no t Zola but
I . '  ̂ i '
I Huysmann's À Rebours and La Bas. One way to  see th e  f a i lu r e

I of the  novel, as w ell as Moore's a r t i s t i c  d i r e c t io n le s s n e s s

'1 a t  t h i s  time, i s  to  d e te c t  the  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f u n ass im ila ted —

\  in  the sense of e x i s t in g  only as idea , no t in  the s t r u c t u r e —
) ; ' - '
I in f lu en c es  in  the novel,  Mike F le tc h e r  i s  the  man d e s i r in g

'3 -
a l l  ex o tic  experience, l i k e  the  h e ro e s ,o f  Huysmann. Both he

& , ' : y, ;
PI and h is  f r ie n d  E sco tt  a re  c o n s ta n t ly  ta lk in g  about and occa-
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s io n a l ly  a c t in g  upon Schopenhauer's idea  of the  d e n ia l  of the 

w i l l .  In a d d i t io n  th e re  i s  a pagan-C hris tian  theme drawn 

from P a te r ;  a r a th e r  fu n c t io n le s s  use of the  " le i tm o t i f "  bo r­

rowed from Wagner; a s e r ie s  of s e t  "ch a ra c te rs "  l ik e  those 

found in  seven teen th -cen tu ry  c h a ra c te r  books; and much bur­

lesque of manners in  both high and low l i f e .  The su b jec t  

concerns young men searching  fo r  something to  l i v e  fo r  in  a 

m ilieu  o f fe r in g  no v a lu es .  Like A Drama in  Muslin, the novel 

p re sen ts  a c o n tra s t  between the n a tu ra l  d e s ir e s  of the charac­

t e r s  and the re p re s s iv e  s o c ia l  norms, but no r e a l  focus on 

t h i s  c o n f l ic t  i s  a t ta in e d  because no more value i s  a s so c ia te d  

w ith  the  ch a ra c te rs  than  w ith  the  s o c ie ty .  The u l t im a te  

f a i l u r e  i s  in  the c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  of Mike F le tc h e r :  the

re ad e r  i s  asked to  be liev e  th a t  h is  su ic id e  i s  a damning i n ­

dictm ent of a so c ie ty  which o f fe r s  no meaningful path  of de­

velopment fo r  t h i s  ta le n te d  young man; in s tead  the  r e a d e r 's  

r e a c t io n  i s  one of r e l i e f  a t  being r id  of a s i l l y  young man.

In o th e r  words, the ch a rac te rs  do not seem products of a r e ­

p re ss iv e  m ilieu  but sp o r ts  who would e x i s t  p a r a s i t i c a l l y  in  

any so c ie ty .  Moore has so f a r  abandoned the o b je c t iv e  te c h ­

niques of the n a t u r a l i s t s ,  as w ell as the  bas ic  techniques of 

s to ry  t e l l i n g ,  th a t  he th inks  th a t  h is  t e l l i n g  the read er  

th a t  c h a rac te rs  have value makes these  ch a ra c te rs  v a lu ab le .

Two o th e r  f a c e ts  of the  novel deserve comment. Moore 

was s t i l l  s t ru g g l in g  toward a s ty l e ;  ty p ic a l  of h is  d e s c r ip -
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t lo n s  i s  the  fo llow ing:

The smoke of the  l i t t l e  steamer curled  and 
r o l le d  over, now l ik e  a g re a t  b ird  w ith a shake 
hovering in  i t s  ta lo n s ;  and the  l i t t l e  steamer made 
p lu c k i ly  fo r  B la c k f r ia r s .  Carts  and hansoms, vans 
and b rew er 's  vans, a l l  s i lh o u e t t in g .  T rains s l i p  
p a s t ,  o b l i t e r a t i n g  w ith  white w hiffs  the  d e l i c a te  
d is ta n c e s ,  the  perp lex ing  d is ta n c e s  th a t  in  London 
a re  d e l i c a t e  and perp lex ing  as a s p id e r 's  web.
Great hay-boats  yellow in  the sun, brown in  the 
shadow --great hay-boats came by, t h e i r  s a i l s  scarce  
f i l l e d  w ith  the  l i g h t  breeze; s tand ing  high, they 
s a i le d  slowly and p ic tu re sq u e ly ,  w ith  men thrown 
in  a l l  a t t i t u d e s ;  somnolent in  sunshine and pungent 
odour—one only a t  work, w ield ing  the g re a t  r u d d e r .77

Whether re g re s s io n  or p rogress ion , t h i s  exem plifies  a s h i f t  

from the  fu n c tio n s  of the  d e s c r ip t io n s  quoted from both 

A Mummer’s Wife and A Drama in  M uslin . The d e s c r ip t io n  i s  

o b je c t iv e ,  r a th e r  than  an express ion  of values as in  the 

l a t t e r ,  bu t i t  i s  u n like  the  former, where the  o b je c t iv e  de­

s c r ip t io n  evokes a p a r t i c u la r  a t t i t u d e  in  the  re a d e r .  In ­

s tead , t h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  i s  used fo r  i t s  own sake. Mike 

F le tc h e r  i s  f i l l e d  w ith  th ese  fu n c t io n le s s ,  as f a r  as I  can 

t e l l ,  s e t  p ie c e s .  This one seems to  have more to  recommend 

i t  than  most. One of the  repeated  images of the  book i s  the 

r iv e r ;  the  r i v e r  and two l in e s  of a popular song a re  repea ted  

as m o tifs .  As E. M. F o r s te r ,  among o th e rs ,  has pointed out, 

r e p e t i t i o n  i s  one of the primary means to  achieve form in  the 

novel, but' no meaningful s t r u c tu r e  emerges from the  p a t te rn s  

of r e p e t i t i o n  in  t h i s  novel.  In  f a c t ,  even meaningful use

77oeorge Moore, Mike F le tc h e r  (London: Ward and 
Downey, n . d . ) ,  p.  18.
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of m otifs  would have had l i t t l e  un ify ing  e f f e c t  on the  p lo t  

of t h i s  novel. Moore, who in s i s t e d  on lo g ic a l  s t r u c tu re  in  

the  p lo t  of the novels which he read , seemed to  have fo rg o t te n  

a l l  lessons  about causa tion  which he learned  from h is  French 

m aste rs .  The p lo t  wanders in co h e ren tly .  But t h i s  novel was 

the  low po in t of Moore's c a re e r .  He soon learned  to  use r e ­

p e t i t io n  in  a more s a t i s f a c to r y  manner, to  make h is  s ty le  

fu n c t io n a l ly  e f f e c t iv e  through the  "melodic l i n e , " and to  

re g a in  con tro l  of p lo t  s t r u c tu r e .

His most popular and most famous novel (as measured 

by number of r e p r in t s )  i s  Esther Waters (l894), in  which he 

re tu rned  to  the su b jec t  m atter  a s so c ia te d  w ith  the  French 

n a t u r a l i s t s  and used some of the techniques which he had 

been experimenting w ith  in  the preceding t r a n s i t i o n a l  period . 

S u b t i t le d  "An English  S to r y , " the novel p resen ts  a s tudy of 

the servan t c la s s  by means of focusing  on the l i f e  of one 

woman. Well-reviewed in  i t s  time, p ra ised  by Gladstone, de­

signed to  make i t s  au thor  popular, Esther  Waters i s  a 'k in d  

of t e s t  case today both among c r i t i c s  and among c l a s s i f i e r s .

Most c r i t i c s  f in d  i t  the  b es t  of Moore's e a r ly  works, but 

F r ie rso n  c a l l s  i t  "as d u l l  and. unp leasan t a book as was ever 

w r i t te n "  and th inks  A Mummer's Wife "of f a r  more d istinction.""^®  

Although a l l  commentators agree th a t  E sther  Waters i s  r e a l i s t i c ,  

few f i t  i t  in to  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  Hone's c r i t i c a l  de-

7®Frierson, p. 73.
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s c r ip t lo n ,  "so f u l l  of humanity and a f f e c t i o n , p o i n t s  to  

the  h e a r t  of the  problem of c l a s s i f i c a t i o n :  a novel with 

t h i s  q u a l i ty  can hard ly  belong to  a t r a d i t i o n  defined  by 

terms l ik e  p e s s im is t ic  determinism. H is to r i c a l ly  the prob­

lem i s  complicated by our i n a b i l i t y  to  re c o n s t ru c t  Moore's 

in te n t io n  in  the  novel.  Brown suggests ,  r i g h t l y  I  th ink , 

t h a t  some of th e  m otivation  fo r  the  sympathetic trea tm en t of 

E s ther  was a d e s ir e  to  ga in  p o p u la r i ty ,  and he quotes a l e t ­

t e r  supporting  t h i s  view: "My next novel w i l l  be more human.

I  s h a l l  bathe myself in  the s im p les t and most naive emotions, 

the  d a i ly  bread of h u m a n i t y . Opposed to  t h i s  pragmatic 

exp lana tion  i s  the evidence of Hone who t ra c e s  Moore's s i n ­

cere i n t e r e s t  in  the  su b je c t  from a t  l e a s t  the  time of the 

composition of C onfessions . A fter  i t s  p u b l ic a t io n  Moore made 

fun of the goodness o f the  novel, enjoyed the  irony  th a t  the 

novel caused th e  es tab lishm ent of homes fo r  i l l e g i t im a t e  

ch i ld re n ,  and y e t  he accepted the  pub lic  d ec is io n  th a t  i t  

was one of h is  b es t  novels, arguing w ith the  popular opinion 

only by i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  i t  was pure a r t  w ith no p ropagand is tic  

i n t e n t io n s .  One o th e r  com plication which i s  r e le v a n t  to  the 

purposes of t h i s  study i s  t h a t  many of the  e a r ly  reviewers 

compared t h i s  nbvel to  Hardy's r e c e n t ly  ( I 89I )  published

f^Hone, p. 194 .
finQuoted in Brown, p. 128.
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Tess of the D 'U rb e rv l l le s , a novel Moore had read while com­

posing E sther  W aters, One of M oore 's* favorite  c r i t i c a l  

scapegoats was Tess, and he even suggested once th a t  Esther

Waters was w r i t te n  to  show how Hardy should have handled h is
0-1

s u b je c t .  Perhaps through a com parison,. a l i t t l e  l i g h t  can 

be thrown on the complex ques tion  of Hardy's r e la t io n s h ip  

w ith  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .

S t ru c tu r a l ly  Esther  Waters i s  a s tudy of a s u b je c t—the 

m ilieu  of the se rvan t c la s s  in  England, a c la s s  trapped by 

hopeless economic bonds complicated by i t s  r e l ia n c e  upon 

gambling as a means of gain ing  freedom. The s t r u c tu r e  i s  

s im i la r  to  th a t  of A Drama in  M uslin: a group of c h a rac te rs  

i s  in troduced, and the d iv e rse  fo r tu n es  of the members of the 

group, determined by t h e i r  d i f fe re n c e s  of c h a ra c te r ,  a re  

t ra ced  in  the development of the novel.  The improvement of 

s t ru c tu re  in  Esther Waters i s  due to  the more c o n s is te n t  focus 

on a s in g le  c h a ra c te r  and an abandonment of the them atic am­

b i t io u sn e s s  of the e a r l i e r  novel; Moore no longer presented 

a major theme of s o c ia l  c r i t i c i s m  nor c o n s is te n t  co u n te rp o in t­

ing of upper and lower le v e ls  o f s o c ie ty .  The novel has a 

th r e e -p a r t  s t r u c tu r e ,  each p a r t  approximately twelve c h a p te rs .  

The f i r s t  of these  p o r tray s  E s th e r 's  s e rv ic e  a t  Woodview, 

w ith  the  in tro d u c t io n  of a group of se rv an ts  and the  deVelbp- 

ment of the manic rac ing  atmosphere. The second se c t io n

G^Ibid., p. 136.



A

A

127

con ta ins  E s th e r 's  v a r ied  experiences in  London, the b e a r ­

ing of her  i l l e g i t im a t e  c h i ld ,  and her a ttem pts  to  support 

the  c h i ld .  The th i rd  se c t io n  concerns E s th e r 's  marriage to  

William, her  seducer, and t h e i r  experiences in  o p era ting  a 

bar in  which William makes book on ra c e s ,  an a c t i v i t y  which 

leads  to  t h e i r  economic f a i l u r e  and the  death  of William.

The f i n a l  chap ters  serve as an epilogue completing the 

c i r c l e  w ith  E s th e r 's  r e tu rn  to  Woodview. In the  London 

s e c t io n ,  E s ther  i s  made to  meet s e v e ra l  of the  se rv an ts  who 

were a t  Woodview. Margaret, lack ing  the  moral s t r e n g th  of 

E s ther ,  has been seduced by an employer and has d r i f t e d  in to  

p r o s t i t u t i o n .  Sarah f a l l s  in  love with a cad add ic ted  to  

gambling, s t e a l s  from her employer fo r  him, and i s  sen t  to  

p r iso n .  Mr. Randal, the  e x -b u t le r ,  i s  destroyed by a com­

b in a t io n  of the  economic system --h is  age prevents h is  g e t t in g  

a job--and h is  weakness fo r  b e t t in g .  Only E sther ,  through 

her b as ic  s t r e n g th  of c h a ra c te r  and through her love fo r  her 

son, escapes t o t a l  deg rada tion .

The su b je c t  i s  given r e a l i t y  by the documentary method 

of e s ta b l i s h in g  the environment. The most im portant element 

i s  the d e s c r ip t io n  of the  various  kinds of employers--from 

the  kind but unhappy Mrs. B a r f ie ld  to  the  eq u a lly  kind w r i te r  

who employs E s th e r .  Between her se rv ice  w ith these  two,

E sther  has a s e r ie s  of employers, ranging from the  prudish 

through the  lecherous to  the  s a d i s t i c .  At one po in t  Moore
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abandoned a l l  p re tense  of o b je c t i v i ty  to  sum up t h i s  aspec t 

of h is  study:

Hers i s  a hero ic  adventure i f  one considers  
i t - - a  m other 's  f ig h t  fo r  the l i f e  of  her ch ild  a g a in s t  
a l l  the fo rces  th a t  c i v i l i s a t i o n  a rray s  a g a in s t  the 
lowly and the i l l e g i t im a t e .  She i s  in  a s i t u a t i o n  
today, but on what s e c u r i ty  does she hold i t ?  She 
i s  s tran g e ly  dependent on her  own h e a l th ,  and s t i l l  
more on the fo rtu n es  and the  personal cap rice  of 
her employers; and she r e a l i s e d  the p e r i l s  of her 
l i f e  when an o u tc a s t  mother a t  the  corner of the 
s t r e e t ,  s t r e tc h in g  out of her  rags a brown hand 
and arm, asked alms f o r  the  sake of the  l i t t l e  
ch i ld re n .  For th re e  months out of a s i t u a t i o n  
and she, too, would be on the s t r e e t  as a f low er-  
s e l l e r ,  m a tc h -se l le r ,  o r—

The determ ining fo rce ,  o th e r  than in h eren t c h a ra c te r ,  i s  

economic. Trapped in  economic in s e c u r i ty ,  the  ambitious 

se rv an t tu rn s  to  gambling as the  only escape. Moore, 

drawing on h is  youthfu l memories, c rea ted  a panoramic v is io n  

of the  lu re  of horse ra c in g —from the  i n t e r e s t  of the  coun­

t r y  gen try  to  the d esp era tio n  of the  lower c la s se s  b e t t in g  

in  a lo c a l  b a r .  Moore was J u s t i f i a b l y  proud of the two 

chap ters  devoted to  the  Derby: "30 or 40 pages: no rac ing ,

only the  sweat and boom of the crowd—the g re a t  Cockney 

h o l id a y ."^3 His d e l in e a t io n  of rac in g  and i t s  e f f e c t  on 

h is  c h a rac te rs  was s u f f i c i e n t ly  e f f e c t iv e  to  lead the  e d i to r  

of the Sporting  Times to  misname Moore "A P u r itan  k i l l j o y .

O p

George Moore, The C ollected  Works (New York: Boni
and L iv e r ig h t ,  1922-1924), V, 1Ü0.

83

84
^^Quoted in  Hone, p. l86 .

Ibid., p. 195.
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Moore s t r e s se d  the  fu n c tio n  of gambling by p lac ing  in  a c l i ­

mactic p o s i t io n  W illiam 's  hope of l i f e  dependent upon b e t t in g  

on a winner. Doomed to  d ie  of consumption unless  he can ge t 

the  money to  go to  Egypt, he wagers h is  remaining resources  

on a s in g le  horse; the  development of the  grotesque scene 

in  which l i f e  and dea th  a re  decided by a horse race  makes 

the  climax d ra m a tic a l ly  and th e m a tic a l ly  e f f e c t iv e .

I t  was not the  se n sa t io n a l  trea tm en t of gambling, 

however, which most a f fe c te d  the  read ers  of the  novel but 

the  d ep ic t io n  of the  baby farm, the  woman who kept i l l e g i ­

tim ate  c h i ld re n  while the  mothers worked as wet nurses and 

who, fo r  f iv e  pounds, would r e l ie v e  the mothers o f  the bur­

den by a llow ing th e  c h i ld re n  to  d ie .  Moore gave t h i s  scene 

a l l  of the  gro tesque h o rro r  of which he was capab le . Esther 

i s  outraged by the  suggestion , but the  woman continues her 

g r i s l y  t ra d e  w ithout in te r f e r e n c e .

In a d d i t io n  to  the  su b je c t  m atte r  of the  lower 

c la s se s  and the  s e n sa t io n a l  m a te r ia l  which the  pub lic  had 

learned  to  a s so c ia te  w ith  n a tu ra lism , t h i s  novel a lso  shows 

Moore's c o n t ro l l in g  the  s ty le s  w ith  which he had been ex­

perim enting.

And s tand ing  a t  the  kerb of P ic c a d i l ly  C ir ­
cus, w a it in g  fo r  a bus to  take  her  to  Ludgate H i l l  
S ta t io n ,  the  g i r l  grew conscious of the moving mul­
t i tu d e  t h a t  f i l l e d  the  s t r e e t s .  The g re a t  r e s ­
ta u ra n ts  ro se  up calm and v io l e t  in  the  evening sky, 
the Cafe Monico, w ith i t s  a i r  of French newspapers 
and I t a l i a n  wines; and before the  grey facade of
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the fash ionab le  C r i te r io n  hansoms stopped and 
d inner p a r t ie s  walked across  the pavements. The 
f in e  weather brought the wenches up e a r l i e r  than 
usual from the suburbs, and they  came up the  long 
road from Fulham, w ith  white d re sses  f lo a t in g  from 
t h e i r  h ips ,and  fe a th e r  boas waving a few inches 
from the pavement. But through th i s  e leg an t d i s ­
guise Esther  could pick out th e  se rvan t g i r l s .
Their s to r i e s  were her s to ry .  Each and a l l  had 
been d ese rted ; but perhaps each had a ch i ld  to  
support. But they  h a d n 't  been as lucky as she 
had been in  f in d in g  s i t u a t i o n s ,  t h a t  was a l l . ° 5

This d e s c r ip t io n  i s  much l ik e  the one p ic tu r in g  the p r o s t i ­

tu t e s  in  A Mummer's Wife in  i t s  s t r e s s  upon h a b i ta t io n s  of 

the g i r l s  and t h e i r  a t t i r e ;  even the c o n t ra s t  between r ic h  

and poor appears in  both, but th e  awkwardness has disappeared 

in  the l a t e r  passage. This passage lacks  the many forced 

s im iles  of the one from A Drama in  Muslin, the  "calm and 

v io le t "  r e s ta u ra n ts  being the  only f ig u re  which gains a t t e n ­

t io n .  The most im portant c o n t r a s t ,  however, i s  t h a t  t h i s  

passage i s  more fu n c t io n a l  than  the o th e r  two. Like the 

passage in  A Mummer's Wife, t h i s  i s  seen by a c h a ra c te r ,  but 

r a th e r  than a simple scene, i t  i s  made d i r e c t l y  r e le v a n t  to  

the s i t u a t i o n  of E s th e r ,  Although the above quo ta tio n  i s  

f a i r l y  ty p ic a l  of Moore' s d e s c r ip t io n s  in  E s ther  Waters, he  ̂

did not t o t a l l y  escape h is  h a b i t  of c re a t in g  forced f ig u re s :  

"the pale a i r  woven with d e l i c a te  w ire, a gossamer web under­

nea th  which the crowd moved l ik e  lazy  f l i e s ,  one h a l f  watching 

the p e rfo ra ted  s p i r e  of S t .  M ary's, and a l l  the c i t y  s p ire s

G^Moore, Works, V, I 85- I 8 6 .
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behind i t  now growing cold in  the  e a s t  . . . A s tuden t

of the  t o t a l  c a re e r  of Moore may see Esther Waters as an 

abandonment of h is  p a t te rn  of s t y l i s t i c  development, but 

from the  p o in t  of view of an ev a lu a t io n  of t h i s  novel as 

" th i s  rough page to rn  from l i f e , " ^ ^  Moore achieved a fus ion  

of s ty le  and s t r u c tu r e  dependent on a s im p l ic i ty  equalled  

only in  A Mummer's W ife.

I  have suggested th a t  s ty le  and o b je c t iv i ty  a re  c lo se ­

ly  r e l a t e d ;  y e t  in  t h i s  novel, d e sp i te  a s ty le  th a t  i s  ob­

je c t - o r ie n te d  r a th e r  than  v a lu e -o r ie n te d ,  the  e f f e c t  i s  th a t  

the  re a d e r  shares  w ith  the  au thor  a sympathetic a t t i t u d e  

toward E s ther  and William. I  th in k  the  reasons fo r  t h i s  

sympathy a re  complex and no t a t t r i b u t a b l e  to  the  few passages 

of a u th o r ia l  comment such as the  one quoted above on E s th e r 's  

"hero ic  a d v en tu re s ."  The most obvious cause f o r  sympathy i s  

co n tro l  of focus; the  po in t  o f view i s  th a t  of omniscient 

au tho r ,  but the  r e a d e r ' s  knowledge i s  p r im ar i ly ,  though not 

ex c lu s iv e ly ,  l im ite d  to  the  a c t io n s  and thoughts of E s th e r .  

The d i f fe re n c e  in  read e r  r e a c t io n  to  E s ther  and Kate Ede i s  

th a t  E s th e r 's  thoughts a re  " r e l i a b l e a s  opposed to  the  un­

r e l i a b l e  r a t io n a l i z a t i o n s  of Kate Ede. Esther analyzes s i t u a ­

t io n s  r e a l i s t i c a l l y ,  a ttem pting  to  choose a course of ac t io n ,

G ^ib id .,  187 .

G? I b i d ..  256.
88Booth, Chap. VI, passim .
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and i f  her choice f a i l s ,  she i s  capable o f p e r s i s t i n g  d e s p i te  

the  f a i l u r e .  This does not mean th a t  E s ther  i s  a simple, 

c o n s is te n t  c h a ra c te r .  The in co n g ru ity  in  her  c h a ra c te r  i s  

p la in ly  v i s i b l e  in  the  fo llow ing: "The s im p les t  human sen ­

tim en ts  were ab id ing  p r in c ip le s  in  E s th e r - - lo v e  o f  God, and 

love of God in  the  home. But above t h i s  P ro te s tan tism  was 

human n a tu re ;  her tw e n tie th  y ea r  t h r i l l e d  w ith in  her; and no 

longer h a l f - s ta rv e d ,  her  eyes opened to  the  beauty  of the  

world . . . ."^9 She t r i e s  to  l i v e  according to  her  funda­

m e n ta l is t  r e l ig io u s  b e l i e f s ,  and although  she f a i l s ,  these
90

p r in c ip le s  a re  p a r t  o f  her  s t r e n g th .  Her "human n a tu re ,"  

which Moore seemed a t  times to  equate w ith  sexual m o tiva tion , 

causes her to  be seduced by W illiam. Through seven years  of 

s tru g g le  she adheres to  the  m o ra li ty  d ic ta te d  by her  r e l i g i o n .  

She i s  drawn in to  an engagement w ith  ano ther  young fundamen­

t a l i s t ,  ex c ited  by t h i s  oppo rtu n ity  to  r e tu rn  to  th e  ways of 

God. But when William r e tu rn s  to  in v i t e  her  to  l i v e  w ith  him, 

she ag rees :  "She sighed and f e l t  once again  t h a t  her  w i l l  was

overborne by a fo rc e  which she could not c o n tro l  o r  under­

s tan d ."^^  She n o t  only e n te rs  the  world of d r in k  and gambling,

89Moore, Works, V, 35.

9 ^ I t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  th a t  Moore, who had no sympathy 
with fundamentalism, r e je c te d  th e  oppo rtu n ity  to  show th a t   ̂
E s th e r 's  r e l ig io n  was a romantic d e lu s io n .

S^Moore, Works, V, 247-248.
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a world a n t i t h e t i c a l  to  her r e l ig io u s  b e l i e f s ,  because of 

her  d e s ir e  fo r  William but a lso  f in d s  th e re  sev e ra l  years of 

happiness because her love fo r  husband and son transcends 

those values taugh t by her r e l ig io n .  The read er  f i n a l l y  

sympathizes w ith  William because of the  r e l i a b l e  evidence 

of h is  value given by E s th e r .  But combined w ith these  con­

f l i c t i n g  elements of her c h a ra c te r ,  supporting  f i r s t  one 

and then  the  o th e r ,  d e r iv in g  s t r e n g th  from both, i s  the bas ic  

urge to  serve her  son. Much l a t e r ,  and th e re fo re  of doubt­

f u l  v a l i d i t y  as pure f a c t ,  Moore described  the  germ of the 

novel as the  idea of " the indom itable mother who w i l l  s a c r i ­

f i c e  her l i f e  fo r  her c h i ld  . . . . Women bear the  world on 

t h e i r  shoulders  when they  lack  th a t  e te r n a l  i n s t i n c t  of 

motherhood th a t  pervades the  world from end to  end, and p e r ­

haps extends to  the  f a r t h e s t  s t a r . "9^ Thus Moore presented 

E s th e r 's  c h a ra c te r  as determined by th re e  fo rc e s ,  one e n v i­

ronmental and two " i n s t i n c t i v e . "  Her r e l i a b i l i t y ,  the f a c t  

t h a t  she does not t r y  to  deceive h e r s e l f  about these  fo rces ,  

draws the  r e a d e r 's  sympathy.

The major d if fe re n c e  between E sther  Waters and A 

Mummer's Wife appears to  be th a t  Moore r e je c te d  the moral 

sensa tiona lism  of the  e a r l i e r  novel. There i s  no longer the 

i ro n ic  shock of a c o n tra s t  between the  values in h e ren t in  the

^^George Moore, A Communication to  My Friends (Lon­
don: The Nonesuch Press , 1033), p. bb.
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novel and the values of the reading  populace. Like Kate Ede, 

Esther s in s  and s u f f e r s ,  but her s u f fe r in g ,  though extreme, 

i s  f i n a l l y  a llev ia ted .,  seemingly because she i s  b a s ic a l ly  

good. William s in s ,  even more than  E sther , and f i n a l l y  

su f fe r s  more than  E s th e r .  Gamblers and p r o s t i t u t e s  meet 

bad ends; E s th e r 's  v i r tu e  pays o f f  by her success in  re a r in g  

her son. Poetic  J u s t i c e  i s  rampant. R elig ion  i s  defended; 

v i r tu e  i s  defended; motherhood i s  defended. All the  moral 

expec ta tions  of Moore's audience a re  f u l f i l l e d .  By l im i t in g  

h is  sensa tiona lism  to  baby farms and the  h o rro rs  of gambling, 

Moore gave h is  re a d e r  the  opportun ity  to  r e a c t  w ith  him 

r a th e r  than  a g a in s t  him.

Although the  apparent moral message of the  novel 

helped i t  to  be a b e s t - s e l l e r  and may even exp la in  i t s  con­

t in u in g  fame, i t  i s  questionab le  whether t h i s  i s  the  c o r re c t  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the  novel.  Although t h i s  argument about 

theme i s  u su a lly  based on the  question  of Moore's s in c e r i t y  

(such a m orally  p ropagand is tic  novel v io la t e s  h is  published 

th e o r ie s  on the  fu n c tio n  of a r t ) ,  a so lu t io n  i s  p o ss ib le  only 

through studying the  n o v e l 's  f i n a l  e f f e c t .  Moore's improve­

ment in  h is  use of r e p e t i t i o n  as a s t r u c t u r a l  technique i s  

c l e a r ly  v i s ib l e  a t  the  end of the novel, and h is  most obvious 

use of t h i s  technique throws doubt on the  moral i n t e r p r e t a ­

t io n .  The novel opens w ith  the  fo llow ing  d e s c r ip t io n  of 

E s ther ;
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She stood on the  p la tfo rm  watching the  reced ­

ing t r a i n .  The white steam curled  above the few 
bushes t h a t  h id  the  curve of the  l i n e ,  evaporating  
in  the  pale  evening. A mpment more and the l a s t  
c a r r ia g e  would pass out of s ig h t ,  the  white ga tes  
of  the  c ro ss ih g  swinging slowly forward to  l e t  
through the im patien t passengers .

Her oblong box pain ted  reddish-brown and 
t i e d  w ith  a rough rope la y  on the  s e a t  beside her .
The movement of her back and shoulders  showed th a t  
the  bundle she c a r r ie d  was a heavy one, and the 
sharp bulg ing  of the  grey l in e n  c lo th  t h a t  the  
weight was dead. She wore a faded yellow dress  
and a b lack  ja c k e t  too warm fo r  the  day. A g i r l  ' 
o f  twenty, f irm ly  b u i l t  w ith  sh o r t ,  s trong  arms 
and a plump neck th a t  c a r r ie d  a w ell- tu rned  head 
w ith  d i g n i t y .93

A fte r  William d ie s i  Esther r e tu rn s  to  Woodview, now the  scene 

of poverty  and decay, inhab ited  only by Mrs. B a r f ie ld .  As 

E sther  disembarks, the  f i r s t  paragraph quoted above i s  r e ­

peated and then  the  changes in  her f e a tu re s  a re  d escribed :

An oblong box pain ted  red d ish  brown la y  on 
the  s e a t  beside  a woman of seven or e ig h t  and t h i r t y ,  
s to u t  and s tro n g ly  b u i l t ,  sh o r t  arms and hard-worked 
hands, d ressed  in  a dingy b lack  s k i r t  and a th re a d ­
bare ja c k e t  too th in  fo r  the  dampness of a November 
day. Her face  was a b lu n t o u t l in e ,  and the  grey . 
eyes r e f l e c t e d  a l l  the  n a tu ra l  prose of the  Saxon.

This r e p e t i t i o n  w ith  v a r i a t io n  s t r e s s e s  only the f a i l u r e  of 

economic p rog ress ion  and the  phys ica l  changes. E ighteen 

years  of moral s tru g g le  have gained E s ther  noth ing  but a r e ­

tu rn  to  her  s t a r t i n g  p lace ; the  f u t i l i t y  of i t  a l l  i s  s t re s se d  

by the  d e s c r ip t io n  of the  decay of Woodview. This i s  not 

moral rew ard .bu t th e  purposeless  c i r c u l a r i t y  of the t re a d m il l .

^■^Moore, Works, V, 1.

9^ibid., 392-393.
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This technique may be awkwardly mechanical, as E. K, Brown 

s u g g e s ts ,95 but i t  i s  f u n c t io n a l :  i t  does throw i ro n ic  doubt

on reading  the f i n a l  chap ters  o f  the  novel as E s th e r 's  reward 

f o r  her moral s t ru g g le .  But she has been rewarded by b r in g ­

ing her son to  manhood, by her adherence to  the p a re n ta l  

i n s t i n c t ,

A t a l l  s o ld ie r  came through the  g a te .  He 
wore a long red cloak, and a small cap J a u n t i ly  
s e t  on the s ide  of h is  c lo ae -c l ip p ed  head , Esther  
u t te re d  a l i t t l e  exclam ation, and ran  to  meet h i m . . .
He took h is  mother in  h is  arms, k issed  her, and 
they walked toward Mrs. B a r f ie ld  to g e th e r .  All 
was fo rg o t te n  in  the  happiness of the  moment--the 
long f ig h t  fo r  h is  l i f e ,  and the p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t
any moment might d ec la re  him to  be mere food fo r
powder and s h o t . She was only conscious th a t  she 
had accomplished her  woman's work--she had brought 
him up to  man's e s ta te ;  and th a t  w as,her s u f f i c i e n t  
reward, What a f in e  fe llow  he was

"Her s u f f i c i e n t  reward" i s  r e a l ,  but here a t  th e  end of the 

novel the r e l i a b i l i t y  of  E sther  f a i l s .  The c o n tra s t  of the 

happiness of the moment w ith  the  s tru g g le  of the pas t  and the

p o s s i b i l i t y  of the  fu tu re  throws doubt on the v a l i d i t y  of

E s th e r 's  bas ic  m otiva tion—p a re n ta l  love . Thus the b u i l t - i n  

i r o n i e s —the  discrepancy between the  values of the novel and 

the values of the  re a d e r—are  p resen t  i f  the novel i s  read 

c a r e fu l ly .  All of E s th e r 's  i n s t i n c t ,  a l l  of her moral 

s tru g g le s  are, p u rpose less .  This p a r t i c u la r  kind of sensa­

t io n a l ism  i s  muted—so q u ie t  as to  seem d i f f e r e n t  from the .

95e . K. Brown, Rhythm in  the  Novel (Toronto: Uni­
v e r s i ty  of Toronto P r e s s , l$5Üj, p. 13.

9^Moore, Works, V ,4 l l .  I t a l i c s  mine.
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work of Moore's French p redecesso rs—but the  e s s e n t i a l  con­

t r a s t  between the  m o ra li ty  of s o c ie ty  and the  f a c t s  of l i f e  

remains the  c e n t r a l  theme. In terms of va lues ,  Moore's f in a l  

experiment in  pure rea lism  i s  as ic o n o c la s t ic  as A Mummer's 

W ife.

The ques tion  of a u th o r ia l  o b je c t iv i ty  i s  c e n t r a l  to  

the  e v a lu a t io n  of the  novel.  As a lread y  noted, the r e a d e r 's  

sympathies a re  gained by the  major c h a ra c te r s ,  and the reader  

f e e l s ,  j u s t i f i a b l y ,  th a t  he i s  sharing  w ith  the  au thor  t h i s  

e v a lu a t io n  of E s ther  and W illiam. Even i f  the  suggestions I  

have made about the  e f f e c t  of the  f i n a l  chap ters  of the novel 

a re  erroneous in  terras of Moore's in te n t io n ,  these  chapters  

a re ,  a t  l e a s t ,  a s ign  of equivocation  on the  a u th o r 's  p a r t ;  

when the  au tho r  re v e rse s  h is  apparent a t t i t u d e  toward both 

c h a ra c te rs  and va lu es ,  the  e f f e c t  on the  read e r  i s  one of 

shock. In s tead  of m anipulating h is  techniques so t h a t  the  

reader  f e e l s  t h a t  he i s  sharing  the  a u th o r 's  o b je c t iv i ty ,  

Moore m isleads the  r e a d e r 's  sympathies and then demands th a t  

the  read e r  r e tu rn  to  o b j e c t iv i ty .  A fte r  over th re e  hundred 

pages of evidence e s ta b l i s h in g  t h i s  sympathetic a t t i t u d e ,  

t h i s  r e v e r s a l  i s  an impossible t a s k —a device which s e r io u s ly  

mars the  novel.  F o r tu n a te ly  fo r  Moore's r e p u ta t io n ,  the  im­

p o s s i b i l i t y  of what Moore asked of the  read er  i s  demonstrated 

by the  almost u n iv e rsa l  b lindness  of read ers  toward the 

fu n c tio n  of the  l a s t  c h ap te rs .
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A fter read ing  the  survey s tu d ie s  of n in e te e n th -  

cen tury  f i c t i o n  or the sp e c ia l iz e d  s tu d ie s  of Hardy, one 

f in d s  l i t t l e  agreement on Hardy's r e l a t i o n  to  the n a t u r a l i s ­

t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  The c r i t i c s  and sch o la rs  can be div ided  about 

eq u a lly :  those working w ith in  the  framework of the  h i s to ry

of ideas  c a l l  Hardy the preeminent English  n a t u r a l i s t ;  those 

working with technique f in d  him n o n - n a t u r a l i s t i c . Although 

c e r t a in ly  I  cannot o f f e r  a r e s o lu t io n  to  t h i s  disagreement 

by comparing a s in g le  work of Hardy, Tess o f the  D 'U rb e rv i l le s , 

with E sther  Waters, the Ju x ta p o s i t io n  of the two, o f te n  made 

by Moore's contemporaries and, as a r e s u l t ,  picked up by Moore 

h im self , may be h e lp fu l  in  making one p o in t .  I  agree with 

Hone in  f in d in g  "That the two books should be compared i s  

s tran g e , one being p r im ar i ly  a s ta tem ent of m etaphysical 

g rievance, the  o ther  a human d o c u m e n t . I  hope t h a t  from 

my d iscu ss io n  i t  i s  apparent th a t  a l l  of the  novels I  have 

connected w ith  the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  have been o r ie n te d  

around s o c ie ty - -u s u a l ly  a n t i - s o c i a l  in  theme—r a th e r  than 

m etaphysica lly  o r ie n te d ,

Dorothy Van Ghent in  her a n a ly s is  of Tess of the 

D 'U rb e rv il le s  in  terras of technique s t r e s s e s  both th e  non- - 

o b je c t iv i ty  of the au th o r—h is  m etaphysical theme--and h is  

symbolic m e t h o d . B o t h  of these  f a c e ts  a re  in  marked cop-

9?Hone, p. 195.
^^Dorothy Van GI , ______  „ __

Function (New York: Harper and B ro thers ,  196I ) ,  pp. 195-209 .
^^Dorothy Van Ghent, The English  Novel: Form and
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t r a s t  to  E s ther  W aters . In Tess, a lthough c e r t a in ly  the  re a d ­

e r  i s  expected to  disapprove of the s e l f i s h  ac t io n s  of Alec 

D 'U rb e rv i l le  and the  psycholog ica l prudery of Angel Clare and 

th e re  i s  an i ro n ic  in te rp la y  between the  moral id e a ls  demanded 

by C h r i s t i a n i ty  and the  a c tu a l ,  though unwilled, ac t io n s  of 

Tess, the  novel con ta ins  no c o n t ra s t  between t r a d i t i o n a l  

values and new v a lu es .  In f a c t ,  the s t r u c tu r e  of the  novel 

suggests  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  codes a re  as va luab le  as any, de­

s p i te  t h e i r  u se le ssn ess  in  opposing su p e rn a tu ra l  fo rc e .  In ­

congru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  i s  ex h ib i ted  by the  th re e  major
. .  . ,

c h a ra c te r s ,  but as Myers pointed out, t h i s  i s  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  

t r a i t  of almost a l l  se r io u s  n o v e l i s t s  a f t e r  I 88O. In summary, 

the n a t u r a l i s t i c  novels of both France and England have as 

t h e i r  su b je c t  a s o c ia l  problem—th e o r e t i c a l ly  rem ediable . 

Hardy's b e s t  novels do no t have t h i s  l im i ta t io n ,  and a lthough 

probably b e t t e r  novels than  almost a l l  of those which belong 

to  the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n ,  Hardy's work e x h ib i ts  only 

in c id e n ta l ly  those  techniques developed by Zola and h is  f o l ­

low ers. The f in a l  po in t  i s  th a t  p e s s im is t ic  determinism i s  

a very poor s in g le  c r i t e r i o n  by which to  def ine  n a tu ra l ism .

The p u b l ic a t io n  of Esther W aters, w ith  which 1 see 

the  end of Moore's n a t u r a l i s t i c  period (o the rs  would s e t  i t  

much e a r l i e r ) ,  marks the  conclusion  of only the  f i r s t  one 

th i rd  of h is  w r i t in g  c a re e r .  He crea ted  a major p o r tio n  of 

h is  t o t a l  l i t e r a r y  output a f t e r  1894, and i t  was t h i s  l a t e r
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work which caused him to  he thought a major w r i te r  by many 

of h is  contemporaries and by some of the  sch o la rs  of the 

p resen t  tim e. However im portant t h i s  l a t e r  work might be 

in  terms of eva lu a tin g  George Moore or in  c re a t in g  a h i s ­

to ry  o f the modern novel, i t  i s  c l e a r  from the two novels 

fo llow ing E sther  Waters, Evelyn Innes ( I 898) and S i s t e r  

Teresa (19OI), t h a t  Moore's i n t e r e s t  had s h i f te d  from so c ie ty  

to  psychology. No longer in te r e s t e d  in  the lower c la s se s ,  

the t r a d i t i o n a l  su b jec t  m atte r  o f*natu ra lism , he soon turned 

h is  a t t e n t io n  from the  p resen t to  the  p a s t ,  except fo r  h is  

cons tan t r e v e la t io n  of h is  own l i f e  in  h is  au tob iog raph ica l  

works. Although abandoning the su b je c t  m atte r ,  purpose, and 

l i g h t l y  assumed p h ilo so p h ica l  a t t i t u d e s  of n a tu ra lism , he did 

not r e j e c t  a l l  of the techniques which he had developed d u r­

ing h is  n o v e l i s t i c  ap p re n t ic e sh ip .  He was s t i l l  fond of the 

e f f e c t  of sensa tiona lism , sp rin g in g  from the d iscrepancy  be­

tween the values in h eren t  in  the novel and those of h is  

read er ,  and although he continued to  use t h i s  technique in  

terms of sexual mores, h is  primary i n t e r e s t s  were a r t  and r e ­

l i g io n .  Of course w ith  h is  new focu^ on the in d iv id u a l  psyche 

r a th e r  than  broad s o c ia l  p a t te rn s ,  panoramic s t r u c tu r e  was 

abandoned.

In a l i t t l e  over ten  years  of  novel w r i t in g ,  Moore 

accomplished much fo r  both the  t r a d i t i o n  of n a tu ra lism  in  

England and, in  f a c t ,  the English  novel g e n e ra l ly ,  a lthough
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h is  c o n tr ib u t io n s  were not q u ite  so g re a t  as he claimed. Con­

c u r re n t ly  w ith Gigaing, he had brought the  new su b jec t  m atte r  

to  England, and w ith the  help  of V iz e te l ly ,  the p u b lish e r ,  he 

had made French n a t u r a l i s t i c  f i c t i o n  as w ell as h is  own 

Anglicized v e rs io n  of n a tu ra lism  not only pub lishab le  in  

England but a lso  p a la ta b le  to  the  read ing  p u b lic .  He did 

not invent a d u l te ry  in  the  English  novel, as he claimed, but 

he made the  e f f e c t iv e  p re se n ta t io n  of such a su b je c t  p o ss ib le  

in  England. His f ig h t  w ith  the c i r c u la t in g  l i b r a r i e s ,  a l ­

though no t so s ingle-handed as he would have the reader  be­

l ie v e ,  was a major c o n tr ib u t io n  because i t  gained fo r  English 

w r i te r s  a g r e a te r  freedom of su b jec t  m atte r  and moral a t t i t u d e  

and made p o ss ib le  the  c re a t io n  of novels w ith  an organic 

r a th e r  than  a p resc r ib ed  three-volume form. Sharing the 

h i s t o r i c a l  importance of these  accomplishments a re  a t  l e a s t  

two novels, A Mummer's Wife and E sther  Waters, which supported 

by example what Moore had been a s s e r t in g  in  h is  J o u r n a l i s t i c  

propaganda. Aside from t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l  importance, these  

novels, a lthough  no t so g re a t  as the  works of such contem­

p o ra r ie s  as Conrad, James, and Hardy, a re  s t i l l  q u ite  readable  

and even v i t a l  works of a r t .



CHAPTER I I I

W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM: THE FRENCH SUBJECT

AND THE ENGLISH COMIC ATTITUDE

William Somerset Maugham I s  c o n s is te n t ly  a s so c ia te d  

w ith  the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  on the  b a s is  o f h is  "ph ilosoph­

i c a l  pessimism"! and the  su b je c t  m atte r  of h is  f i r s t  novel 

Liza of Lambeth (l897) and the  more famous Of Human Bondage 

(1915) .  Born In  France and a m aster of the  French language 

before  English , Maugham re p e a te d ly  adm itted the  In fluence  of 

de Maupaussant and F la u b e r t .  Although Claude Mclver suggested 

Glsslng as a major in f luence  In the  e a r ly  work,^ the  form ative 

experience determ ining the  n a tu re  of h is  e a r ly  f i c t i o n  was h is  

t r a in in g  a t  S t .  Thomas Medical School combined w ith  the  p o s s i ­

b i l i t i e s  of using f a c t s  from lower c la s s  l i f e  fo r  f i c t i o n ,  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  which he absorbed from both h is  French and h is  

English  p redecesso rs .  In The Summing Up Maugham explained 

what he learned  from h is  medical t r a in in g  and described  h is  

a t t i t u d e  toward the  world a t  the  time th a t  he wrote Liza of

^Richard A. Cordell,  W. Somerset Maugham (New York: 
Thomas Nelson and Sons, n . d . J ,  p. 59 .

2 _ 
Claude Mclver, William Somerset Maugham: A Study'

of Techniques and L i te ra ry  Sources (P h ilad e lp h ia :  U n iv e rs i ty
of Pennsylvania D is s e r ta t io n ,  1936), pp. 12-14.

l42
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Lambeth.

Besides teach ing  me something about human 
n a tu re  my t r a in in g  in  a medical school fu rn ished  me 
w ith  an elementary knowledge of science and s c i e n t i f ­
ic  method. T i l l  then I  had been concerned only with 
a r t  and l i t e r a t u r e  . . . .  I  grew fa m il ia r  w ith  c e r ­
t a i n  p r in c ip le s .  The s c i e n t i f i c  world of which I  
a t t a in e d  a cursory  glimpse was r ig id ly  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  
and because i t s  conceptions coincided with my own 
p repossess ions  I  embraced them with a l a c r i t y  . . . .
I  was glad to  le a rn  th a t  the  mind of man (him self 
the  product of n a tu ra l  causes) was a fu n c tio n  of 
the  b ra in  su b je c t  l i k e  the r e s t  of h is  body to  the 
laws of cause and e f f e c t  and th a t  these  laws were 
the same as those  th a t  governed the movements of 
s t a r  and atom. I  exu lted  a t  the thought th a t  the 
universe  was no more than a v a s t  machine in  which 
every event was determined by a preceding event so 
t h a t  noth ing  could be o th e r  than i t  was. These 
conceptions no t only appealed to  my dram atic i n ­
s t i n c t ;  they  f i l l e d  me besides w ith a very d e le c ­
t a b le  sense of l i b e r a t i o n .  With the  f e r o c i ty  of 
youth I  welcomed the  hypothesis  of the  S urv iva l of 
the  F i t t e s t .  I t  gave me much s a t i s f a c t io n  to  le a rn  
t h a t  the e a r th  was a speck of mud w h ir lin g  round a 
second-ra te  s t a r  which was g rad u a lly  cooling; and 
t h a t  ev o lu tio n , which had produced man, would by 
fo rc in g  him to  adapt h im self  to  h is  environment 
deprive  him of a l l  the q u a l i t i e s  he had acquired 
but those t h a t  were necessary  to  enable him to  
combat the in c re a s in g  cold t i l l  a t  l a s t  the p lan e t ,  
an icy  c inder ,  would no longer support even a ves­
t i g e  of l i f e ,  I  be lieved  th a t  we were wretched 
puppets a t  the mercy of a ru th le s s  f a t e ;  and th a t ,  
bound by th e  inexorab le  laws of n a tu re ,  we were 
doomed to  take p a r t  in  the cease less  s tru g g le  fo r  
e x is ten ce  w ith  noth ing  to  look forward to  but i n ­
e v i ta b le  d e fe a t ,  I  learned  th a t  men were robed by 
a savage egoism, and th a t  love was only the d i r t y  
t r i c k  n a tu re  played on us to  achieve the con tinua­
t io n  of the sp ec ies ,  and I  decided th a t ,  whatever 
aims men s e t  themselves, they were deluded, fo r  i t  
was im possible fo r  them to  aim a t  anything but t h e i r  
own s e l f i s h  p leasu res  . . .  . . 1  was v io le n t ly  p e s s i ­
m is t ic ;  All the same, having abundant v i t a l i t y ,  I  
was g e t t in g  on the  whole a l o t  of fun out of life.3

% . Sotfiehset Maugham, The Summing Up (Garden C ity; 
Doubleday & Co., 1946), pp. 72-73.
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Armed with theory  and l i t e r a r y  models p lus a notebook f u l l  

of f i r s t - h a n d  re sea rch  r e s u l t in g  from h is  experiences as an 

o b s te t r i c  in te rn  in  Lambeth, the young au tho r  was ready to  

co n tr ib u te  to  the  growing l i t e r a t u r e  on the  su b je c t  of the 

n e th e r  world.

At l e a s t  as s ig n i f i c a n t  as the in h eren t value of 

Maugham's f i r s t  novel i s  the h i s to r y  o f  i t s  p u b l ic a t io n .

The th ree -d eck e r  t r a d i t i o n  had been smashed, and Maugham 

submitted two s to r i e s  to  F ish e r  Unwin fo r  i t s  in c lu s io n  in  

the  s e r ie s  of inexpensive volumes e n t i t l e d  Pseudonym L ib ra ry . 

The e d i to r  r e je c te d  the  s to r i e s ,  a f t e r  p ra is in g  them, and 

in v i te d  the  young w r i te r  to  submit a sh o r t  novel.  I t  i s  i n ­

d ic a t iv e  of the  success of Moore's s tru g g le  f o r  freedom of

su b jec t  m atte r  th a t  Maugham did no t h e s i t a t e  to  choose as 

h is  su b jec t  an i l l i c i t  love a f f a i r  s e t  in  a slum; un like

Gissing and Moore in  t h e i r  f i r s t  novels, he could assume

the r ig h t  to  use in  h is  f i r s t  novel both r e l a t i v e l y  new 

su b je c t  m atte r  and techn iques , which would have been un­

publishab le  f i f t e e n  years  b e fo re .  Although some of the 

o ld e r  members of the F ish e r  Unwin firm  in s i s t e d  th a t  the 

f i r s t  e d i t io n  be kept small and t h a t  the o b jec tio n ab le  

word "be lly"  be d e le ted ,  th a t  the book was published and, 

s tra n g e ly  enough, included such apparen tly  unobjectionab le  

words as " d i r ty  b i tch "  and " p r o s t i tu t e "  (as an e p i th e t )  i n ­

d ic a te s  the change of temper in  England concerning the proper
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il
su b je c t  and language fo r  novels .  I t  i s  a lso  s ig n i f i c a n t  

th a t  the  se r io u s  review ers spoke h igh ly  of the  novel, and 

when one considers  the  h is to ry  of the  tw enty-year period 

between I 88O and 1900, the  contemporary c r i t i c s '  s e v e r i ty  

w ith  Maugham when he abandoned h is  n a t u r a l i s t i c  manner in  

The Making of a S a in t  and h is  l a t e r  novels i s  amusingly 

i r o n i c . The n a t u r a l i s t i c  method was never triumphant in  

England, but by 1897 i t  was g e n e ra l ly  rece ived  as a se r ious  

approach to  a r t .  The s tru g g le  fo r  acceptance was won.

Another proof o f the  growing s t r e n g th  of the t r a d i ­

t io n  in  England i s  th a t  Maugham's f i r s t  novel i s  te c h n ic a l ly  

su p e r io r  to  the  f i r s t  e f f o r t s  of G issing and Moore. The 

techniques and the  su b je c t  m atter  had been defined ; Maugham 

could forego any sugar-coa ting  as a compromise w ith  h is  

audience. This hard-won s e c u r i ty  allowed Maugham to  im­

pose s t r i c t  l im i ta t io n s  upon s e t t i n g  and s t r u c tu r e .  Estab­

l i s h in g  h is  environment as Vere S t r e e t ,  Lambeth, "a sh o r t ,  

s t r a ig h t  s t r e e t  . . . /w h ich /  has f o r ty  houses on one s ide  

and fo r ty  houses on the  o th e r ,M a u g h a m  p ic tu red  a world 

populated by bored in h a b i ta n ts ,  the dominant f a c t  fo r  

women being repea ted  pregnancies and th a t  fo r  men a lc o h o l .

^Karl G. P f e i f f e r ,  W. Somerset Maugham; A Candid 
P o r t r a i t  (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1959), pp. 36-37.

^William Somerset Maugham, Liza of Lambeth (London: 
T. F ish e r  Unwin, L td . ,  l89T), p. 2.
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Maugham focused h is  n a r ra t iv e  on Liza Kemp, a product of but 

a c o n t r a s t - - b e a u t i f u l ,  v ivac ious , e n e r g e t i c - - to  the  ugly 

background. Liza i s  unconsciously s t r i v in g  f o r  values which 

do not e x i s t  in  the  p a t te rn  of the  Vere S t r e e t  environment, 

a p a t te rn  c o n s is t in g  of m arriage, c h i ld re n ,  d r in k .  R e je c t­

ing Tom, a n ice  young man who wants to  marry her, she i s  

d riven  by her sensual n a tu re ,  which she t r a n s l a t e s  in to  the 

magic word love, in to  an a f f a i r  w ith  Jim Blakeston, a man :

bored w ith  h is  w ife, who i s  worn-out w ith  ch i ld  bear ing .

Maugham w ise ly  adopted a simple, s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  

s t ru c tu re  in  which to  develop h is  s to ry  of i l l i c i t  love s e t  

a g a in s t  a background of u g l in e s s .  He p resen ted  in  the  e a r ly  

chapters  expo s ito ry  m a te r ia l  on the  phys ica l  and s o c ia l  en­

vironment, the c h a ra c te r  of Liza, and her  l i f e  w ith  her

a lc o h o l ic ,  hypochondriac mother through a s e r ie s  o f  dram atic

ep isodes .  The next s e c t io n  shows Liza and Jim developing 

t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip ;  t h i s  m a te r ia l  i s  p resented  through a 

s e r ie s  of scenes p o r tray in g  the  ty p ic a l  means of escape of
I

the  lower c la s s e s :  a tavern-sponsored  t r i p  t o  the  country,

a ttendance a t  a sen tim en ta l  melodrama a t  the  lo c a l  th e a te r ,  

and r e c re a t io n  in  the  pubs of Lambeth. The cu lm ination  of 

t h i s  s e c t io n —L iz a 's  acceptance of J im 's  lo v e—s tr e s s e s  the 

phys ica l m o tiva tion .

" L iz a ," he sa id  in  a whisper, "w il l  yer?"
"Will I  wot?" she sa id ,  looking down.
"You know, L iza . Sy, w i l l  yer?"
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"Na," she s a i d .
He bent over her  and re p e a te d --
"Will yer?"
She did  not speak but kept bea tin g  down on 

h is  hand.
" L iz a ," he sa id  again , h is  voice growing 

hoarse and th ic k - - " L iz a ,  w i l l  yer?"
She s t i l l  kept s i le n c e ,  looking away and 

c o n t in u a l ly  b ring ing  down her  f i s t .  He looked a t  
her a moment, arid she, ceasing  to  thump h is  hand, 
looked up a t  him with half-opened mouth. Suddenly 
he shook h im self ,  and c lo s in g  h is  f i s t  gave her  a 
v io le n t ,  swinging blow in  the stomach.

"Come on," he s a id .
And to g e th e r . th e y  s l i d  down in to  the dark ­

ness o f the  passage.o

The fo llow ing s e c t io n  of the novel t r a c e s ,  in  n a r r a t iv e  r a th e r

than  scen ic  development, the summer of sensual happiness and

then  the  in c re a s in g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of the r e l a t io n s h ip .  Their

happiness i s  complicated by the coming of w in ter ,  leav ing

them no place except t r a i n  s ta t io n s  in  which to  be to g e th e r ,

as w ell as the growing scandal as the  a f f a i r  becomes known to

the in h a b i ta n ts  of Vere S t r e e t .  The f a c t  th a t  t h i s  i s  a study

i s  emphasized by the  co un te rpo in ting  of L iz a 's  a f f a i r  with

the "normal" l i f e  chosen by her f r ie n d  S a l ly .  S a l ly  m arries

Harry, has two months o f happiness, and then d iscovers  th a t

she i s  pregnant and th a t  Harry bea ts  her when he has been

drink ing , an a c t i v i t y  which becomes h a b i tu a l .  Obviously

S a l l y 's  way i s  no t the ro u te  to  happiness, a lthough in  a b i t

of mechanical Ju x ta p o s i t io n  the  drunken J im 's  s t r i k in g  Liza

follow s a scene in  which Harry bea ts  S a l ly ,  thus showing

^Ibid., p. 124.
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t h a t  th e re  i s  r e a l l y  not much d if fe re n c e  between the  two 

kinds of matches. The climax of t h i s  s e c t io n  of the  novel 

s t r e s s e s  again  t h i s  world as one of phys ica l  v io le n c e .  In 

the  f ig h t  between Liza and Mrs. B lakeston and in  the  subse­

quent b ea ting  of Mrs. Blakeston by Jim, Maugham achieved 

h is  b es t  e f f e c t s :  he p ic tu red  a popu la tio n ; w ith  no i n ­

t e l l e c t u a l  re so u rces ,  forced to  a c t  in  p h y s ic a l ly  v io le n t  

term s. The f i n a l  s e c t io n  of the  novel i s  th e  weakest: the

death  of Liza due to  a m iscarr iage  i s  s e t  w ith in  th e  frame­

work of Mrs. Kemp and Mrs. Bodges' conversa tions  on m o ra li ty  

and economy, a Ju x ta p o s i t io n  which c re a te s  an irony  th a t  i s  

maudlin r a th e r  than  e f f e c t iv e .

The novel i s  a study of a lower c la s s  environment 

in  which the in h a b i ta n ts  a re  doubly trapped . On the  one 

hand i s  t h e i r  b e l i e f  in  t r a d i t i o n a l  middle c la s s  v i r t u e s — -

c h a s t i ty ,  marriage, devotion to  paren t a n d .c h i ld r e n . On the 

o th e r  a re  the economic, phys ica l,  and psycholog ica l r e a l i t i e s  

which p e rv e r t  these  v i r tu e s  in to  a n e c e s s i ty  fo r  escape 

through d r in k  or sex . The c o n f l i c t  i s  in e v i ta b ly  d e s t ru c ­

t i v e .  All a c t io n  seems u l t im a te ly  p u rp o se less .

Maugham c rea ted  h is  c h a rac te rs  w ith in  the  p a t te rn s  

o u tl ined  by the  predecessors  covered in  t h i s  s tudy . The 

c h a rac te rs  have a bas ic  incon sis ten cy , and they  c re a te  a r e ­

a c t io n  of shock in  the read er  because of t h e i r  simultaneous 

sympathetic motives and m orally  re p u ls iv e  a c t io n s .  The in -
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congru ity  of L iza i s  dramatized by her v a c i l l a t i o n  in  her 

r e a c t io n s  to  Jim. She re fu se s  to  see him, then d e sp e ra te ly  

d e s i r e s  him to  come by her house, and f i n a l l y  c a s t ig a te s  

him f o r  h is  n e g le c t  of her, which she had imposed. Although 

t h i s  has an a i r  of co q u e tt ish n ess ,  the  r e a l  problem i s  th a t  

of an in te r n a l  moral c o n f l i c t :  d e s ire  fo r  love balanced

a g a in s t  the accepted s o c ia l  maxim th a t  one does not love

married men. This bas ic  c o n f l i c t  between middle c la s s  

m o ra li ty  and urge fo r  s e l f - f u l f i l lm e n t  i s  a lso  apparent in  

her r e l a t io n s  w ith  Tom. She knows i t  i s  m orally  wrong to  

encourage Tom when she does not love him and thus re fu se s  

to  go w ith  him to  the  p ic n ic ;  y e t  when she sees the  happy

p a r ty  formed, her  d e s ir e  fo r  p leasu re  overcomes her  moral

sense and she accep ts  Tom as an e s c o r t .  The p a t te rn  of con­

f l i c t  i s  repea ted  a t  the  end of the  novel when the  f a i t h f u l  

Tom o f fe r s  to  marry her  d e sp ite  her pregnancy. L iz a 's  

moral sense causes her  to  re fu se  h is  o f fe r ,  but her sense 

of g r a t i tu d e  fo rces  her to  o f f e r  Tom sexual s a t i s f a c t io n .  

Although th e  r e a d e r 's  knowledge of Jim i s  almost t o t a l l y  

e x te rn a l ,  h is  i n t e r n a l  c o n f l i c t  r e f l e c t s  a complex c h a ra c te r .  

He can be an a rd en t lo v er  o f  Liza and a good f a th e r  to  h is  

c h i ld re n .  His c o n f l i c t  i s  not so much between s o c ia l  norms 

and in n e r  needs as i t  i s  between d ive rg en t requirem ents 

w ith in  h im se lf - -a  need fo r  v i t a l ,  sensual love and a s in ce re  

p a te rn a l  a f f e c t io n .  He i s  both s trong  and im pulsive, but
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the Inconsis tency  of h is  impulses d e b i l i t a t e s  h is  s t r e n g th  

as the  novel p ro g resses .  The minor c h a ra c te r s ,  t y p ic a l ly ,  

f a l l  in to  c o n s is te n t  s te re o ty p e s :  Mrs. Blakeston as the

outraged wife, Tom as the e v e r - f a i t h f u l  s u i to r ,  S a l ly  and 

Harry as good people trapped by t h e i r  environment.

The inco n g ru ity  between ssrmpathy and moral Judgment 

s e t  up in  the read er  i s  p a r t i a l l y  dependent upon the  com­

p le x i ty  of c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  and p a r t i a l l y  the r e s u l t  of 

the c o n tra s t  between the v i t a l i t y  of the  c e n t r a l  charac­

t e r s  and the re p re s s iv e  na tu re  of the  environment. F r ie rso n  

h in ts  a t  t h i s  bas ic  technique of shocking the re ad e r  when he 

p o in ts  out th a t  "Unlike o th e r  English  hero ines  who a re  se^ 

duced, Liza i s  monstrously happy."?

They did not meet t i l l  they  got oyer Westminster 
Bridge, and thence they made t h e i r  way in to  the 
Park; they wopld l i e  down on the  g rass  in  One 
a n o th e r ' s arms, and thus spend ; th e -  long summer 
evenings. A fter the  hea t of the  day th e re  would be 
a g en tle  breeze in  the Park, and they would take in  
long b rea ths  of the a i r ;  i t  seemed f a r  away from 
London, i t  was so q u ie t  and cool; and L iza , as she 
la y  by J im 's  s id e ,  f e l t  her love f o r  him overflowing 
to  the r e s t  of the  world and enveloping mankind i t ­
s e l f  in  a kind of g r a te fu l  h ap p in ess .°

C learly  t h i s  love i s  not to  be condemned as gross sensualism

but i s  to  be admired because of i t s  power to  u n ite  Liza with

the  world, a u n ity  im possible w ith in  the accepted norms of

her environment-. Adultery becomes the only means of s e l f -

'^Friersdn, b:j.59.

°Ibid., pp. 146-147.
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f u l f i l lm e n t  among the  many re p re s s iv e  fo rces  o f Vere S t r e e t .  

C e r ta in ly  the  read er  fo r  whom the  novel was designed would 

be shocked a t  the  choice of sympathetic response which the 

au tho r  forced  upon him; he must choose between the ad u lte rous  

escape and d e s t ru c t iv e  conformity to  the  environment. And he 

would be ever more shocked to  f in d  t h a t  th e re  was r e a l l y  no 

freedom of o h o lc e - - th a t  the  i l l i c i t  a f f a i r  was c le a r ly

p r e f e r a b l e ,9

The p a t te rn  of shock which Maugham was c re a t in g  p re ­

sented a se r io u s  problem fo r  the  ending. In  t h i s  study of 

two people a g a in s t  the  s e t t i n g  of Verè S t r e e t ,  the  recurrence  

of the  environment as an I n te r r u p te r  of t h e i r  love makes d ie a r  

th a t  the  environment I s  s tro n g e r  than  the  lo v e r s .  The theme 

demands the  triumph of environment, but th e  c e n t r a l  e f f e c t  of 

moral shock demands th a t  the  d e fe a t  of th e  p ro ta g o n is ts  must 

not appear as punishment f o r  Immoral a c t io n .  Maugham's s o lu ­

t io n  to  t h i s  problem Is  one of mixed success and f a i l u r e .

The Immediate causes of L iz a 's  dea th  a re  th e  b ea t in g  adm inis­

te red  by Mrs. Blakeston and the  a lc o h o l ic  trea tm en t fo r  her 

b ru is e s  adm in iste red  by Mrs. Kemp. Trapped by a primary 

e v i l  of Vere S t r e e t ,  pregnancy, Liza meets and Is  defeated  

by two of the  primary fo rces  of the  s t r e e t :  Mrs. Blakeston

Is  the  outraged moral norm, surrounded during  the  f ig h t  by

^Much of t h i s  sensa tiona lism  Is  gained by o b jec t iv e  
tone, bu t a major problem In  tone n e c e s s i t a t e s  th a t  th i s  sub­
j e c t  be t r e a te d  l a t e r  In  the  ch ap te r .
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c ru e l ly  cheering members o f the  neighborhood; Mrs, Kemp r e p re ­

sen ts  the  s e l f i s h  a lc o h o l ic  escape which pervades the  s t r e e t .  

The a n im a l is t ic  v ic io u sn ess  of Mrs. B lakeston and the  maudlin 

drunkenness of Mrs. Kemp a re  equa lly  re p u ls iv e  symbols fo r  

the  d e s tru c t iv e  n a tu re  of the  environment. But Maugham, 

perhaps f e e l in g  th a t  h is  theme was s t i l l  capable of d i s ­

to r t i o n  by the m orally  s e n s i t iv e  read e r ,  surrounded the 

dying Liza by two c h o ru s- l ik e  f ig u re s  of the  community 

whose fu n c tio n  i s  to  show the  emptiness of community values 

and underline  the  f u t i l i t y  o f  L iz a 's  dea th .  The f a u l t  i s  

th a t  the  irony  becomes so heavy as to  become humorous-- 

c re a t in g  a d isco rd an t  c o n f l i c t  between the  se r io u sn ess  of 

the  ending and the  n a tu re  of the  d ia lo g u e . The p a r a s i t i c  

Mrs. Kemp d esc rib es  her  l i f e  w ith her  daughter;

" I t ' s  a .g r e a t  t r i a l  t e r  me th a t  t h i s  should 
'ave  'appened . . . .  Mine's always been a very 
re sp e c ta b le  fam ily , an ' such a th in g  as t h i s  'a s  
never 'appened b e fo re .  No, Mrs. 'Odges, I  was 
law fu lly  married in  church, an ' I 'v e  got my 
marriage l in e s  now t e r  show I  was, an ' t h e t  one 
of my daughters should 'ave gone wrong in  t h i s  
way--well, I  c a n ' t  understand i t .  I  g ive 'e r  
a good education , an ' she 'a s  a l l  the  comforts 
of a 'ome. She never wanted fo r  n o th in ' ;  I  worked 
myself to  the  bone to  keep ' e r  in  luxury , an ' then 
th e t  she should go an ' d isg race  me l i k e  t h i s . "10

The sense of personal outrage fades in to  p r id e  when the sub­

j e c t  tu rn s  to  insu rance : "I've 'ad 'e r  in su red  ever s ince

she was born. Why, only the  o th e r  dy I  was sa y in ' t e r  myself

l^Maugham, Liza, pp. 233-234.
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t h e t  a l l  t h e t  money 'ad been w isted , but you see I t  w asn 't ;  

yer never know yer luck, you see l"^^  A d iscu ss io n  of the 

r e l a t i v e  m erits  of undertakers  in e v i ta b ly  leads to  t a l k  of 

memorable fu n e ra ls ,  climaxed by th i s  macabre d e s c r ip t io n  

of the  fu n e ra l  of  Mrs, Kemp's husband;

"Well, Mr. Brownin', 'e  was a g re a t  b ig  man, 
t h i r t e e n  stone i f  'e  was a ounce. Well, 'e  stood 
on the  c o f f in ,  'an  a young man 'e  'ad w ith  'im 
stood on i t  too, an ' the l i d  simply w ouldn 't  go 
dahn; so Mr. Brownin', 'e  s a id ,  'Jump on, m is su s , '  
so I  was in  my widow's weeds, yer know, but we 'ad 
t e r  g i t  i t  dahn, so I  stood on i t ,  an ' we a l l  
Jumped, an ' a t  l a s t  we got i t  to ,  an ' screwed i t ;  
bu t, l o r ' ,  we did 'ave a Job; I  s h a l l  never f o r ­
ge t  i t .

One might argue t h a t  t h i s  kind of th in g  i s  fu n c t io n a l  in  th a t  

i t  p o in ts  to  the  hypocrisy , the  cheapness of l i f e ,  the lack  

of human f e e l in g  in  the  environment, but the  above passage 

i s  immediately followed by t h i s  paragraph:

Then a l l  was s i le n c e .  And a heaviness 
seemed to  f i l l  the  a i r  l i k e  a grey b l ig h t ,  cold 
and su ffo c a t in g ;  and the heaviness was Death.
They f e l t  the  presence in  the  room, and they 
dared not move, they  dared not draw t h e i r  b re a th .
The s i le n c e  was terrifying.^3

Even i f  t h i s  paragraph were w ithout the  in ap p ro p ria ten ess  

of the  P oe-like  tone, the s h i f t  between the lud ic ro u s  and 

the se r io u s  i s  I n e f f e c t iv e .  Maugham's choice of t h i s  te c h ­

nique f o r  h is  conclusion  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  because i t  s t r e s s e s  

11
I b id . ,  p. 237.

l^ibid., p. 24l
13ibid.
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the  indlv ldual-environm ent c o n f l i c t  which had become the 

standard p a t te rn  fo r  English  novels in tended as experim ental 

s tu d ie s  and because i t  in d ic a te s  how im portant th e  element 

of moral shock—the avoidance of any overtones of p oe tic  

ju 8t ic e - -w as  to  Maugham in  the kind of novel he was w r i t in g .  

The f a i l u r e  of Maugham's conclusion shows h is  in s e c u r i ty  in  

knowing how to  co n tro l  h is  read er;  p a r t i a l l y  t h i s  in s e c u r i ty  

i s  due to  Maugham's s ta tu s  as a novice n o v e l i s t  and p a r t i a l l y  

to  the r e l a t i v e  newness of th i s  techn ique.

Maugham was experimenting w ith  s ty le  in  Liza of Lam­

beth , and h is  experiments w ith s ty le  a re  c lo se ly  r e la te d  to  

the  ques tion  of o b je c t iv i ty .  Maugham has o u tl in ed  h is  id e a l  

of s ty le  fo r  t h i s  period : "I  wanted merely to  s e t  down the

f a c t s .  I  began with the  im possible aim of using no a d je c t iv e s  

a t  a l l . I  thought th a t  i f  you could f in d  the  exact term a 

q u a l ify in g  e p i th e t  could be dispensed w ith . . A b as ic  a t t i ­

tude which most c r i t i c s  f ind  in  a l l  of Maugham's work shows 

the  r e la t io n s h ip  between s t y l i s t i c  id e a l  and c h a ra c te r  por­

t r a y a l :  " I  cannot b r ing  myself to  judge my fe llow s; I  am

conten t to  observe them. My observa tion  has led  me to  be­

l ie v e  t h a t ,  a l l  in  a l l ,  th e re  i s  not so much d i f fe re n c e  be­

tween the  good and the  bad as the m o ra l is ts  would have us 

b e l i e v e . "15 As long as Maugham was d e sc r ib in g  o r analyzing

^\augham . Summing Up, p. 29.

^ ^ Ib id . ,  p. 58.
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c h a ra c te r  in  t h i s  novel, he achieved h is  o b jec t iv e  id e a l .  Tbo 

o f te n ,  however, when he t r e a te d  c h a ra c te r  in  i t s  r e l a t io n  to  

s e t t i n g ,  he s a c r i f i c e d  o b je c t iv i ty .  A passage near the  be­

g inning of the  novel, in  which Maugham e s ta b lish e d  the  n a ­

tu re  of the  environment, i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  r e c u r re n t  weakness.

Worst of a l l  were the  very young c h ild re n ,  fo r  
th e re  had been no r a in  fo r  weeks, and the s t r e e t  
was as dry and c lean  as a covered co u rt ,  and, in  
the  la c k  of mud to  wallow in ,  they s a t  about the 
road, d isc o n so la te  as p o e ts .  The number of babies 
was p rod ig ious; they sprawled about everywhere, on 
the  pavement, round the  doors, and about t h e i r  
m others ' s k i r t s . The grown-ups were gathered 
round the  open doors; th e re  were u su a lly  two women 
sq u a tt in g  on the  doorstep , and two or th re e  more 
sea ted  on e i t h e r  s ide  on c h a i r s ;  they were i n v a r i ­
ab ly  n u rs ing  bab ies , and most of them showed c le a r  
s igns  t h a t  the  p resen t o b jec t  of the  m aternal care 
would be soon ousted by a new a r r i v a l .  Men were 
l e s s  numerous, but such as th e re  were le a n t  a g a in s t  
the  w a lls ,  smoking, or s a t  on the  s i l l s  of the 
g round-f loo r  windows. I t  was the dead season in  Vere 
S t r e e t  a s  much as in  B elgrav ia , and r e a l l y  i f  i t  had 
not been fo r  babies j u s t  come or j u s t  about to  come, 
and an opportune murder in  a neighboring doss-house, 
th e re  would have been noth ing  whatever to  t a l k  
about.  As i t  was, the l i t t l e  groups ta lked  q u ie t ly ,  
d isc u ss in g  the  a t r o c i t y  or the  m erits  o f lo c a l  mid­
wives, comparing the  circum stances of t h e i r  various  
confinement3 .1°

All of the  elements necessary  fo r  d e l in e a t in g  the  env iron­

ment a re  here :  the  crowded co n d it io n s ,  the boredom, the

i n e r t i a  a re  presented  co n c re te ly .  A major element of the 

environment—i t s  p ro d u c t iv i ty  of c h i ld re n —is  developed.

But even here the mixture of tone which c h a ra c te r iz e s  the

l^Maugham, Liza, pp. 3-4.
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novel i s  p re se n t .  I t  i s  seen in  the  humorous conception 

of the  c h i ld re n  w ithout mud and the  r e l i e f  of having a 

murder to  t a l k  about, the  l ig h tn e s s  r e s u l t i n g  from the  c i r ­

cumlocution regard ing  the  women's pregnancies, and most 

o v e r t ly  in  the fu n c t io n le s s  s im ile  "d isco n so la te  as p o e ts ."  

Maugham d isproves  th e  g e n e ra l iz a t io n  t h a t  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

novels a re  w ithout humor, but he may a lso  lead  one to  the  

percep tion  th a t  t h i s  g e n e ra l iz a t io n  should no t be a c r i t i c i s m  

but a s ta tem ent of p r a i s e .  One of th e  most se r io u s  examples 

of to n a l  in co n g ru ity  occurs in  the  c ru c ia l  scene in  the 

country where Liza and Jim develop an i n t e r e s t  in  each o th e r .  

The fu n c tio n  of the  scene i s  to  Juxtapose gross s e n s u a l i ty  

and a d e l i c a te  psychologica l r e l a t io n s h ip .  Not s a t i s f i e d  

w ith  the  in h e ren t  irony , Maugham s u b t i t l e d  one p a r t  of the 

scene "THE IDYLL OP CORYDON AND PHYLLIS." The f i r s t  two p a ra ­

graphs of the  s e c t io n  adequate ly  i l l u s t r a t e  the  crudeness of 

the irony  :

G a llan try  ordered th a t  the  f a i t h f u l  swain 
and the  amorous shepherdess should d r in k  out of one 
and the  same po t.

" 'U rry  up an ' 'ave your whack," sa id  Cory- 
don, p o l i t e l y  handing the  foaming bowl f o r  h is  f a i r  
one to  d r in k  from .17

F r ie rso n  decides i t  i s  t h i s  "gen ia l good humor t h a t  makes the

c ru e l  s i tu a t io n s  and the  s a t i r e  a l l  the  more b i t i n g . "  Among

l ? I b id . ,  p. 62 . 

iG prie rson , p. 98 .
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o th er  th in g s ,  t h i s  Judgment ignores the problem. The e f f e c t  

of the novel depends upon the r e a d e r 's  accep ting  the r e a l i t y  

and, th u s ,  the se rio u sn ess  of both  the major c h a ra c te rs  and 

the s e t t in g ;  t h i s  becomes im possible i f  the w r i te r  re fu ses  

to  c o n tro l  h is  to n e .  The problem l i e s  in  Maugham's famous 

cynicism, a valuab le  a s s e t  which allowed him to  become a 

su c cess fu l  comic d ram a tis t  and popular w r i te r  o f  sh o r t  

s t o r i e s .  This cynicism leads  not to  o b je c t iv i t y  but to  a 

lack  of s e r io u sn e ss—an implied a t t a c k  upon every th ing .

Although one whose primary i n t e r e s t  was Maugham 

would ex p la in  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  in  tone in  terms of the w r i t e r ' s  

p e rso n a l i ty ,  the problem i s  s u f f i c i e n t ly  c ru c ia l  in  a study 

of the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  to  pursue i t  a l i t t l e  f u r th e r .

In the only n a t u r a l i s t i c  catalog^^ in  the novel, Liza 

n o t ic e s  the deco ra tions  of her  home;

She did not want to  d ress  y e t ,  but r a th e r  
to  s i t  down and th in k , so she tw is ted  up her h a i r  
in to  a l i t t l e  knot, s lipped  a s k i r t  over her  n ig h t ­
d re s s ,  and s a t  on a c h a i r  near the window and be­
gan looking around. The deco ra tions  of the room 
had been centred  on the m antelpiece; the c h ie f  
ornament con s is ted  of a pear and an apple , a bunch 
of grapes, and sev e ra l  f a t  plums, a l l  very b e a u t i ­
f u l l y  done in  wax, as was the  fash ion  about the 
middle of t h i s  most g lo r io u s  r e ig n .  They were ap­
p ro p r ia te ly  co lo u red -- th e  apple b lushing  red , the 
grapes an inky black, emerald green leaves were 
s c a t te re d  here and th e re  to  lend f in i s h ,  and the 
whole was mounted on an ebonised stand covered with

^^This term i s  u su a lly  used with derogatory  connota­
t io n s ;  c e r t a in ly  th i s  p a r t i c u la r  ca ta lo g  has too l i t t l e  
fu n c tio n  to  J u s t i f y  the space a l l o t t e d  to  i t .
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black  v e lv e t ,  and p ro tec ted  from dust and d i r t  by 
a b e a u t i fu l  g la ss  cover bordered w ith  red p lush.
L iz a 's  eyes r e s te d  on th i s  w ith  approbation , and 
the pineapple q u ite  made her mouth w ater.  At e i t h e r  
end of the m antelpiece were pink J a rs  w ith  blue 
flow ers on the  f ro n t ;  round the  top with Gothic 
l e t t e r s  of gold was in sc r ib e d :  "A Present from a
F r ien d "—these  were products of a l a t e r ,  but not 
l e s s  a r t i s t i c  age. The in te rv e n in g  spaces were 
taken up with l i t t l e  Ja rs  and cups and s a u c e rs - -  
gold in s id e ,  w ith  a view of a town o u ts id e ,  and 
surrounding them, "A Present from C lac ton-on-Sea ," 
or, a l l i t e r a t i v e l y ,  "A Momento of M argate." Of 
these  many were broken, but they  had been mended 
w ith  g lue, and i t  i s  w ell known th a t  p o t te ry  in  
the  eyes of the  connoisseur lo se s  none of i t s  
value by a crack or two.

Liza looked a t  i t  a l l  and f e l t  p e r fe c t ly  s a t i s f i e d ;  
she put a pin in  one corner o f the  noble Marquess 
to  prevent him from f a l l i n g ,  f id d le d  about w ith  the 
ornaments a l i t t l e ,  and then  s ta r t e d  washing h e r s e l f . 20

This occurs on the morning a f t e r  Jim has seduced Liza, and or̂ l* 

of the func tions  of the  d e s c r ip t io n  i s  to  show the read e r  j 
L iz a 's  s a t i s f a c t io n  fo llow ing her sexual i n i t i a t i o n .  Another 

fu n c tio n  i s  to  show the  bad t a s t e  r e f le c te d  in  the  env iron­

ment and to  l in k  th i s  a e s th e t ic  l im i ta t io n  to  Liza, the  prod­

uct o f the environment. Maugham's goal was to  make L iz a 's  

a p p re c ia t io n  co n cre te ly  r e a l  and then  i r o n i c a l ly  to  undercut 

t h i s  a p p re c ia t io n  by making the  r e a d e r 's  percep tion  of the 

u g lin ess  equa lly  r e a l .  He c rea ted  the  s i t u a t i o n  as i f  he were 

going to  use the F la u b e r tia n  technique of allow ing L iz a 's  p e r­

cep tion  to  make the irony c l e a r - - t o  c re a te  irony o b je c t iv e ly  

( c f .  Moore's success w ith t h i s  a t  the  beginning of A Mummer's

^^Maugham, Liza, pp. 126-130.
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Wife quoted in  Chap. I I ) .  But Maugham aborted t h i s  device 

of co n cu rren tly  p resen tin g  the o b jec t  and the  c h a r a c te r 's  

r e a c t io n  to  the  o b je c t ,  a t  the same time making I t  In h e re n tly  

c le a r  t h a t  pur re a c t io n  to  the o b je c t  should be opposite  to  

t h a t  of the  c h a ra c te r .  Instead  he s u b s t i tu te d  the heavy 

Irony of " th i s  most g lo r io u s  r e i g n , " "products of a l a t e r ,  

but not l e s s  a r t i s t i c  a g e , " and the  sentence about the con­

n o is s e u r .  The e f f e c t  achieved s t r i k e s  one as much more f a l s e  

than a l l  o f  Thackeray 's  "dear r e a d e r s ."  This passage I s  an 

example of the  o e c e s s l ty  of something approaching o b je c t iv i ty  

on th e  p a r t  of an au tho r  In the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  The 

concrete  o b je c ts  lo se  t h e i r  primary fu n c tio n  of developing 

the  n a tu re  of the environment and d e l in e a t in g  c h a ra c te r .  In ­

s tea d ,  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  becomes a device fo r  humorously show­

ing the su p e r io r  t a s t e  o f  the  au tho r ,  and I t  I s  f a u l ty  because 

I t  d iv e r t s  the  r e a d e r ' s  sympathy from a c h a ra c te r  who must ap­

pear sym pathetic in  o rder  fo r  the  novel to  have I t s  Intended 

e f f e c t .  More Important f o r  my purpose than  what t h i s  shows 

about Maugham as w r i te r  I s  what I t  dem onstrates about the  

n e c e s s i ty  of th e  values o f the  n o v e l i s t  to  be Im p l ic i t  r a th e r  

than  e x p l i c i t  In  the novel u t i l i z i n g  moral sen sa tio n a lism .

In  su b je c t  m a tte r ,  s t r u c tu r e ,  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n ,  and 

intended e f f e c t ,  Liza of Lambeth f i t s  in to  th e  t r a d i t i o n  which 

I  have been t r a c in g .  I t s  g r e a te s t  importance fo r  t h i s  s tudy 

i s  to  demonstrate the  in c o m p a t ib i l i ty  of s a t i r e ,  implying the
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o v er t  presence of th e  a u th o r 's  va lues , and n a tu ra l ism . The 

hook i s  an amazingly good f i r s t  novel, hu t Maugham's i n a b i l i t y  

to  co n tro l  tone no t only p re f ig u re s  h i s  fu tu re  c a ree r  as a 

d ram a tis t  and n o v e l i s t  of manners ( in  the  s t r i c t e s t  sense) 

hut a l s o  c re a te s  a major weakness in  the  novel.  Although 

t h i s  te c h n ic a l  flaw makes a hald s ta tem ent of  the theme of 

the novel sound more in s in c e re  than  i t  o therw ise would, a 

comment l i s t e d  under 1896 in  A W r i te r 's  Notebook sums up the 

s ta tem ent the  novel makes:

Everything in  l i f e  i s  meaningless, the pain 
and the s u f fe r in g  a re  f r u i t l e s s  and f u t i l e .  There 
i s  no o b jec t  in  l i f e .  To n a tu re  noth ing  m atte rs  hut 
th e  co n tin u a t io n  of the sp e c ie s .  And i s  not t h i s  
l a s t  a h as ty  p ro p o s i t io n  based on o v e r -b r ie f  periods 
o f  time, the  observation  of an eye t h a t  sees but a- 
l i t t l e  way.

D espite  th e  presence of many of the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  techniques 

and i t s  p e s s im is t ic  theme, the element of s a t i r e  d i s q u a l i f i é s  

i t  f o r  the place Walter Allen assigned i t :  "the com pletest

specimen of the N a tu r a l i s t i c  novel in  E n g l i s h . "22

W ritten  immediately a f t e r  Liza of Lambeth but not 

published u n t i l  1902, Mrs. Craddock i s  c a l le d  both a b e t t e r  

novel and more n a t u r a l i s t i c  than  Liza by some c r i t i c s .  Cer­

t a i n l y  i t s  c e n t r a l  s u b je c t—the  d i s in te g r a t io n  of a m arriage— 

i s  p a r t  of the t r a d i t i o n  as seen in  Madame Bovary, s e v e ra l  of

Somerset Maugham, The P a r t i a l  View (London: 
William Heinemann, L td . ,  195^), p. 2%.

^ S îa l t e r  Allen, The English  Novel: A Short C r i t i c a l
H is to ry  (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., I n c . ,  n .  d . ), p. 392.
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G iss in g 's  works, and Moore's A Mummer's W ife. Like i t s  p re ­

decessors  on the  theme, the  n o v e l 's  bas ic  c o n f l ic t  i s  between 

a husband and wife o f d isp a ra te  c h a ra c te r  and s o c ia l  back­

ground. The s tudy i s  concerned w ith  whether an i n t e l l i g e n t ,  

educated, pass io n a te  woman of the gen try  can be happy w ith  a 

p r a c t i c a l ,  unim aginative, cold man of the  farming c la s s .  Ex­

cept fo r  some e a r ly  s a t i r e ,  the d if fe re n c e  in  c la s s  becomes 

subordinated to  d i f fe re n c e s  in  p e r so n a l i ty .

S t r u c tu r a l ly  the  novel i s  simple: the  pass iona te

Bertha Ley, wanting love d e sp e ra te ly ,  woos and wins one of 

her te n a n ts ,  Edward Craddock; th e re  follows a period of hap­

p iness ; nex t i s  the  period of d is i l lu s io n m e n t  climaxed by 

B e r th a 's  r e a l i z a t i o n  th a t  she no longer loves her husband; 

a f t e r  a f u t i l e  a ttem pt to  f in d  love w ith  a younger cousin, 

Bertha r e tu rn s  home to  ga in  her freedom by means of the a c c i ­

d en ta l  dea th  of Edward.

Although th e re  i s  no a ttem pt to  l im i t  po in t  of view, 

in  the te c h n ic a l  sense, both the  p lo t  and the  psychologica l 

i n t e r e s t  focus on Bertha Craddock, and because of t h i s ,  she 

i s  the only complexly r e a l iz e d  c h a ra c te r .  The v io le n t  sen ­

s u a l i t y  of her love, the  re p re s s io n  of her  id e a ls  and t a s t e s  

in  favor of those of Edward, the  v a c i l l a t i o n  between w i l l ­

fu ln e ss  and subserv ience, and her  f i n a l  cyn ica l r e je c t io n  

of a l l  t h a t  Edward re p re se n ts  c o n tr ib u te  to  her  e f f e c t iv e  

in co n g ru ity .  The changing values she a ss ig n s  to Edward a re
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both su b tly  and b e liev ab ly  p resen ted . A fte r  f in d in g  i t  im­

p o ss ib le  to  continue to  love Edward, she d e sp e ra te ly  needs 

an o u t l e t  fo r  her love, which f o r  her  i s  the only meaningful 

th in g  in  l i f e ;  she t r a n s f e r s  her love to  her  p r o f l ig a te  

cousin, nine years her ju n io r .  Even t h i s  episode would have 

been accep tab le  in  terms of B e r th a 's  complex need i f  Maugham 

had succeeded in  c re a t in g  something o th e r  than a s lan g -  

spouting s te reo ty p e  as the young lo v e r .  The in a n i ty  of 

Gerald makes the  read er  doubt B e r th a 's  t a s t e  and f i n a l l y  

the adequacy of her g o a l - - th e  all-consum ing love in  which 

she may submerge h e r s e l f .

U nfortunate ly  fo r  the e f fe c t iv e n e s s  of the  novel, a l l  

the ch a ra c te rs  except Bertha a re  s tock  f ig u r e s .  Edward Crad­

dock i s  the in s e n s i t iv e  farmer who re p e a te d ly  d e fe a ts  Bertha 

by th e  simple device of not recogn iz ing  th e re  i s  a c o n f l i c t .  

He e x i s t s  almost e n t i r e ly  as an o b je c t  a g a in s t  which Bertha 

r e a c t s .  But as soon as Edward's unchangeably moral c h a ra c te r  

i s  e s ta b l ish e d  d ram a tic a l ly ,  Maugham in a p p ro p r ia te ly  chooses 

to  use him as a s a t i r i c a l  dev ice—an excuse f o r  the au tho r  to  

show h is  w i t .  Typical of Maugham's handling of Edward i s  the 

fo llow ing:

I f  the gods, who s c a t t e r  w it in  sundry un­
expected p laces , so th a t  i t  i s  sometimes found 
beneath the b ish o p 's  m itre  and, once in  a thousand 
years ,  beneath a k in g 's  crown, had given Edward 
two-pennyworth of th a t  commodity, he should un­
doubtedly have been a g re a t  as w ell as a good man.
Fortune smiled upon him u n in te r ru p te d ly ;  he enjoyed 
the envy of h is  neighbors; he farmed w ith  p r o f i t .
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and, having tamed the  r e b e l l io u s  s p i r i t  of h is  
w ife, he re jo ic e d  in  domestic f e l i c i t y .  And i t  
must be noted th a t  he was rewarded only according 
to  h is  d e s e r t s .  He walked w ith  up righ t s p i r i t  
and contented mind along the path  which i t  had
pleased a m erc ifu l Providence to  s e t  before him.
He was l ig h te d  on the  way by a s trong  Sense of 
Duty, by the P r in c ip le s  which he had acquired a t  
h is  M other's  Knee, and by a Conviction of h is  own
m erit .

In a d d i t io n  to  the in h e ren t weakness of irony by c a p i t a l i ­

za t io n ,  Maugham s a c r i f i c e d  o b je c t iv i ty  and repea ted  in  terms 

of a n a ly s is  what he had a lread y  e s ta b l ish e d  d ra m a tic a l ly  

only in  o rder, as f a r  as I  can see, to  p resen t a r a th e r  

weak w it t ic ism  a t  the expense of kings and b ishops. This 

kind of trea tm en t o f  one of the major c h a ra c te rs  in e v i ta b ly  

weakens the  c o n f l i c t ,  thus dep riv ing  the novel of some of 

i t s  in h e ren t  i n t e r e s t .

In  the  opening chap te rs  of the  novel, Po lly  Ley, the

aunt of Bertha, serves  as the spokesman fo r  the  au th o r .  Un­

involved and cy n ica l ,  she s a t i r i c a l l y  p resen ts  the  a u th o r 's  

a t t i t u d e  toward empty p re te n s io n s .  Typical of her  expressed 

opinions a re  th ese  two, both of which r e f l e c t  Maugham's id eas :  

"Marriage i s  always a hopeless id iocy  fo r  a woman who has 

enough money of her  own to  l iv e  upon," and "The p a r t i c u la r  

fu n c tio n  of a.woman i s  to  propagate her sp ec ies ;  and i f  s h e 's  

wise s h e ' l l  choose a s trong  and h ea lth y  man to  be the  f a th e r

23william Somerset Maugham, Mrs. Craddock (London: 
William Heinemann, 1902), p. 248.
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of h e r  c h i l d r e n . U s i n g  a w i t ty  ra iso n n eu r  in  a r e a l i s t i c  

novel c re a te s  a t  l e a s t  two d i f f i c u l t i e s :  f i r s t  the  c h a ra c te r

i s  too w i t ty  to  be r e a l ,  and second the  c h a ra c te r  as spokes­

man fo r  the  au thor  in e v i ta b ly  d i r e c t s  the  values of the  

re a d e r ,  thus depriv ing  the  novel o f the  complexity n ecessary  

f o r  r e f l e c t i n g  r e a l i t y .  Perhaps an even g re a te r  flaw in  t h i s  

novel i s  t h a t  Miss Ley d isappears  f o r  long periods  and her 

humorous fu n c t io n  i s  taken over by the  au tho r  h im se lf ,  a 

s i t u a t i o n  which i s  even more f a t a l  to  th e  r e a l i s t i c  e f f e c t  

than  the  presence of the  a u th o r 's  voice w ith in  a c h a ra c te r .

The o th e r  ch a ra c te rs  of the  novel a re  a l l  s a t i r i c a l  

scarecrows, making no claims f o r  r e a l i t y  or i n t e r e s t .  Their 

major fu n c tio n  i s  to  serve as a deluded ju ry —decid ing  th a t  

Edward i s  a f a r  more va luab le  person than  B er th a . The types 

a re  a l l  w ell known: the  p rud ish  s i s t e r  of the  parson, the

snobbish country lady, the  pompous g en era l ,  and the in e f f e c ­

t iv e  e x - p o l i t i c i a n .  They a re  f a r  more a p p ro p r ia te —and in  

f a c t  t h e i r  types reappear—in  Maugham's popular comedies of 

manners.

Mrs. Craddock i s  a s tran g e  mixture of s o c ia l  s tudy 

and comedy of manners. One way to  see the n a t u r a l i s t i c  

element Maugham included i s  to  work w ith  a comparison P o lly  

Ley o f f e r s ;  "B e tte r  te n  thousand times . . . was i t  to  be 

Becky Sharp and a monster of wickedness than  Amelia and a

^^Ibid., pp. 47 and 49.
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monster o f  s t u p i d i t y , "^5 Edward, f u l l  o f  moral ea rn es tn ess ,  

r e p re se n ts  the  monster of s tu p id i ty ,  and Bertha, though c e r ­

t a i n l y  n o t so extreme as Becky, re p re se n ts  the  monster of 

wickedness. She i s  s e n su a l ly  pass iona te ,  she gives a t i r a d e  

a g a in s t  the  goodness of God, she tu rn s  a g a in s t  her husband— 

and y e t  Maugham makes her the sympathetic c h a ra c te r  of the  

novel.  Maugham, l i k e  Moore, uses the  technique of moral 

shock, p lay ing  o f f  the  values in h e ren t  in  the  novel a g a in s t  

those of th e  re a d e r .  But in  Mrs. Craddock, even more than 

in  Liza o f  Lambeth, the a u th o r ia l  in t ru s io n  of Maugham the  wit 

preven ts  the  r e a d e r 's  tak ing  the  problem s e r io u s ly .  In f a c t  

in  the  second novel, Maugham's contempt fo r  "the monster of 

s tu p id i ty "  makes the  c o n f l i c t  so uneven t h a t ,  r a th e r  than 

being shocked by Bertha, the  read er  shares  her values because 

he does no t wish to  be a s so c ia te d  w ith the  la u g h te r  d ire c te d  

a t  Edward. Old values a re  under a t ta c k ,  bu t the  primary 

weapon i s  comedy, not the  p re se n ta t io n  of a r e a l i s t i c  prob­

lem, a lthough  th e re  i s  an a t t e m p t - - i f  no t im possib le , a t  

l e a s t  a f a i l u r e  in  t h i s  a t tem p t—to  fuse th e  two.

Even though Maugham f a i l e d  to  c re a te  a n a t u r a l i s t i c  

novel w ith  Mrs. Craddock, t h i s  f a c t  alone does not make i t  a 

bad novel.  Mrs. Craddock f a i l s  in  i t s  s tro n g e s t  po in t ,  the 

p re se n ta t io n  of the  he ro in e . B e r th a 's  movement i s  from a 

love of Edward based upon d e lu s io n  to  a r e a l i s t i c  v is io n  of

^^Ibid., p. 41.
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her husband In  which love i s  im possib le . Although Po lly  Ley

and Maugham have both warned us th a t  m arriage i s  a re p re s s iv e

s t a t e  and even h in ted  th a t  love i s  a d e lu s io n , B e r th a 's  be­

l i e f  in  love i s  presented as a r e a l  va lue .  I t  i s  only when 

she t r a n s f e r s  t h i s  love to  the  vapid Gerald t h a t  a note of 

i ro n ic  in co n g ru ity  throws doubt upon h e r  v a lu es .  The ques­

t i o n  becomes whether Maugham intended Bertha to  be seen as

the  deluded romantic woman—a Madame Bovary—or he simply

f a i l e d  in  the c re a t io n  of Gerald, thus u n in te n t io n a l ly  making 

t h e i r  love scenes lu d ic ro u s .  The a n t ic l im a c t ic  conclusion  

showing Bertha " t i r e d  of love and h a t e " o f f e r s  l i t t l e  a id .  

I s  she f i n a l l y  fac in g  the  r e a l i t y  t h a t  love i t s e l f ,  l ik e  her  

love f o r  Edward, i s  a d e lus ion , or i s  she a woman whose ad­

m irable  cap ac ity  fo r  love has been thwarted by the re p re s s iv e  

r u le s  of a lud ic rous  so c ie ty ?  I f  th e  former i s  t r u e ,  the 

ending i s  the f i n a l  unmasking o f  a comedy in  which a l l  the  

c h a ra c te r s ,  except the  w i t ty  P o lly  Ley, a re  f o o ls .  I f  the  

l a t t e r ,  the  novel i s  a p a th e t ic  p ic tu re  o f the  determinism 

imposed by s o c ia l  p re ssu re s .  The novel i s  a f a i l u r e  because 

th e re  i s  no s o lu t io n  to  t h i s  problem. In  a ttem pting  to  fuse  

w i t ty  comedy and n a t u r a l i s t i c  purpose, Maugham l o s t  c o n tro l  

of h is  theme. The problem i s  symbolized by the  two p o ss ib le  

t i t l e s  o f  the novel: the  f i r s t  sentence of the  novel i s

^^Ibid., p. 371.
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"This book might be c a l le d  a lso  The Triumph of Love."^^ With 

i t s  obvious i ro n ic  overtones and i t s  echo of R es to ra tio n  

comedy t i t l e s ,  i t  i s  in  s trange  c o n tra s t  to  the r e a l i s t i c  

sound of Mrs. Craddock.

The two novels Maugham published a f t e r  L iza of Lam­

beth  were m istakes, according to  both Maugham and h is  c r i t i c s .  

The Making o f a S a in t  (1898) was a. h i s t o r i c a l  novel s e t  in  

I t a ly ,  and The Hero (19OI) was an ex e rc ise  in  iconoclasm in  

which the  au tho r  f a i l e d  to  c re a te  e i t h e r  a p lo t  o r  ch a rac te rs  

adequate to  bear the  weight of h is  id e a s .  I t  i s  f i l l e d  w ith  

Darwinian speeches and con ta ins  an in t e r e s t i n g  attem pt to  

show th a t  the  p ro te c t iv e  love of a middle c la s s  environment 

can be Ju s t  as d e te rm in is t ic  and d e s t ru c t iv e  as the  economic 

and c u l tu r a l  d e p r iv a t io n  of Vere S t r e e t .  However, the pro ­

ta g o n is t  James Parsons i s  incapable  of hold ing  th e  r e a d e r 's  

i n t e r e s t ,  and the  a c t io n  a l t e r n a t e s  between scenes o f fe r in g  

James o p p o r tu n i t ie s  f o r  m orally  shocking bombast and scenes 

of pure s a t i r e  on the  members of the  middle c la s s  community.

In the  l i n e  o f poetry  Maugham chose as an ep ig raph --"0  Sophor- 

n isb a ,  Sophonisba, 0!" —I  d e te c t  a h in t  t h a t  he too had 

t ro u b le  tak ing  t h i s  novel s e r io u s ly .

Soon a f t e r  the  tu rn  of the century , Maugham became ' 

p r im ar i ly  a w r i tè r  o f  p lays, and the  novels he published be-

2 f l b i d . ,  p. 1.
28William Somerset Maugham, The Hero (London: Hutch­

inson and Co., 1901) , fac in g  p. 1.
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tween 1904 and 1915 were weak a ttem pts  to  make money. Only 

w ith  Of Human Bondage (1915) did Maugham re tu rn  to  the novel 

as a s e r io u s  a r t  form, and the technique and tone of th a t  

novel prove the  permanence of what he learned  from h is  

e a r ly  experiments in  n a t u r a l i s t i c  f i c t i o n .

Although c e r t a in ly  i t  would be erroneous to  claim 

th a t  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  movement was dominant or even f u l l y  

accepted by English  readers  and review ers a t  the  time Maugham 

began w ri t in g ,  th a t  a young man in  search  of a m onetarily  

su c c e ss fu l  l i t e r a r y  ca ree r  would choose to  c re a te  h is  f i r s t  

work in  th a t  growing t r a d i t i o n  proves th a t  the  l i t e r a r y  

c lim ate  of England had undergone a g re a t  s h i f t  s ince  i860. 

Unlike G issing, Maugham was not forced  to  choOse the lower

c la s se s  as su b jec t  because of l im ite d  experience and personal
0 ^

b i t t e r n e s s .  Unlike Moore, he was not in sp ire d  to  lead  a 

l i t e r a r y  r e v o lu t io n .  Instead  the  young Maugham was con­

vinced th a t  "The o rd ina ry  i s  the  w r i t e r ' s  r i c h e r  f i e l d .  I t s  

unexpectedness, i t s  s in g u la r i ty ,  i t s  i n f i n i t e  v a r ie ty  a ffo rd

unending m a t e r i a l . "^9 Maugham's remark th a t  "such a success
30as / L i z a  of Lambeth?  had was due to  a lucky chance" i s  not 

qu i te  accu ra te ;  a public  had been prepared fo r  books on the 

s u b je c t ,  and techniques had been developed to  t r e a t  the sub­

j e c t .  I t  i s  a lso  s ig n i f i c a n t  t h a t ,  in  a d d i t io n  to  money,

^%augham. Summing Up, p. 6.

3 ° Ib id . ,  p. 164.
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Maugham's goal has always been a r t i s t i c  r a th e r  than propa- 

g a n d is t ic j  he shared  t h i s  a e s th e t ic  ggal with both Gissing 

and Moore. Thus i t  was p o ss ib le  a t  the  end of the Nineteenth 

Century fo r  a young a r t i s t  to  begin h is  l i t e r a r y  ca re e r  in  the 

n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  with as l i t t l e  s t ru g g le - -b o th  in  terms 

of a e s th e t ic  and pub lic  problems--as in  any o th e r  t r a d i t i o n .

The e a r ly  books of Maugham show him as an im i ta to r  

r a th e r  than  an o r ig in a to r .  His su b je c ts  had been t r e a te d  by 

both h is  French and h is  English  p redecessors; both  c i t y  slum 

and country e s ta te  had been ex p lo ited  as s e t t in g s  by Gissing 

and Moore. His primary e f f e c t  of sym pathe tica lly  p resen tin g  

ch a ra c te rs  and in c id e n ts  which would be c lassed  immoral by 

h is  read ers  was a lread y  w ell e s ta b lish e d  as p a r t  of the t r a ­

d i t i o n .  In h is  c re a t io n  of complex, incongruous c h a ra c te rs ,  

he i s  in  the t r a d i t i o n  of both the n a t u r a l i s t s  and the r e a l i s t s .  

I f  Maugham con tr ib u ted  anything, i t  was the t ig h te n in g  of 

s t r u c tu r e :  h is  s e le c t io n  of c h a ra c te r  and event i s  based 

upon a d e s ir e  to  compare and c o n t ra s t  to  gain  a panoramic 

e f f e c t ,  but by c a r e fu l ly  l im i t in g  the environments which he 

p resen ted , he gained a g re a te r  s t r u c tu r a l  s im p l ic i ty  than 

had been exh ib ited  by e i t h e r  G issing or Moore. Seldom does 

he r e ly  upon massive d e t a i l  to  e s ta b l i s h  h is  s e t t i n g .  In 

h is  f i r s t  two novels the focus i s  narrow and the movement 

i s  rap id ,  f a c t s  which in d ic a te  Maugham's s u p e r io r i ty  of 

form over, a t  l e a s t ,  G issing.
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But Maugham's major weakness in  h is  e a r ly  novels i s

h is  most in s t r u c t iv e  aspec t in  terms of t h i s  study . His

f a i l u r e  to  be o b J e c t iv e - - to  permit the  re a d e r  to  f e e l  th a t  

he i s  allowed to  Judge the  c h a ra c te rs  f o r  h im s e l f - - i s  a 

c o n s is te n t  f law . Maugham's w i t ty  cynipism not only c re a te s  

an in c o n s is te n t  tone, whic% i s  a e s t h e t i c a l ly  unp leasan t,  

but a lso  causes confusion in  e v a lu a t io n  of the  ch a ra c te rs  

and the  a c t io n .  The c o n f l i c t  between Maugham the  s o c ia l  

s a t i r i s t  and Maugham the  o b je c t iv e  r e p o r te r  causes the  read e r  

to  doubt the  s in c e r i t y  and, f i n a l l y ,  the  t r u t h  of the  work.

I t  leads  to  the  ques tion  of how, i f  the  au thor can take h is
'I

s i tu a t i o n s  no more s e r io u s ly  than  he does, can they  be 

worth read ing  about. Kis f a i l u r e  a t t e s t s  to  the n e c e s s i ty  

of g iv ing  the  e f f e c t  of o b j e c t iv i ty  in  the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  novel.

I t  i s  odd th a t  i t  i s  o b je c t i v i ty  in  which Maugham ha? taken
'

c o n s is te n t  p ride  and the  t r a i t  f o r  which he i s  most c o n s i s t ­

e n t ly  p ra ise d .  Typical i s  W alter A l le n 's  s ta tem ent:

"Maugham's has always been the  r o le  of the  im p a r t ia l  sp e c ta ­

to r  who watches but does not J u d g e . T h i s  i s  a q u a l i ty  

demanded by the  t r a d i t i o n  in  which he was working in  h is  

e a r ly  novels, and i t  i s  p re c is e ly  where he f a i l e d .  Maugham 

and h is  c r i t i c s  f a i l e d  to  make an e s s e n t i a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  be­

tween cy n ica l  contempt and im p a r t i a l i ty .
   "

Allen, p. 392.
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Maugham's s c i e n t i f i c  determinism, a t t e s t e d  to  during 

t h i s  period in  the  passage quoted e a r l i e r  in  t h i s  chap ter ,  

i s ,  except in  The Hero, not o v e r t ly  apparent in  the e a r ly  

n o v e ls .  There a re  M althusian overtones in  the fecund ity  

s t re s se d  in  Liza pf Lambeth, hut the  theory  of "the Sur­

v iv a l  of the  F i t t e s t "  i s  not apparent because Liza i s  both 

p h y s ic a l ly  and em otionally  the  f i t t e s t  of the c h a ra c te r s .

The determinism of the novel i s  s o c ia l ,  not b io lo g ic a l .

This i s  a lso  t ru e  of Mrs. Craddock. Both books serve as a 

p ro te s t  a g a in s t  outmoded s o c ia l  ând moral norms, and a l ­

though the  m otiva tion  of both Liza and Bertha i s  sexual, 

t h i s  i s  r a is e d  above the  a n im a l is t ic  le v e l  by l in k in g  i t  

w ith  love and human self-developm ent. But the  techniques, 

not the  d e te rm in is t ic  theory , a re  what l in k  these  two 

e a r ly  novels to  the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .

Two of Maugham's e a r ly  novels are  s t i l l  readab le , 

and many scenes in  Liza of Lambeth and the s tudy of the 

d i s in te g r a t io n  of the  m arriage in  Mrs. Craddock s t i l l  have 

power. N either  i s  a c o n s is te n t ly  good novel, but both, in  

t h e i r  s tr e n g th s  and t h e i r  weaknesses, i l l u s t r a t e  the  essen ­

t i a l  elements of the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  fo r  which they 

were designed. Their ex is ten ce  shows the growing t r a d i t i o n  

and the  in c re a s in g  acceptance of t h i s  kind of n o v e l . By 

1900 n a tu ra lism  was a s u f f i c i e n t ly  in te g ra te d  p a r t  of the 

English  n o v e l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  so th a t  more c re a t iv e  men 

could adapt i t s  techniques to  new uses to  c re a te  g re a t  novels.
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LITERARY NATURALISM IN ENGLAND

The causes of the  in tro d u c tio n  o f l i t e r a r y  n a tu ra lism  

in  England a re  so complete and seem ingly in e x p lic a b le  th a t  one 

i s  tempted to  agree w ith  John D avidson 's cockney lady  in  

E a rl Lavender when speaking of decadence, a movement c lo se ly

a sso c ia te d  w ith  n a tu ra lism ; " I t ' s  the  fan g -d e-seeay c le  th a t
. . ^  ■ ■

does i t ,  my d ear, and education , and read ing  French. Car­

g i l l  has summed up th e  sch o la rsh ip  showing th a t  French n a tu ra l^  

ism was a product of p o l i t i c a l ,  economic, and moral d i s i l l u ­

sionm ent.^ D espite th e  d ep ressions o f 1873- I 886 and-1893-1894, 

no s e r ie s  of events in  England du ring  th e  l8 8 0 's  and l8 9 0 's  

can be equated w ith  those in  France in  th e  l8 7 0 's .  The de­

velopment of the  s o c ia l  end moral im p lica tio n s  of n a tu ra l  s e ­

le c t io n  and, even more im portan t, th e  in flu en ce  of fo re ig n  

l i t e r a r y  th e o r ie s  and p ra c tic e s  appear the  most l ik e ly  causal 

fa c to rs  of the  growth of n a tu ra lism  in  England.

The n a tu r a l i s t i c  novels c rea ted  by the E nglish  w r ite rs  

e x h ib it  sev e ra l d iffe re n c e s  from those c rea ted  by F la u b e rt,

'  ' ' ' • '

Holbrook Jackson, The E ighteen  N in e tie s ; A Review 
of Art and Ideas a t  the  Close of th e  N ineteen th  Century 
(London; G. R ic h a rd s , '191^), p. 20 . '-

p
Carglia, Chap;; 1/, passim’;.
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Zola, and th e i r  fo llo w e rs . The most obvious o f these  d i f f e r ­

ences i s  the  E ng lish  re t ic e n c e  in  using  some of the su b je c t 

m a tte r  o f the  French works, In  E ng lish  th e re  i s  no study of 

p r o s t i tu t io n  e q u iv a len t to  Nana; th e re  i s  no study of deg ra­

d a tio n  w ith  the  concre teness  o f L 'Assommoir. The trea tm en t 

of sex i s ,  o f course, the su b je c t in  which the c o n tra s t  i s  

most n o tic e a b le , but th e  E ng lish  w r ite rs  never achieved 

the  s t r e s s  upon the  s e n s u a li ty  of man th a t  Zola d id , fo r  

in s tan ce  in  h is  d e s c r ip tio n s  o f odors. Another elem ent of 

French p ra c tic e  which th e  e a r ly  E ng lish  w r ite rs  never used 

was th e  symbolism o f, most n o tab ly , Madame Bovary, L'Assom­

m oir, and Germ inal. The c lo s e s t  approxim ation to  th i s  te c h ­

nique of adding dep th  i s  G is s in g 's  te n ta t iv e  use of graveyard 

and J a i l  in  The N ether World, r a th e r  weakly analogous to  the 

device in  L 'Assommoir. The f i r s t  o f th ese  d if fe re n c e s  p o in ts  

to  the  concessions which had to  be made to  the  E ng lish  re ad ­

ing  p u b lic , th e  second to  the  h e a r t  of any comparison between 

French and E ng lish  n a tu r a l i s t s  o f th e  N ineteen th  Century— 

un lik e  G issing , Moore, and Maugham, F lau b e rt and Zola were 

m asters o f t h e i r  tech n iq u es; they  c rea ted  g re a t n o v e ls .

But the c e n tra l  q u es tio n  of what the E ng lish  w r i te rs ,  

lim ite d  though they  may be, had in  common w ith  each o th e r  r e ­

m ains. D esp ite  Z o la 's  vagueness in  Le Roman Expérim entale on 

th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between experim ental t r u th  and beauty  or a r t ,  

the  s ta tem en ts  o f G issing , Moore, and Maugham show th a t  they , 

l ik e  t h e i r  decadent contem poraries, were in te re s te d  in  the
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novel as an a r t  form and in  a r t  fo r  i t s  own sake. D espite 

G is s in g 's  f a i lu r e  to  achieve th i s  goal, a l l  th re e  w r ite rs  

a re  to  be taken s e r io u s ly  in  t h e i r  r e je c t io n  of the  propa- 

g a n d is tic  or moral fu n c tio n  of the  n o v e l. For each of them 

a r t  fo r  a r t ' s  sake meant an abandonment o f  th e  purpose of 

the  o ld e r  novel, w ith  i t s  always im p lic i t  and too o f te n  ex­

p l i c i t  support o f cu rre n t middle c la s s  m oral norms. They 

each r e a liz e d  th a t  a r e je c t io n  of th e  t r a d i t io n a l  purpose 

meant r e je c t io n  of many o f the t r a d i t io n a l  techn iques; the 

t ra c in g  of t h e i r  o f te n  p a in fu l search  fo r  new techn iques has 

been the su b je c t of th i s  study so f a r .  T he ir s ta tem en ts  of 

a r t i s t i c  aims in d ic a te  th a t  each thought th a t  ip  r e je c t in g  

th e  old moral p a tte rn s  he was r e je c t in g  moral Judgments a l ­

to g e th e r . The f a l la c y  of th is  b e l i e f  i s ,  I  hope,' now obvious.

This common goal o f a r t  fo r  a r t ' s  sake led  them, w ith  

th e  example of French p ra c tic e  as an a d d it io n a l  guide, to  a 

choice o f new su b je c t m a tte r: one way to  evade the  t r a d i ­

t io n a l  preachment of middle c la s s  m o ra lity  was to  avoid 

w ritin g  about the  middle c la s s .  G issing , Moore, and Maugham, 

l ik e  Zola, t r i e d  to  apply  n a tu r a l i s t i c  techn iques and a t t i ­

tudes to  middle c la s s  and even h ig h er c la s s  so c ie ty , bu t in  

each c a s e - - in  The W hirlpool and Born in  E x ile , in  A Modern 

Lover and A Drama in  M uslin, and in  Mrs. Craddock-- th e y  c r e ­

a ted  s o c ia l  s a t i r e  r a th e r  than  an o b je c tiv e  s tu d y . Perhaps 

because of the r e la t iv e  s im p lic i ty  o f the c h a ra c te rs ,  the
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ease of d e f in in g  environment and thus lin k in g  ch a ra c te r  to  

environm ent, o r th e  lack  of n e c e s s ity  to  study manners r a th e r  

than m orals, each w r i te r  c rea ted  something c lo se r  to  Z o la 's  

d e s c r ip tio n  o f th e  experim ental novel when he took as h is  

su b je c t the  l iv e s  o f ch a ra c te rs  in  lower c la s s  su rroundings. 

The f a c t  th a t  choice of su b je c t i s  p a r t  of the  t r a d i t io n  i s  

proven by the  recu rren ce  o f c e r ta in  su b je c ts  in  the  works 

of th ese  th re e  w r i te r s :  the d is in te g ra t io n  of a m arriage

(alm ost a l l  of G is s in g 's  books, A Modern Lover, A Mummer's 

Wife, Mrs. Craddock), a d u lte ry  (The N ether World, A Mummer's 

Wife, L iza o f Lambeth), the  unmarried woman (The Odd Women,

A Drama in  M uslin) , and economic d i f f i c u l t i e s  (alm ost a l l ) .  

Although th ese  su b je c ts  a re  n o t unique to  the  n a tu r a l i s t i c  

t r a d i t io n ,  th e  com bination of th e  th e o r e t ic a l  b e l ie f s  of 

th ese  th re e  w r i te rs  and the  o p p o rtu n itie s  and problems posed 

by the  n a tu re  of th e  su b je c t m a tte r  caused th e  w r ite rs  to  

adopt techn iques which a re  a sso c ia te d  w ith  n a tu r a l is a .

One of th e  ways of s ta t in g  the  problem of G issing, 

Moore, and Maugham when faced by th e  new su b je c t m a tte r is  

th a t  they  wanted to  avoid using  the  environment as a sim ple 

backdrop fo r  a t r a d i t io n a l  p lo t .  The problem was to  make the  

s e t t in g  both  r e a l i s t i c  jand fu n c tio n a l:  concre te  d e s c r ip tio n

gained the  e f f e c t  o f r e a l i t y  but only  by c re a tin g  a causal 

r e la t io n s h ip  between the  s e t t in g  and th e  a c tio n s  o f the ch a r­

a c te r s  could any r e a l  fu n c tio n a l e f f e c t  be gained . G is s in g 's
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techn ique fo r  gain ing  a sense o f r e a l i t y  fo r  h is  s e t t in g  was 

to  d e lin e a te  no t only the appearance of th e  environment 

through d e s c r ip tio n  but a lso  i t s  power through an a n a ly s is  

of economic, s o c ia l ,  and moral p a t te rn s .  This kind of p re ­

s e n ta tio n  of the  s e t t in g  demanded a b read th  which could not 

be e f f e c t iv e ly  c rea ted  through a lim ite d  focus on one or 

two o r even fou r c h a ra c te rs ,  To make a l l  fa c e ts  of h is  en­

vironm ent r e a l ,  he had to  avoid the  e f f e c t  o f o v e r -s im p lif i­

c a tio n  by i l l u s t r a t i n g  the  environment in  a number of ways, 

and each of th ese  ways had to  be made to  appear fu n c tio n a l 

through showing i t s  e f f e c t  upon c h a ra c te r , The requirem ent 

of b read th  of p re se n ta tio n  c rea ted  the  c e n tra l  s t r u c tu r a l  

problem--how to  gain  u n ity  fo r  th i s  panoramic p re se n ta tio n . 

G issing  solved th i s  problem by in te r r e l a t in g  h is  many charac­

t e r s  and scenes through comparisons and c o n tr a s ts .  This o f ­

fe red  a p r in c ip le  of s e le c t io n  fo r  both scenes and charac­

t e r s ,  and gave th e  e f f e c t  o f a study  of th e  environment not 

only in  b read th  but a lso  in  dep th .

This s tr u c tu r a l  technique used by G issing  was a b o r­

rowed one, a v a ila b le  from both French and Russian models. 

Moore's use of th i s  s tru c tu re  i s  apparen t in  A Modern Lover 

in  h is  choice of th re e  women from th re e  s o c ia l  le v e ls ,  h is  

c o n tra s ts  of various environm ents, and h is  p re se n ta tio n  of 

th e  a r t i s t i c  community. I t  i s  used more e f f e c t iv e ly ,  because 

of g re a te r  s e le c t iv i ty ,  in  the  c o n tra s t  of the  Hanley-
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th ese  two environm ents In  A Mummer's W ife. Although a lso  

apparen t In  A Drama In  Muslin and Mike F le tc h e r , I t  Is  more 

e f fe c t iv e  In  Bather W aters where th e  world o f th e  se rv an t and 

th e  world o f gambling a re  both  developed through a s e r ie s  of 

c o n tra s tin g  scenes and c h a ra c te rs .  A much more economical 

use of th e  same s t r u c tu r a l  technique Is  apparen t In  Liza 

o f Lambeth,  e s p e c ia lly  In  terms of choice of c h a ra c te rs .  

Maugham ach ieves th i s  economy by narrow ing h is  s e t t in g —the 

e ig h ty  houses o f Vere S tre e t  as opposed to  th e  spraw ling mass 

of G iss in g ' 3 C lerkenw ell--and  o m ittin g  any comparison between 

h is  c e n tra l  environment and an o u ts id e  one. I  am not su g g est­

ing  th a t  th i s  panoramic method I s  the  only means of o rg an iz ­

ing  a n a t u r a l i s t i c  novel but only  th a t  th i s  wa,s the  moat com­

mon method used by the  E nglish  w r i te rs  who f i r s t  ex h ib ited  

n a tu r a l i s t i c  ten d en c ie s .

A p r in c ip le  o f s e le c t io n  of c h a ra c te rs  d id n o t, of 

course, fu rn ish  a means of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n . In  ab so lu te  

term s, G issing , Moore, and Maugham r e l ie d  on th e  two t r a d i ­

t io n a l  d ev ices , a n a ly s is  and dram atic p re se n ta tio n , a lthough 

G issing toyed w ith  th e  I n te r io r  monologue and a l l  used the In ­

d i r e c t  d isco u rse  of F la u b e r t 's  Madame Bovary r a th e r  awkwardly. 

But led  by Zola away from the use o f Id e a ls  In  f i c t io n  and 

recogn iz ing  th a t  r e a l  people did no t a c t  upon a c o n s is te n t 

Id e a l, as e a r l i e r  w r ite rs  had seemed to  th ink , th ese  w rite rs

I
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developed c h a rac te rs  e x h ib itin g  what Myers c a lle d  in c o n g ru ity . 

This kind of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  was no t only more l ik e  l i f e  

but a lso  was necessary  fo r  the  fu n c tio n a l lin k in g  o f ch arac­

t e r  and s e t t in g .  The f a v o r i te  way of showing th i s  l in k  was 

to  dem onstrate th a t  a s h i f t  in  environment brought a s h i f t  

in  c h a ra c te r . Thus Kate, E sth er W aters, C lara Hewett, and 

Mrs. Craddock undergo r a d ic a l  changes under vary ing  condi­

t io n s ,  This c lo se  connection between in co n g ru ity  of ch arac­

t e r ,  a lso  a t r a i t  a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e  r e a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n ,  

and environment i s  one of the  ways in  which n a tu ra lism  d i f ­

f e r s  from re a lism .

But more im portant than  general s tru c tu re  or incon­

g ru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  in  d i f f e r e n t ia t in g  th e  n a tu r a l i s ­

t i c  t r a d i t io n  from the r e a l i s t i c  one i s  th e  technique used 

to  gain  th e  e f f e c t  of a u th o r ia l  o b je c t iv i ty .  The goal of 

o b je c t iv i ty  was im portant to  th e se  w r ite rs  no t only because 

i t  was c e n tra l  to  Z o la 's  methodology fo r  the  experim ental 

novel but a lso  because i t  o ffe red  a means o f re a c tio n  a g a in s t 

th e  moral themes of th e  t r a d i t io n a l  B r i t i s h  n o v el. The f i r s t  

requirem ent fo r  ga in ing  the  e f f e c t  of o b je c t iv i ty  was impar­

t i a l i t y  toward c h a ra c te rs , which was p a r t i a l l y  achieved by 

in co n g ru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  and r e s t r a i n t  of a u th o r ia l  

g e n e r a l iz a t io n ,• More im portant to  th i s  e f f e c t ,  however, was 

th e  r e je c t io n  of p lo ts  in  which th e  m orally  good were rewarded 

and the  bad punished. I t  appears to  me, a t  th i s  p o in t in  th is
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s tudy , th a t  th e  pessimism a s so c ia te d  w ith  E nglish  n a tu ra lism  

i s  due a t  l e a s t  as much to  a re a c tio n  a g a in s t t r a d i t io n a l  

p lo t  forms as i t  i s  to  a commitment to  a new philosophy, a l ­

though, o f course, the  two a re  c lo se ly  r e la te d .  The f in a l  

unhappiness of th e  m orally  u p rig h t Sidney Kirkwood, the death  

o f Kate Ede w ith  i t s  im p lic i t  c o n tra s t  to  the  happiness of 

Dick Lennox, th e  f u t i l i t y  o f the  death  o f L iza Kemp fu n c tio n , 

in  each case , to  s t r e s s  th e  w r i te r 's  im p a r t ia l i ty  toward a 

c h a ra c te r  whom the  re a d e r  has Judged sy m p a th e tica lly . These 

denouements shock th e  rea d e r  because they  throw doubt upon 

h is  b e l ie f ,  c rea ted  by f ic t i o n  r a th e r  than  r e a l i t y ,  th a t  th e re  

i s  a system of rewards and punishments dependent upon human 

a c t io n . This f in a l  e f f e c t ,  so o f te n  n o ticed  by c r i t i c s  of 

n a tu ra lism , i s  th e  c e n tr a l  s e n sa tio n a l elem ent of n a tu ra lism .

In  term s o f th i s  moral sen sa tio n a lism , G issing  i s  d i f ­

f e re n t  from Moore and Maugham. The d ea th  o f A rthur Golding 

i s  m eaningless, i f  no t s i l l y ,  r a th e r  than  shocking. The f in a l  

unhappiness of Jane Snowden and Sidney Kirkwood i s  a moral 

a s s e r t io n  in  t r a d i t io n a l  terras; l ik e  Isa b e l A rch er's  r e tu rn  

to  G ilb e r t  Osmond a t  th e  end o f The P o r t r a i t  o f a Lady, t h e i r  

d e c is io n  i s  m orally  r ig h t  because i t  r e f l e c t s  moral s tre n g th . 

In  th e  d e s tru c tio n  of C la ra 's  am bitions and in  th e  death  of 

Bob Hewett, G issing  might have achieved moral shock, but by 

h is  f in a l  focus on the  p lo t  c h a ra c te rs  he im plies th a t  the 

d e s tru c tio n  of C lara and Bob i s  due to  t h e i r  la c k  of moral
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s e l f - r e s t r a i n t .  Although ak in  to  th e  n a tu r a l i s t s  in  many of 

h is  tech n iq u es, G issing i s ,  in  th i s  a sp e c t, a s o c ia l  r e a l i s t .

G issing , l ik e  Moore and Maugham, uses th e  more e a s i ly  

achieved sen sa tio n a lism  which i s  ak in  to  th a t  o f the  Jo u rn a l­

i s t i c  expose. Many of the shocking scenes a re  n o t designed 

to  a f f e c t  th e  r e a d e r 's  moral p e rsp ec tiv e  but only h is  s e n s i­

t i v i t y  or f e e lin g  of decorum. G is s in g 's  d e s c r ip tio n s  of 

slums, h o lid ay s, and economic in ju s t ic e ,  Moore's trea tm en t 

o f s ick n e ss , a lcoholism , the  co n d itio n s  of se rv a n ts , the de­

s tru c tiv e n e s s  o f gambling, and the  baby farm, and Maugham's 

p re se n ta tio n  of a lcoholism , the u g lin e ss  of Vere S tr e e t ,  and 

th e  f ig h t  between th e  two women a re  re p u ls iv e  and sometimes 

g ro te sq u e . The re ad e r  may re a c t  by f e e l in g  th a t  something 

should be done about th ese  h o r r ib le  co n d itio n s , bu t h is  

sense o f moral s e c u r i ty  i s  no t a ttack ed  by th ese  scenes.

The e f f e c t  gained by Moore and Maugham through the  

f r u s t r a t io n  of the r e a d e r 's  moral e x p ec ta tio n s  i s  th a t  of 

throw ing doubt upon the v a l id i ty  o f th ese  moral e x p ec ta tio n s . 

G is s in g 's  f a i lu r e  as a n o v e lis t  can be seen in  th i s  c o n tex t: 

he s a c r i f ic e s  im p a r i ta l i ty  by causing th e  re ad e r  to  Judge 

one s e t  of c h a ra c te rs  by a t r a d i t io n a l  moral id e a l  and ye t 

In troduces ano ther s e t  of c h a ra c te rs , e .g . ,  the  amoral Clem 

and the  h e lp le s s  Pennyloaf, who a re  expected to  be Judged 

o b je c tiv e ly  o u ts id e  th e  p o sited  moral realm . In e v ita b ly  

th i s  lead s  to  th e  confusion  of the  re a d e r, a confusion sp rin g ­
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ing  from G is s in g 's  own in a b i l i t y  to  s a c r i f i c e  or re c o n c ile  

t r a d i t io n a l  moral norms and a new s c ie n t i f i c  m o ra lity . G iss­

ing , s t r iv in g  fo r  n e u t r a l i ty  toward v a lu es , only a rriv e d  a t  

in c o n s is te n c y . In  c o n tra s t ,  the  e f f e c t  o f both  A Mummer's 

Wife and L iza o f Lambeth i s  th a t  o f an a t ta c k  on the  V ic to rian  

moral code; Bohemian sexual p rom iscu ity  i s  p r q f f r a b l e to  Han­

le y  m o ra lity ; L iza i s  destroyed  because in  her ju s t i f i e d  

s t r iv in g  to  be human she does no t conform to  th e  in ju n c tio n  

a g a in s t a d u lte ry  and to  the  empty id e a l  o f r e s p e c ta b i l i ty .  

Although Moore and Maugham claim  complete o b je c tM ty  toward 

a l l  v a lu es , an a t ta c k  upon one s e t  o f va lues im p lies  something 

o th e r than  ab so lu te  n e u t r a l i ty  toward v a lu e s . I f  t h e i r  a t ­

tack  upon outmoded values i s  to  avoid the  confusion  in  which 

G issing  was trap p ed , i f  the  moral shock i s  to  be e f f e c t iv e ,  

the  novels must imply, i f  only  l ig h t ly ,  a more o r le s s  con­

s i s t e n t  a l t e r n a te  s e t  of v a lu e s . That t h i s  a l te r n a te  s e t  

o f values e x is ts  i s  no t only lo g ic a l ly  but h i s to r i c a l l y  ap­

p a ren t, as can be seen by th e  c o n s is te n t l in k in g  of l i t e r a r y  

n a tu ra lism  w ith  p e s s im is tic  determ inism , m on istic  m ateria lism , 

or the  values o f n a tu re . Although alm ost a l l  sch o la rs  i n s i s t  

th a t  th ese  new values a re  in  the  novels and can u su a lly  prove 

i t  by quoting  from l e t t e r s  o r n o n - f ic t io n a l  works. Ju s t as I  

have done, lo c a tin g  th ese  values in  the  novels them selves has 

proved a r a th e r  bew ildering  ta s k  fo r  a t  l e a s t  two reaso n s; 

f i r s t ,  th e se  w r i te rs  attem pted to  avoid th e  o v ert exp ression
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of va lues w ith in  t h e i r  novels because they  a s so c ia te d  th i s  

technique w ith  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  novel; second, in t e l l e c tu a l ly  

fo r  G issing , Moore, and Maugham th ese  new id eas  were tenuous, 

tem porary, and sometimes confused. P a r t i a l ly  because of t h e i r  

own in te l l e c tu a l  in s e c u r i ty  and p a r t i a l l y  because o f t h e i r  

a r t i s t i c  id e a ls ,  Moore and Maugham could no t a t ta c k  old 

values e x p l i c i t ly  as B u tle r  a ttack ed  th e  values of p a re n t­

hood in  The Way of A ll F lesh  o r s a t i r i c a l l y  as he a ttack ed  

th e  machine age in  Erewhpn.

Perhaps one way of approaching an understand ing  of 

th e  new values in h e ren t in  th e  novels of Moore and Maugham 

i s  to  i s o la te  a few g e n e ra liz a tio n s  which can be compared 

w ith  the e f f e c ts  o f the n o v e ls . Although i t  i s  l i t t l e  b e t­

t e r  than  quoting an a u th o r 's  s ta tem en ts  o u ts id e  h is  f ic t io n ,

I  have chosen th e  fo llow ing  s ta tem en ts  from Maugham's The 

Hero, one of whose weaknesses i s  the  e x p lic i tn e s s  w ith  which 

Maugham's ideas on n a tu ra l  m o ra lity  a re  p re sen ted . Although 

in  th e  fo llow ing  passage, James Parsons i s  ta lk in g  to  h is  

uncle , i t  might serve as  a d i r e c t  speech to  th e  rea d e r  on 

th e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  fo r  th e  s t r e s s  upon s e x u a lity  in  th e  e a r ly  

novels o f Moore and Maugham:

"You l iv e  here surrounded by a l l  s o r ts  o f im possib le 
ways of looking a t  l i f e .  How can your ou tlook  be , 
sane when i t  i s  founded on a sham m o ra lity ?  You 
th in k  th e  body i s  indecen t and ugly, and th a t  the 
f le s h  i s  sham eful. Oh, you d o n 't  understand . I'm  
s ic k  of th is  prudery which throws i t s  own h ideous- 
ness over a l l  i t  s e e s . The sou l and th e  body a re  
one, in d is s o lu b le . Soul i s  body, and body i s  so u l.
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Love i s  th e  G od-like i n s t i n c t 'o f  p ro c re a tio n . You 
th in k  sexual a t t r a c t io n  i s  something to  he ignored, 
and in  i t s  p lace  you put a b lo o d less  s e n tim e n ta l i ty - -  
th e  v u lg ar r h e to r ic  o f a penny n o v e le t te .  I f  I  marry 
a woman, i t  i s  th a t  she may be the  mother o f c h ild re n . 
P assion  i s  th e  only reason  fo r  m arriage; u n less  i t  
e x is t s ,  m arriage i s  ugly and b e a s t ly .  I t ' s  worse 
than  b e a s tly ;  the b eas ts  o f the f ie ld  a re  c lean  . . . .
I  know no th ing  p u rer than  the  body, no th ing  h igher 
th an  th e  d iv in e  i n s t in c t s  o f n a tu r e ."3

I t  i s  some such th eo ry  as th i s  im p lic i t  in  the  a c tio n  th a t  

enables Moore to  make the  re ad e r  sympathize w ith  K ate’s 

abandonment o f h er husband fo r  th e  sensual Dick Lennox and 

w ith  E s th e r 's  r e fu s a l  to  marry th e  r e l ig io u s ly  and f in a n c ia l ly  

secure  young man to  re tu rn  to  W illiam , h e r seducer, and to  

make E s th e r 's  ensuing happiness understood. The t a lk  of love 

and th e  p o r tra y a l of s e n s u a li ty  between Liza and Jim depend 

upon th i s  th e o r e t ic a l  b a s is  as does the d iscrepancy  between 

Mrs. Craddock's g re a t  ex p ec ta tio n s  from m arriage and the  d i s ­

ap p o in tin g  r e a l i t y .  One o f th e  bases of the  a t ta c k  on t r a ­

d i t io n a l  m o ra lity , th e re fo re , i s  a r e d e f in i t io n  of love: 

love i s  no lo n g er an id e a l  matching of sou ls  but a concrete  

sen su a l ex p erien ce . G is s in g 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  a l ig n  h im self 

w ith  e i th e r  the  old or th e  new i s  obvious in  h is  c o n tra s tin g  

trea tm en t o f Jane and Sidney, Bob and Pennyloaf. I t  i s  in  

the  trea tm en t o f love th a t  Moore and Maugham achieve th e i r  

b e s t e f f e c ts  of moral shock.

Another r e je c t io n  was th a t  of decorum, the  t r a d i t io n

^Maugham, The Hero, p. 208.
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of manners, James Parsons expresses I t  in  th i s  way:

But we a l l  know th a t  N ature i s  a goddess 
w ith  no sense of decency, fo r  whom th e  p ro p r ie t ie s  
a re  simply n o n -e x is te n t; men and women in  h er eyes 
have but one po in t of in t e r e s t ,  and she walks 
abroad w ith  her fash io n in g  f in g e rs ,  s e t t in g  in  
o rd er the  only work th a t  she cares  f o r .  A ll the  
r e s t  i s  su b s id ia ry , and she i s  c a llo u s  to  s u f f e r ­
ing and to  death , in d if f e r e n t  to  the  Ten Command­
ments and even to  the  code of Good S o c ie ty .

D espite L ionel T r i l l i n g 's  p ersuasive  argument th a t  manners 

and m orals a re  the  same in  the  n o v e l,^  I  th in k  th a t  i t  i s  

h e lp fu l in  d ea lin g  w ith  the  e a r ly  n a t u r a l i s t i c  novel to  

keep a d i s t in c t io n  between the two. G issing , e s p e c ia l ly  

in  Born in  E x ile , Moore, in  A Modern Lover and A Drama in  

M uslin, and Maugham, in  Mrs. Craddock and The Hero, deal 

p r im a rily  w ith  manners—th e  concern w ith  methods in  s o c ia l  

a c t iv i ty - - a n d  in  each case they  s a c r i f i c e  o b je c t iv i ty  as the 

tone becomes s a t i r i c a l .  Although i t  may l im i t  the  value of 

the  novel, the more n a tu r a l i s t i c  novels of th ese  w r i te rs  a re  

concerned w ith  an a t ta c k  upon f a ls e  m oral p a t te r n s —centered  

upon "the Ten Commandments" r a th e r  than  "the code of Good 

S o c ie ty ."  I t  i s  a shocking breach of decorum when Kate vom­

i t s  in  a cab and makes a sp ec tac le  of h e r s e l f  on th e  s t r e e t ,  

b u t the  r e a l  issu e  i s  th a t  Kate i s  d es tro y in g  h e r s e l f  because 

she i s  h o p e less ly  burdened w ith  a b e l ie f  in  th e  Ten Command­

m ents. Liza i s  e q u a lly  aware of and eq u a lly  a f fe c te d  by the

^ I b id . ,  p. 37 .

^ T r i l l in g , "Manners, M orals, and th e  N ovel," The 
L ib e ra l Im agination , pp. 200-215.
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moral law a g a in s t a d u lte ry  and the  environm ental r e a l i t y  of 

inhuman s ta g n a tio n  o f those  who obey the Commandments in  

Vere S tr e e t ;  in h e re n t in  the  novel i s  th a t  she made the 

r ig h t  choice in  r e je c t in g  t r a d i t io n a l  m o ra lity . Both Moore 

and Maugham a ttem pt to  g ive th e  e f f e c t  th a t  they  a re  as ' i n ­

d i f f e r e n t  to  th e  Ten Commandments" as n a tu re , bu t u ltim a te ly  

t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  i s  not in d iffe re n c e  but r e je c t io n  in  favo r 

o f a vaguely defined  n a tu ra l  m o ra lity .

And f in a l ly  th e re  i s  the  appeal to  n a tu re  as the  new

bio logy  d e fin e s  i t ;  James Parsons sums up th e  conception

which was ap p a ren tly  held  by Moore and Maugham and, to  a

l e s s e r  e x te n t, G issing :

Many people say th a t  war i s  inhuman and absurd; 
many people a re  uncommonly s i l l y .  When they  th in k  
war can be ab o lish ed , they  show a phenomenal ig ­
norance o f the  co n d itio n s  o f a l l  developm ent. War 
in  one way or ano ther i s  a t  the  very  ro o t of l i f e .
War i s  n o t only conducted by f i r e  and sword; i t  i s  
in  a l l  n a tu re , i t  i s  th e  co n d itio n  of e x is ten c e  fo r  
a l l  c rea ted  th in g s . Even th e  wild flow ers in  the 
meadow wage war, and they  wage i t  more r u th le s s ly  
even than  man, fo r  w ith  them d e fe a t means ex term ina­
t io n .  The law of n a tu re  i s  th a t  th e  f i t  should k i l l  
th e  u n f i t .  The Lord i s  the  Lord of H osts. The lame 
and the  h a l t  and th e  b lin d  must remain behind, while 
the s tro n g  man goes h is  way re jo ic in g .o

I t  i s  one of th e  iro n ie s  o f the h is to ry  of c r i t ic is m  th a t  the

norm o f th e  su rv iv a l o f th e  f i t t e s t  should have been used as

one of th e  touchstones fo r  the  id e n t i f ic a t io n  of n a tu r a l i s t i c

f i c t i o n  when th e  idea  rem ains e i th e r  obscure o r n o n -e x is te n t

^Maugham, The Hero, p. 65.
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in  most of the  novels id e n t i f ie d  as n a t u r a l i s t i c  th a t  I  

have analyzed . In purely  b io lo g ic a l  terras, the  most f i t  

c h a ra c te r  i s  Clera Peckover, and she c e r ta in ly  im presses no 

read e r  as the d es ired  norm; but G is s in g 's  confusion of values 

makes th i s  an u n fa ir  t e s t ,  Lewis Seymour and E sth er Waters 

su rv iv e , but in  both cases the p r ic e  of su rv iv a l i s  so high 

th a t  the  ch a ra c te rs  seem a p a tte rn  fo r  th e  u n f i t  r a th e r  

than  the  f i t .  L iza seems f a r  s tro n g e r and more worthy of 

su rv iv a l than  any o th e r c h a ra c te r  o r than  Vere S tre e t  i t s e l f ,  

but she f a i l s  to  su rv iv e . B ertha Craddock su rv iv es  as a d i s ­

il lu s io n e d  woman, but she h ard ly  seems to  fu rn is h  a norm of 

v alues w ith  which to  t e s t  im personal n a tu re . I ro n ic a l ly  

James Parsons, the hero of The Hero, the  man f re e  enough to

r e je c t  a l l  th a t  i s  old and recogn ize  the  p a t te rn  o f su rv iv a l

of the f i t t e s t ,  commits su ic id e ; the  im p lica tio n s  of th is  

a c tio n  fo r  the  theme of the  novel a re  obscure, bu t one way 

of in te rp r e t in g  i t  i s  to  see the old values and the  charac­

te r s  who adhere to  them as the f i t t e s t .  They a re  c e r ta in ly

the  su rv iv o rs ,^  Only in  A Mummer's Wife, w ith  i t s  form con­

t r o l l e d  by a s t r i c t  focus on c o n tra s tin g  environm ents, does 

i t  become c le a r  th a t  Dick Lennox has found a ro u te  to  s u r ­

v iv a l th a t  i s  im possible fo r  Kate, who has l o s t  h er f i tn e s s  

by abandoning her n a tu ra l  environm ent,

^The Hero i s  e i th e r  in tended as a s a t i r e  on n a tu r a l ­
ism o r e ls e  i s  the  most p o in tle s s  novel in  th e  e a r ly  
n a tu r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n .
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The reason  fo r  the  r e l a t iv e  absence of the idea  of 

the su rv iv a l of the  f i t t e s t  and the  c o ro lla ry  im p lica tio n  

from the  hypo thesis  of n a tu ra l  s e le c t io n , determ inism , i s  

n o t s o le ly  due to  the  lack  of co n v ic tio n  on the p a r t  o f 

the  w r i te r s .  The problem, as W alcutt and o th ers  have pointed 

o u t, i s  a te c h n ic a l  one of f in d in g  a device through which 

th e  mechanics o f s u rv iv a l and determ inism  can be p re sen ted . 

The economic f a c to r  seemed most usable  w ith  the  su b je c t of 

the  low er c la s s  world, bu t both  G issing and Moore found i t  

too  im precise to  be u se fu l as a determ inant of a c t io n s .  

S ta rv a tio n  was hard to  make probable, and even w ithout 

money, a c h a ra c te r  s t i l l  had many p o ss ib le  choices of a c tio n . 

Even Zola could no t make h e re d ity  a very convincing fo rc e , 

and Moore and G issing  had n e i th e r  as much s c ie n t i f i c  knowl­

edge nor t a l e n t ,  and Maugham, as a d o c to r, knew b e t te r  than 

to  a ttem pt to  use i t .  This l e f t  only  s o c ia l  and moral 

fo rc e s , and a lthough  a l l  th re e  w r i te rs  achieved some success 

in  making th ese  fo rce s  seem r e a l  and in  making them seem to  

a f f e c t  the  l iv e s  of t h e i r  c h a ra c te rs , a c lo se  read ing  of any 

of th ese  novels, w ith  the  p o ss ib le  excep tion  of A Mummer's 

Wife, w il l  allow  the read e r to  d e te c t  an u n c e r ta in ty  about 

values which c o n tr ib u te  to  su rv iv a l and, w ithout excep tion , 

d e c is io n s  by c h a ra c te rs  in  no way determ ined by o u ts id e  

fo rc e s . I t  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t ,  d e sp ite  the  examples of 

Zola and Hardy, none of th e se  w r ite rs  p resen ted  the fo rces
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of n a tu re , o th e r  than  human n a tu re , as th e  opponent fo r  t h e i r  

c h a ra c te r s . One of the c h a r a c te r is t ic s  of e a r ly  E ng lish  

n a tu ra lism  is  i t s  complex s o c ia l  s e t t in g —raostly urban, but 

even when r u r a l ,  h ig h ly  c iv ilized -T W ith  th e  ex c lu sio n  of any 

kind of n a tu ra l  p rim itiv ism  in  th e  s e t t in g .

Of th ese  major p o in ts  underly ing  th e i r  c r i t ic is m  of 

c u rre n t E nglish  m o ra lity , a c r i t ic is m  presen ted  by means of 

moral shock, the r e je c t io n  of o ld sexual taboos in  fav o r o f 

a new d e f in i t io n  of love in  terras o f passion  and p ro c re a tio n  

i s  th e  only p o s itiv e  v a lu e . These n o v e lis ts  r e je c te d  the  

m o ra lity  symbolized by the  Ten Commandments but o ffe red  

l i t t l e  in  i t s  p lace . They probably  b e lieved  in  the  n a tu ra l  

va lues which lead  to  su rv iv a l, but they  could seldom decide 

what th ese  values were and could no t f in d  any way of i n t e ­

g ra tin g  those  few they  did p erce iv e  in to  f ic t io n .  Ju s t as 

they  could f in d  no way of f i c t i o n a l ly  dem onstrating  d e te r ­

minism, a d o c tr in e  they  a l l  b e liev ed  in  a t  one time or an­

o th e r . Although th e  work of a l l  th re e  men sometimes has the  

e f f e c t  of economic and s o c ia l  p ro te s t ,  except fo r  G is s in g 's  

e a r l i e r  work, th e re  i s  no a ttem p t to  suggest so lu tio n s  fo r  

th e se  problem s. In  f a c t ,  ag a in  w ith  the  excep tion  of G iss­

ing , i t  i s  d oub tfu l i f  they  were s e r io u s ly  in te re s te d  in  th e  

co n d itio n s  o f the  lower c la s se s  except as a source of f i c ­

t io n a l  m a te r ia l.  The purpose of Moore and Maugham, o th e r 

than  a e s th e t ic ,  was moral p r o te s t ,  vaguely defined  though i t  

was.
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The th re e  E nglish  w r ite rs  who have been c a lle d  e a r ly  

n a tu r a l i s t s  shared a g en era l common purpose. They were in ­

te re s te d  in  communicating r e a l i t y - - t r u t h - - i n  the  form of the 

novel. Although each was capable, in  the hea t o f c re a tin g  

propaganda to  defend h is  p a r t ic u la r  method of search ing  fo r  

t r u th ,  of echoing Z o la 's  a s s e r t io n  th a t  th e  only v a lid  c r i ­

t ic ism  o f a n a tu r a l i s t i c  novel emerges from a comparison of 

th e  novel w ith  the  r e a l i t y  i t  im ita ted , they  a s se r te d , in  

t h e i r  more se rio u s  th e o r e t ic a l  w ritin g , th a t  t h e i r  purpose 

was a r t i s t i c - - n o t  pu re ly  im ita t iv e .  T heir prim ary purpose, 

th e re fo re , was to  transm ute r e a l i t y  in to  a r t  so th a t  the 

novel sim ultaneously  r e f le c te d  th e  r e a l i ty ,a n d  th e  a r t .

To achieve th i s  purpose and to  break  away from the 

p a tte rn s  of t h e i r  p redecessors they  adopted and developed a 

s e r ie s  of techn iques as w ell as se le c te d  a new su b je c t m a tte r. 

Most of th ese  techn iques served as means to  g ive the read er 

th e  e f f e c t  of a u th o r ia l  o b je c t iv i ty .  G issing , both  unsure of 

h is  values and h is  tech n iq u es , f a i le d  to  achieve th i s  e f f e c t  

o f im p a r t ia l i ty  which seems c e n tra l  to  some of th e  work of 

Moore, whose A Mummer's Wife i s  the  n e a re s t th in g  to  an ex­

p erim en ta l novel, as described  by Zola, th a t  England produced 

during  th i s  p e rio d . Maugham, a t  th e  end of the  p eriod , s a c r i ­

f ic e d  o b je c t iv i ty  in  th e  opposite  way from G issing ; r a th e r  

than  showing sympathy w ith  one s e t  of c h a ra c te rs , he re je c te d  

im p a r t ia l i ty  by a cy n ica l contempt fo r  h is  c h a ra c te rs , brans-
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forming them from f ig u re s  whom the  re a d e r  can tak e  s e r io u s ly  

to  s a t i r i c a l  c a r ic a tu re s .  But Maugham's weakness does not 

t o t a l l y  obscure h is  e f f e c t  o f moral sen sa tio n a lism , nor does 

i t  cause L iza of Lambeth to  f a i l  through confusion  of theme 

as does much of th e  work o f G issing . The c o n tra s tin g  flaw s 

of G issing  and Maugham i l l u s t r a t e  th e  c lo sen ess  of n a tu ra lism  

to  two o th e r  prose f ic t io n  forms. On th e  one hand, th e re  is  

c r i t i c a l  or s o c ia l  rea lism , in  which th e  r e f le c t io n  o f r e a l i t y  

i s  placed w ith in  a t r a d i t io n a l  moral framework; on th e  o th e r 

hand i s  s a t i r e ,  in  which r e a l i t y  i s  o f te n  s a c r i f ic e d  to  gain  

bo th  humor and the  s a t i r i s t ' s  v is io n  of th e  t r u th .  These two 

t r a d i t io n s  share  many of th e  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  is o la te d  in  the  

n a t u r a l i s t i c  novels s tu d ied  so f a r ;  lower c la s s  su b je c t mat­

t e r  (G askell, Reade, D ickens), panoramic s tru c tu re  organized 

around comparisons and c o n tra s ts  (War and Peace, Conrad's 

Nostromo), in co n g ru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  (alm ost a l l  se rio u s  

f i c t i o n  a f t e r  1880) , and o b je c t iv i ty  (James, Conrad, and F ord). 

Only the technique of moral sen sa tio n a lism  based upon n a tu ra l  

values seems to  be d i s t in c t iv e  of n a tu ra lism .
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CHAPTER IV

HAMLIN GARLAND; CONFLICTING PURPOSES 

AND THE AMERICAN TRADITION

G issing  began h is  w ritin g  c a ree r , because of h is  r e ­

a c tio n  to  th e  unp leasan t experiences forced  upon him, as an 

i d e a l i s t  exposing the  weaknesses o f s o c ie ty . D espite h is  

change of l i t e r a r y  th eo ry  and s o c ia l  id e a ls ,  alm ost a l l  of 

h is  novels i l l u s t r a t e  h is  s tru g g le  betweep. th e  novel as 

d id a c t ic  p ro te s t  a g a in s t the f a i lu r e  o f E ng lish  s o c ie ty  to  

a t t a i n  i t s  id e a l  aims and the  novel as o b je c tiv e  p re se n ta tio n  

of t r u th .  Both Moore, in  A Drama in  M uslin, and Maugham, in  

The Hero, indu lge in  s o c ia l  p r o te s t .  None of th ese  works f i t  

very  n e a t ly  in to  the  n a tu r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n ,  but th ese  w r i t ­

e rs  as w ell as Zola i l l u s t r a t e  th e  overlapp ing  of d id a c t ic  

p ra c tic e  and n a tu r a l i s t i c  th eo ry . Zola, G issing , Moore, and 

Maugham were conscious o f the  f a i lu r e  o f t h e i r  c u ltu re s  to  

achieve the mythic id e a l  conceived by the people of th ese  

c u l tu re s .  Although La T erre cen te rs  on and A Drama in  Muslin 

touches upon the p a s to ra l elem ent of the  dream, most o f the 

European and E ng lish  works took urban or t ig h t ly  s tru c tu re d  

s o c ie t ie s  as t h e i r  s u b je c ts .  One of the major d iffe re n c e s  

between the United S ta te s  and England or France was a d i f f e r -

191 '
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ence In n a tio n a l id e a ls :  the  American dream was Je ffe rso n ia n

a g ra r ia n  in d iv id u a lism . I t  was n a tu r a l ,  th e re fo re , th a t ,  

under th e  p ressu re  o f th e  mass o f d ream -sh a tte rin g  ideas 

which flooded w estern  c iv i l i z a t io n  in  th e  l a s t  h a lf  o f the  

N ineteen th  Century, in  the  United S ta te s  th e  f i r s t  f ic t io n a l  

exp ressions of d is illu s io n m e n t should be concerned w ith  r u ra l  

l i f e .  The la b o ra to ry  in  which th e  a g ra ria n  dream was te s te d  

and found wanting from l8%0 to  .1900 was th e  Middle West. As 

Grant G. Knight a s s e r t s ,  perhaps underestim ating  the  power of 

fo re ig n  in flu en c es , the  re c o g n itio n  o f  th e  c o n f l ic t  between 

th e  dream and r e a l i t y  led  w r ite rs  to  p resen t th e  r e a l i ty ,  

thus c re a tin g  an. indigenous r e a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n  in  America.^ 

The works of Edward E ggleston, E. W. Howe, and Joseph K irk­

land  had, by 1890, e s ta b lish e d  a te n ta t iv e  t r a d i t io n  fo r  the 

r e a l i s t i c  trea tm en t of the  a g ra r ia n  so c ie ty  of the  Middle 

W est. Their c o n tr ib u tio n  was alm ost wholly in  terms of new 

su b je c t m a tte r, no t techn iques, bu t lim ite d  though t h e i r  con­

t r ib u t io n  was, i t  was enough to  in s p ir e  a more conscious a r t ­

i s t ,  th e  young Hamlin G arland.

Hamlin Garland has proved more d i f f i c u l t  fo r  h i s t o r i ­

ans to  c la s s i f y  than  any minor f ig u re  has a r ig h t  to  be. He 

seems b e t te r  than  the  lo cg l c o lo r is t s  w ith  whom he a sso c ia ted  

h im se lf . He seems d i f f e r e n t  from Howells whom he adm'ired.

^Grant C, Knight, The C r i t i c a l  Period in  American 
L i te ra tu re  (ChapeJ H i l l :  U n iv e rs ity ^ o f North C aro lina P ress, 
1951), Chap. I I ,  passim .
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I d e n tif ie d  as th e  f i r s t  o f the American n a tu r a l i s t s  because 

of h is  ev o lu tio n a ry  id e a ls ,  h is  sometimes apparen t pessimism,

I and h is  qse o f sex as a m o tiva tion , he re je c te d  th i s  t r a d i ­

t io n  in  Crumbling Id o ls  (1894) , Among th e  c r i t i c s ,  the major 

q u estio n s @re the  e x ten t o f h is  f a i lu r e  as an a r t i s t  and the 

causes fo r  th i s  f a i lu r e ,  The d i f f i c u l t i e s  sp rin g  from Gar­

la n d 's  th e o r e t ic a l  in c o n s is te n c y --o r  perhaps p ro g ress— 

between 1884 and 1894 and the  v a r ia t io n s  in  the  value and 

purposes o f h is  c re a tiv e  work during  th i s  same p erio d . These 

elem ents can only be explained  by examining a com bination of 

personal and h i s to r i c a l  causes.

Born in  i 860 to  a fam ily  of farm ers. G arland 's  youth 

was spent in  a com bination of farm la b o r and in te l l e c tu a l  

a s p ir a t io n .  Like George G issing , h is  choice o f su b je c t mat­

t e r  as a w r i te r  was no t so much dependent upon l i t e r a r y  t r a ­

d i t io n  as upon p a in fu l personal ex p erien ce . When Garland 

abandoned th e  l i f e  of a hom esteader in  Dakota to  seek h is  

fo rtu n e  in  the c u l tu ra l  c e n te r  of Boston in  1884, he was not 

a d is i l lu s io n e d  young man. I t  was only a f t e r  h is  Boston edu­

c a tio n , c o n s is tin g  of the read ing  of C harles Darwin, H erbert 

Spencer, Henry George, Ibsen , Veron (he had read Taine before 

leav in g  fo r  the  E a s t) , and most of th e  famous a r t i s t s  and 

th in k e rs  o f the N ineteen th  Century, th a t  he was ab le  to  com­

pare the  id e a l and the  r e a l  duripg  h is  various t r ip s  back to  

Dakota beginning in  1887. The impact o f h is  s tu d ie s  i s  obvious
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in  passages l ik e  t h i s ,  dated May 15, 1885:

S pencer's  S tud ies in  Sociology I  have ju s t  re a d . I t  
i s  a work p rep a ra to ry  to  the  g re a t  work upon which 
he i s  now a t  work. The thought most prominent in  
my mind as I  la y  down the  book i s  how he r id d le s  our 
p e tty  ideas of so c ie ty  and th e  s t a t e .  In  h is  s t a t e ­
ment of th e  b ia se s  toward a one-sided  view of the 
world he lay s  open the  whole hidden m achinery which 
moves us l ik e  puppets, upon a w ire . How r id ic u lo u s  
we w il l  look to  men a cen tu ry  hence w ith  th e  hypothe­
s i s  of ev o lu tio n  a lread y  grandly  s ta te d ,  y e t men 
c lin g  to  the  f o l l i e s  and nonsense of s p e c ia l  d i s ­
pen sa tio n  and a c a rp en te r God.2

L a te r in  A Son of th e  Middle B order, he described  

th i s  p erio d :

I  became an e v o lu t io n is t  in  th é  f u l l e s t  sense , a c ­
cep tin g  Spencer as the  g r e a te s t  l iv in g  th in k e r .
F iske and G alton and A llen were m erely a s s i s ta n ts  
to  the  M aster Mind whose g e n e ra liz a tio n s  included 
in  t h e i r  c i r c le s  a l l  modern d i s c o v e r y ,3

These were growing days I I  had moments of 
tremendous expansion, hours when my mind went out 
over th e  e a r th  l ik e  a freed  eag le , bu t th e se  f l ig h t s  
were always succeeded by f i t s  of d ep ress io n  as I  
re a l iz e d  my weakness and my p overty . N evertheless 
I  p e rs is te d  in  my s tu d ie s .

Under th e  in flu en ce  o f Spencer I  tra ce d  a 
p a r a l le l  development o f the  a r t s  and found a meas­
ure o f s c ie n t i f i c  peace. Under the  in s p i r a t io n  of 
Whitman I  pondered the  s ig n if ic a n c e  of democracy 
and caught some p a r t  o f i t s  s p i r i t u a l  im port. With 
Henry George as guide, I  d iscovered  the  main cause 
o f poverty  and s u ffe r in g  in  the  world, and so in  
my l i t t l e  room, l iv in g  on f o r ty  cen ts  a day, I  was

^Lars Ahnebrink, The Beginnings of N aturalism  in  
American F ic t io n :  A Study of the  Works of Hamlin Garland,
Stephen Crane, and Frank N orris  w ith  S p ec ia l Reference to  ~ 
Some European In flu en ces , IÜ91-1903 (New York: R u sse ll 
and R u sse ll, I n c . ,  1981)1 p . 66n .

^Hamlin Garland, A Son of th e  Middle Border (New 
York: The Macmillan C o .,~ l95b), p. 324.
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In  a sense profoundly  happy.^

He summed up h is  new a t t i tu d e :

My study  of Spencer, Whitman, and o th e r  of the  
g re a t  le a d e rs  o f th e  w orld, my years of absorbed 
read in g  in  the  l ib r a r y ,  my days of lo n e lin e ss  
and hunger in  the  c i ty  had swept me in to  a f a r  b leak  
land of ph ilo soph ic  doubt where even the  most d a r­
ing o f my c lassm ates would h e s i ta te  to  fo llow  me.5

From th e se  passages, th e  reasons fo r  h i s to r i a n s ’ uneasiness 

w ith  Garland can be tra ced  to  G arlan d 's  confusion as he was 

about to  become a w r i te r  of f i c t i o n .  Spencer, Whitman,

George—here  indeed i s  proof of Knight and W a lc u tt 's  con­

te n t io n  of ph ilo soph ic  confusion  on the  p a r t  of Garland d u r­

ing  th i s  p e rio d . Spencer and Whitman, a lthough  s u p e r f ic ia l ly  

a t  o p p o site  ends of the  m a te r ia l i s t - t r a n s c e n d e n ta l is t  a rg u ­

ment, a re  re c o n c ila b le  through t h e i r  shared b e l i e f  in  in e v i­

ta b le  p ro g re ss . D esp ite  h is  o ccasio n a l a r r iv a l  a t  " the  f a r  

b leak  land of ph ilo so p h ic  d o u b t," i t  i s  im portant to  note 

th a t  Garland belonged to  th e  group of o p tim is tic  e v o lu t io n is ts .  

But re c o n c ilin g  Spencerian l a i s s e z  f a i r e  w ith  Henry G eorge's 

s in g le  ta x  was as d i f f i c u l t  as re c o n c ilin g  o b je c tiv e  t r u th  

and the  advocation  of economic reform  in  th e  n o v e l. Thus - 

p re sen t in  h is  i n te l l e c tu a l  id e a ls  befo re  he had c rea ted  a 

s in g le  p iece, of; f i c t io n  was one o f th e  c e n tra l  c o n f l ic ts  which

^ I b id . ,  p. 331 .

5%bid. ,  p. 357. A study o f th i s  q u estio n  has been 
made by Donald P ize r, "H erbert Spencer and the  Genesis of 
G arlan d 's  C r i t i c a l  System," Tulane S tud ies  in  E ng lish , V II 
(1957), 153- 168 .
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kept g rea tn ess  from G arland 's  g rasp .

The c lo se  l in k  between G arland 's  p ersonal responses 

and h is  in t e l l e c tu a l  b e l ie f s  can be i l l u s t r a t e d  by G arlan d 's  

r e v e rs a l  o f h is  op in ion  of Howells in  1887 . In  an undated 

m anuscript (Ahnebrink p rêèen ts  evidence fo r  a d a te  of 

1885- 86) on "The Modern Novel in  Germany and Am erica," Gar­

land f in d s  Howells inadequate when compared to  German n o v e l­

i s t s .

How many f i l l  the  measurement of being of value?
Does Howells, James, Crawford, Faw cett, J u lia n  
Hawthorne? Do any of th ese  men touch th e  deeper 
l i f e  o f th i s  n a t io n ? Do they  p o rtra y  the  in n er 
causes which move th i s  age? Let us be ju s t  bu t 
l e t  us a lso  a ttem pt to  g e t a t  some p r in c ip le  a p a r t 
from p a t r io t i c  p rid e  in  "our" w r i te r s .°

In  an unpublished notebook dated 1886, Garland i s  u nw illing

to  inc lude  Howells and James in  the r e a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n :

There i s  a g re a t cry  o f Realism among c e r ­
t a in  c la s se s  o f men today which in v o lv es  a very  g re a t 
m istake . . . Realism as advocated /F y  S p ie lh ag en / 
means a study of th e  manners and customs of the  
p resen t age and as such has a very  g re a t  meaning 
but as c a r r ie d  out by the  w r ite rs  above-mentioned 
/ÏÏow ells and Henry Jame£7 i s  an absurd c h a ra c te r iz a ­
t io n  of very  weak work. Those men ch ro n ic le  con­
v e n tio n a l t r i f l e s  m ainly. They no more g ive a 
r e a l  idea of t h i s  l i f e  o f ours than  a p a in te r  g ives 
an idea  of th e  landscape by p a in tin g  th e  g rasses  
w ith  p a in s tak in g  c a re . T heir rea lism  i s  o f such 
c h a ra c te r  th a t  to  understand th i s  age through th e i r  
works would re q u ire  as much read in g  and g e n e ra liz a ­
t io n  as to  judge of the  p resen t w ithout any a id .
They g en e ra liz e  n o th in g . They re p re se n t conven­
t io n a l  personages not ty p es . They s tudy  no g re a t  
psycho log ica l movement . . .  They seem to  know

6Ahnebrink, p. 445.
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't passion  only when i t  i s  conven tional, o r c lo thed
J  in  conven tional fo rm s.7

^ Upon m eeting Howells in  1887, Garland reversed  h is  opinion,

I  f in d in g  th a t  Howells accom plished a l l  of the id e a ls  Garland

held  f o r  f i c t i o n .  By th e  time of Crumbling Id o ls , Garland 

echoed the  th e o r ie s  of Howells as expressed in  C ritic ism  and 

F ic tio n , p ra ised  How ells' work, and had taken  up " p a t r io t ic  

p r id e "  as a c r i te r io n  fo r  h is  Judgment of w r i te r s .  Garland 

had s tu d ied  Emerson s u f f ic ie n t ly  to  avoid allow ing  a fo o lis h  

co n sis ten cy  to  be h is  hobgoblin .

Already an adm irer of lo c a l  co lo r  w r i te r s ,  hopeful 

th a t  they  held  th e  key to  a t r u ly  American l i t e r a t u r e .  Garland 

was s t i l l  unsure of h is  l i t e r a r y  th e o r ie s  o r ta le n t s  in  I 887 . 

He was w ritin g  verse  and d e s c r ip tiv e  sketches o f w estern  l i f e ,  

but as he explained  to  Joseph K irkland, he was unw illing  to  

a ttem pt f i c t io n  because of h is  i n a b i l i t y  to  w rite  dialogue.®

In May, Garland had reviewed K irk la n d 's  Zury; "To say th a t  

Joseph K irkland has w r i tte n  the most r e a l i s t i c  novel of Ameri­

can in t e r io r  l i f e  i s  to  s ta te  th e  sim ple f a c t .  I t  i s  as n a­

t iv e  to  I l l i n o i s  as T o ls to i 's  'Anna K arenina' o r T o u rg en ie ff ' s 

'F a th e rs  and Sons' a re  to  R u ss ia ."9 A m eeting w ith  Kirkland 

l a t e r  in  th e  year and G arland 's  ensuing d is illu s io n m e n t w ith

^Quoted I b id . ,  pp. 138-139.
O

Jean Holloway, Hamlin Garland; A Biography (A ustin : 
U n iv e rs ity  o f Texas P ress , 19bOj, p . 2b.

^Quoted Ibid.
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th e  l i f e  o f th e  people o f the West combined to  tu rn  him in to  

a w r i te r  of f i c t i o n .

In  A Son of the  Middle Border, Garland d escrib ed  the  

new p e rsp e c tiv e  he had gained of th e  West through h is  s ta y  

in  Boston and through h is  read in g . The Middle Border of 

1887 was no t much d i f f e r e n t  from what i t  had been in  1884, 

bu t th e  mind of Garland was g re a t ly  changed.

Something deep and reso n an t v ib ra te d  w ith in  
my b ra in  as I  looked out upon th i s  monotonous com­
monplace landscape. I  r e a liz e d  fo r  th e  f i r s t  time 
th a t  th e  e a s t  had s u r fe i te d  me w ith  p ic tu re sq u en ess .
I t  appeared th a t  I  had been l iv in g  fo r  s ix  years 
am idst p a in ted , n e a tly  arranged pasteboard  scenery .
Now suddenly I  dropped to  th e  le v e l  o f  n a tu re  un­
adorned, down to  the  ugly unkempt lan es  I  knew so 
w e ll, back to  the  pungent r e a l i t i e s  of th e  stream - 
le s s  p la in .

Furtherm ore I  acknowledged a c e r ta in  respon­
s i b i l i t y  fo r  the  co n d itio n s  of th e  s e t t l e r s .  I  f e l t  
r e la te d  to  them, an im portan t p a r t  o f them. Once 
f a i r l y  among the  f ie ld s  of n o rth e rn  I l l i n o i s  every­
th in g  became so homely, u tte re d  i t s e l f  so p ie rc in g ly  
to  me th a t  no th ing  le s s  than  song could express my 
sense of jov , of power. This was my coun try—th ese  
my peo p le . 10

But joy and power soon gave way to  ou trage upon reach ing  Da­

ko ta .

A ll the  g ild in g  of farm l i f e  m elted away. 
The hard and b i t t e r  r e a l i t i e s  came back upon me in  
a f lo o d . N ature was as b e a u tifu l  as ev e r. The 
so arin g  sky was f i l l e d  w ith  sh in in g  c louds, the 
t in k le  o f the  b o b o lin k 's  f a i r y  b e l l s  arose  from 
the  meadow, a m ystic sheen was on th e  odorous g rass  
and waving g ra in , bu t no sp lendor of cloud, no 
grace of sunse t could conceal the  poverty  of these  
people, on the co n tra ry  they  brought ou t, w ith  a

l°Garland, p. 355.



199

more intolerable poignancy, the gracelessness of 
these homes, and the sordid quality of the mechani­
cal routine of these liv es .

I perceived beautiful youth becoming bowed 
and bent. I saw lovely girlhood wasting away into 
thin and hopeless age. Some of the women I had 
known had withered into querulous and complaining 
spinsterhood, and I heard ambitious youth cursing 
the bondage of the farm. "Of such pain and fu t ility  
are the lives of the average man and woman of both 
city and country composed." I acknowledged to my­
se lf  with savage candor, "Why l ie  about it?"

In those few days, I perceived l i f e  without 
it s  glamor. I no longer looked upon these toiling  
women with the thoughtless eyes of youth, I saw no 
humor in the bent forms and graying hair of the 
men. I began to understand that my own mother had 
trod a similar slavish round, with never a fu ll day 
of leisure, with scarcely an hour of escape from 
the tugging hands of children, and the need of mend­
ing and washing clothes. I recalled her as she 
passed from the churn to the stove, from the stove 
to the bedchamber back to the kitchen, day after day, 
year after year, rising at daylight or before and 
going to bed only after the evening dishes were 
washed and the stockings and clothing mended for 
the night.

The essential tragedy and hopelessness of 
most human l i f e  under the conditions into which our 
society was swiftly hardening embittered me, called 
for expression, but even then I did not know I had 
found my theme. I had no intention at the moment 
of putting i t  into fiction .

Out of outrage at the human suffering caused by economic con­

ditions Garland had found his theme, and now i t  was only a 

question of finding a vehicle adequate to the presentation 

of the theme and a publisher willing to print i t .

I think Joseph Kirkland especially and the local 

color writers in general have been underestimated as influ­

^^Ibid., pp. 365-366.
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12ences on Garland, p rim arily  because G arlan d 's  c a re e r  i s  too 

o fte n  thought to  c o n s is t  of h is  sh o rt s to r ie s  w hile h is  novels 

a re  ignored . K irkland no t only encouraged him to  w rite  f i c ­

t io n , but a lso  h is  work served as a model fo r  the  su b je c t mat­

t e r  of middle w estern farm l i f e  and o ffe red  techniques w ith  

which to  p re sen t th a t  l i f e .  A fte r a l l ,  w ith  G arland 's  

Americanism and abhorrence of l i t e r a r y  m asters , th e re  was 

p r a c t ic a l ly  nowhere e ls e  to  tu rn  fo r  guidance. That K irk­

la n d 's  conceptions served as a guide fo r  th e  e a r ly  Garland 

can be seen in  h is  l e t t e r  to  Garland concerning G arland 's  

f i r s t  a ttem pt a t  a novel.

Your observ atio n  of farm l i f e  so f a r  toward 
the  f r o n t ie r  must be very v a lu ab le . The nex t th in g  
i s  to  be "bold, v igorous, and f a i th f u l"  (as they  
used to  say in  bestowing th e  accolade of knighthood) 
to  w rite  i t  in  t r u th  and sen tim en ta l p e rc ep tio n . I  
do no t l ik e  your t i t l e  "Boomtown. A S o c ia l S tudy";
Our f ic t io n  a s o c ia l  study , bu t we must conceal 
th e  study p a r t .  You might as w ell c a l l  i t  an essay , 
and so damn i t  a t  once. And i f ,  as I  f e a r ,  your 
study of the  su b jec t i s  p e rc e p tib le  in  your t r e a t ­
ment of i t ,  you must w rite  i t  a l l  over again  to  
e lim in a te  s e l f  and make your c h a ra c te rs  seem to  
a c t  and t a lk  w ith  p e rfe c t sp o n ta n e ity . The " a r t  
to  conceal a r t "  i s  the  one in d isp en sab le  th in g  in  . 
re a lism . Of course you have to  throw l ig h t  on your 
theme, but you must fo o l the. read e r w ith  th e  idea

^% of in s ta n c e , Clyde E. Hensen in  "Joseph K irk­
la n d 's  In fluence  on Hamlin G arland ," American L ite ra tu re ,
XXIII (January , 1952), 458-463, concludes th a t  K irkland 
probably aided Garland in  ach iev ing  o b je c t iv i ty  in  some 
of th e  sh o rt s to r i e s .  Only Donald P ize r in  Hamlin Gar- 
la n d 's  E arly  Work and Career (B erkeley: U n iv e rs ity  of
C a lifo rn ia  P ress , 19hO) no tes th i s  im portan t in flu en ce  
in  Chapters II-IV , passim .
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that the light shines from within i t ,  outward.

Here, r a th e r  weakly, i s  a p lea  fo r  o b je c t iv i ty ,  a warning to  

Garland a g a in s t h is  h a b itu a l weakness of d id a c tic ism . Theory 

i s  a l l  very  w e ll, but fo r  the  w r i te r  i t  u su a lly  comes a f t e r  

th e  a r t i s t i c  accomplishment, as in  K irk la n d 's  case, and i s  

of very  l i t t l e  use to  th e  a r t i s t i c  fo llow er u n less  i t  has 

been put in to  p r a c t ic e .  What d id  Zury; The Meanest Man in  

Spring County (1887) , u n iv e rsa lly  acknowledged as the  most 

r e a l i s t i c  of the  midwestern lo c a l  co lo r novels, have to  o f fe r  

th e  young Garland as he attem pted to  become a n o v e lis t?

The story of Usury Prouder's climb to riches and,

finally , happiness after his third marriage to Anne Sparrow

offers an intensive study of rural I llin o is  during the period

between approxim ately  182O and I 85O. Opening w ith  the  a r r iv a l

of the Pennsylvania Prouders in Illin o is  and their settling

of four sections of virgin land, A Novel of Western Life

focuses on the career of Zury, the talented, hard-working

son. The subject is  stated early: "So sets out a traveler

magnificently equipped with natural g if ts . Let us see how
l4circumstances favor; or dwarf, or distort their growth."

In basic structure, the novel differs l i t t l e  from the Horatio 

Alger story, moving from Zury's penniless insecurity through

^%uoted in  Holloway, p. 29 .

^^Joseph Kirkland, Zury: The Meanest Man in Spring
County; A Novel of Western"Life (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
& Co., 1887), p. 16 . Ita lics mine.
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h is  amassing of money by shrewdness, luck , and penuriousness, 

to  h is  trium ph as s ta t e  l e g i s l a to r ,  happy f a th e r ,  owner o f the 

l a r g e s t  and f in e s t  house in  the county . However, th i s  sim ple 

p a t te rn  i s  v a ried , in  th e  i n t e r e s t  of both  p lo t and r e a l i s t i c  

study  o f the environment, by devoting  w ell over h a lf  th e  novel 

to  th e  view and t r i a l s  o f Anne Sparrow, an educated, f r e e -  

th in k in g  young woman brought from Boston to  teach  in  th e  

lo c a l  schoo l. K irkland found i t  n ecessary  to  p re sen t the  

environment from two p o in ts  o f view (not in  th e  te c h n ic a l 

sense of the  term ; the  te c h n ic a l p o in t of view i s  th a t  of 

om niscient au tho r) because Zury viewed h is  environment as 

n a tu ra l  and u se fu l; to  Anne Sparrow, however, r u r a l  I l l i n o i s  

and i t s  people appear un rom an tica lly  ugly and uncouth, the 

r e a l i t y  which K irkland wanted to  s t r e s s .

K irkland communicated the  r e a l i t y  of l i f e  on the 

f r o n t i e r  through a v a r ie ty  of tech n iq u es . One of the  le a s t  

e f fe c t iv e  i s  the use of d ia le c t  dependent alm ost t o t a l l y  

upon cacography. More im portan t i s  h is  d e s c r ip tio n  of the  

l i f e  of th e  people in  such a way th a t  i t  forms an obvious 

c o n tra s t  to  id e a liz e d  p a s to ra l p a t te r n s .  The minor ch arac­

t e r s  a re  work-hardened i l l i t e r a t e s  whose h ig h e s t a s p ir a t io n  

i s  g e t t in g  th e  mortgage p a id . Most of them a re  good people, 

but th ey  a re  a l l  very lim ite d . And f in a l ly  th e re  i s  th e  in ­

c lu s io n  of f a c t  fo r  f a c t 's  sake in  which d e s c r ip tio n s  a re  p re ­

sen ted  to  a t t r a c t  the  in te r e s t  of th e  c u rio u s . Thus fence-
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b u ild in g , school teach in g , h o g -ra is in g , corn g a th e rin g , e t c . ,  

re ce iv e  extended d e s c r ip tio n s , as much because they  w il l  

serve as in te r e s t in g  c u r io s i t i e s  as because they  in c rease  

th e  r e a l i s t i c  e f f e c t . ^5

But Zury i s  in tended as th e  c e n tra l  e x h ib it  of 

re a lism —th e  hard-w orking hero ach iev ing  the  m ythical dream 

of g e t t in g  r ic h .  The passage quoted above in d ic a te s  th a t  a t  

l e a s t  p a r t  of K irk lan d 's  p lan  was to  show environment as the 

c o n tro ll in g  "circum stance" in  forming Zury in to  th e  most 

m ise rly  man in  Spring County, but th i s  e f f e c t  i s  never q u ite  

ach ieved . Zury wants power; money i s  power, and Zury w ills  

to  g e t i t  and does. As a l l  o f h is  adm iring neighbors agree, 

Zury has the same m otives they  have--on ly  he i s  a shrewder 

t ra d e r  and a b e t te r  hand ler of money. But a m iser fo r  a hero 

was a major s tep  toward rea lism  in  1887. Zury i s  a lso  the 

most unromantic lo v e r in  American f ic t i o n  up to  th i s  tim e.

His f i r s t  two wives he m arries fo r  th e i r  land ; h is  p roposals 

a re  as b r ie f  and to  the  p o in t as th e  n e g o tia tio n s  fo r  the  sa le  

of a hog. But th ese  d is q u a l i f ic a t io n s  fo r  the  t r a d i t io n a l  

hero a re  u lt im a te ly  s u p e r f ic ia l ;  underneath them is  the  a l l -  

competent, alm ost omnipotent man, f u l ly  q u a lify in g  fo r  the

l^The ambiguous sen sa tio n a lism  of what happened be­
tween Zury and Anne in  a cave where they  were trapped  fo r  
one n ig h t by a f o r e s t  f i r e  i s  a kind of u n r e a l i s t ic  gimmick 
more ap p ro p ria te  to  th e  d e te c tiv e  s to ry , not any p rogress 
toward freedom in  th e  trea tm en t of sexual r e la t io n s .  I t  in ­
creased  s a le s  by t i t i l l a t i n g ,  su sp ic io u s  moral s e n s i b i l i t i e s ,  
thus accom plishing i t s  aim.
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r e a d e r 's  as w ell as h is  n e ig h b o rs ' adm ira tion  and a d u la tio n .

One of the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of the  novel Is  th a t  th e  r e a l ­

ism fu n c tio n s  In  one of two ways: as e s o te r lc a l ly  In te re s t in g  

In  I t s e l f  or as comedy. Thus Z u ry 's  m ise r lin e ss  and h is  t r e a t ­

ment of h is  wives a re  handled In  a comic tone so th a t  he r e ­

mains a hero . K irkland crea ted  Irony  through f a i lu r e  to  f u l ­

f i l l  the  r e a d e r 's  rom antic ex p ec ta tio n s , but th e  Irony Is  

always comic r a th e r  than  s e r io u s . Typical of th i s  e f f e c t ,  as 

w ell as In d ic a tiv e  of how l i t t l e  K irkland has succeeded In  h is  

goal to  "e lim in a te  s e l f , "  I s  th e  passage on Anne's m arriage 

o f convenience to  the  w itle s s  and w o rth less  John McVey;

A wedding and a b r id a l  t r i p .  What an oppor­
tu n i ty  fo r  the  romancer! How easy to  enchain a l l  
re a d e rs , of any age, sex, co lo r , o r p revious condi­
t io n  of se rv itu d e !  No need to  be g rap h ic , w itty , 
p ic tu re sq u e  In  o rder to  be In te re s t in g ,  th e  mere 
theme does I t  a l l .  No need to  condense; th e  more 
d if fu s e ,  m inute, c irc u m s ta n tia l, f a m il ia r ,  and con­
f id e n t i a l ,  the b e t te r ,  w ith  such events to  t e l l  
a b o u t . .

There fo llow s a ten -hour Journey to  S p r ln g v llle  and à vow 

between b rid e  and groom to  be aun t and uncle to  each o th e r .

Tha conscious b reaking  of the  rom antic p a t te rn  Is  obvious, 

but th e  e f f e c t  I s  one of comic unim portance, a fe e lin g  th a t  

th i s  an tl-ro m an tlc lsm  Is  Ju s t as co n triv ed , and f in a l ly  un­

r e a l ,  as th e  rom antic p a t te rn .  In  o th e r  words, K irkland had 

no confidence in  h is  r e a l i s t i c  urge; rea lism  had to  be dressed  

up w ith  s p e c if ic  humorous e f f e c ts  and I n te re s t in g  f a c ts  In

l^Klrkland, p. 303.
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ord er to  have any v a lu e .

That K irk la n d 's  rea lism  i s  no t the  s o c ia l  or moral 

rea lism  of Howells o r James i s  proved by the p lo t  which forms 

th e  c e n te r  fo r  the  mass o f d e s c r ip t iv e ,  i l l u s t r a t i v e ,  and 

humorous m a te r ia l .  I t  i s  obvious alm ost from th e  f i r s t  th a t  

Zury and Anne a re  d estin ed  fo r  each o th e r , bu t a s e r ie s  o f 

com plications, such as wives, husband, c h ild re n , keep them 

a p a r t .  F in a lly , Zury g ives up m ise r lin e ss  to  win Anne and 

h app iness, Zury becomes the  kind h e lp e r  o f h is  neighbors 

under the  gu ise  of he lp ing  them pay o ff  t h e i r  m ortgages, a l l  

o f which he h o ld s . The in h e ren t theme might be s ta te d  in  

t h i s  way; a f t e r  you have accum ulated your r ic h e s ,  become 

b en e fice n t and be happy. The ending i s  as im p lau sib le  and 

sen tim en ta l as th a t  o f any novel by P. Marion Crawford.

Here then  was a work admired by G arland. E s s e n tia l ly  

a t r a d i t io n a l  rom antic p lo t  w ith  r e a l i s t i c  tra p p in g s , a novel 

w ith  no more se rio u s  e f f e c t  on th e  re a d e r  than  th a t  of the 

h i s to r i c a l  romances o f the day, the  book o ffe red  very  l i t t l e  

in  term s of techn ique th a t  was u se fu l to  th e  r e a l i s t ,  and 

y e t, due to  the  l im ita tio n s  Garland imposed upon h im se lf, i t  

was e s s e n t ia l ly  the  only model a v a ila b le  to  him. He had found 

on h is  t r i p  West a se rio u s  purpose, h is  theme of economic 

p ro te s t ,  and a l i t e r a r y  model and m entor; h is  subsequent 

s tru g g le  as a se rio u s  n o v e lis t  was an attem pt to  fu se  th ese  

elem ents, and h is  la c k  of success r e f l e c t s  no t so much on the
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lim ite d  t a le n t  of Garland as upon th e  inadequacy of h is  model.

Equipped w ith  the Id e a ls  o f freedom gained from Eugene 

Veron and Posnett^^ and T a in e‘s id ea  of th e  c lo se  r e la t io n  be­

tween l i t e r a t u r e  and environment, Garland attem pted h is  f i r s t  

p iece  of f ic t io n ,  "The R ise of Boomtown," In  " 'To th e  R eaders '"  

G arlan d 's  aims and a r t i s t i c  confusion a re  ap p aren t:

This i s  no t a novel, n e i th e r  i s  i t  a h i s ­
to ry .  I t s  d e s c r ip tio n s  can be r e l ie d  upon, fo r  I  
have aimed to  be tru e  to  the scene and people.
I t  i s  an a ttem pt a t  reco rd in g  some l i t t l e  p o rtio n  
of a unique s o c ia l  movement—th e  modern ra ilw ay  
se ttlem e n t o f the  v a s t p r a i r i e  w est. There a re  
problems suggested th a t  a re  worthy a t te n t iv e  thought 
and y e t I  hope th e re  i s  human in te r e s t  enough to  
make the  book read ab le , th a t  the  in t e r e s t  of f i c ­
t io n  may make th e  f a c t  l i g h te r  and th e  f a c t  lend 
d ig n ity  to  the  f i c t i o n .  Ahem! As th e  Major s a ld .g  
"T e ll i t  as i t  i s ,  Seagraves, and i t ' l l  be r e a d ." ! "

V is ib le  a re  two e r ro r s :  f i r s t ,  th e  id ea , h in ted  a t  in  K irk­

la n d 's  l e t t e r ,  of a study sugar-coa ted  w ith  th e  i n t e r e s t  of 

f ic t io n ;  second, the  M ajo r's  b e l ie f  in  f a c t ,  r e f le c t in g  Gar­

la n d 's  u n c r i t ic a l  f a i t h  in  t r u th  as a s o lu tio n  to  the prob­

lems of American l i t e r a t u r e ,  not only  i s  proved wrong by the 

f a c t  th a t  the  work was no t published  but a lso  p o in ts  to  the  

w ork 's c e n tr a l  weakness. The genre of th e  work i s  h is to ry  

based upon G arland 's  experiences as a hom esteader around

Ordway, Dakota, in  th e  e a r ly  l8 8 0 's .  The f i r s t  person n a r ra -

•'
17Ahnebrink, pp. 139-1^0, and P iz e r , "Spencer and 

G arland 's  C r i t i c a l  System ," Tulane S tu d ies  in  E ng lish , l 6 l -  
163.

!% am lin  Garland^ "The Riae. of Boomtown," ed . Donald 
P ize r, South Dakota Report and H is to r ic a l  C o lle c tio n s ,
XXVIII 11956) , 345- 352. '
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tor, Seagraves, Is autobiographical, and at least two of the 

characters are representations of residents of Or dway . The  

action consists of the growth of the town, interspersed with 

typical scenes of the l i f e  of the people. In reacting against 

the traditional plotted novel. Garland has replaced plot in­

terest with sociological and historical interest. It is  in­

teresting to note that in removing plot he also removed a ll  

novelistio elements. Although he has not written a novel, he 

has also not written a propagandistic tract as might be ex­

pected after his disillusioning trip West. Life is  not pic­

tured as pleasant, but there is  a nostalgic tone. The land 

boomers are not yet v illa ins; the railroad management is  

simply a distant, impersonal force. This répertoriai effect 

springs, perhaps, from Kirkland's urging for a lightening of 

the study element but, more importantly, from a mixture of 

the knowledge of hardships and a simultaneous admiration for 

land and people. Garland simply set out to give the facts in 

an interesting form, I suppose the work s t i l l  has an interest 

for those concerned with the facts of South Dakota history.

The work fa ils  because Garland had not yet mastered a f i c ­

tional tradition which he could use.

The. material used in this early work was not wasted. 

Much of i t  appears to better purpose in later novels and short

19pizer, Ibid., 362.
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s to r i e s .  The c o n f l ic t  which c h a ra c te r iz e s  G arland 's  e a r ly  

work—h is  In se c u r ity  as to  the  purpose of l i t e r a t u r e —Is  

I l lu s t r a t e d  by "Rise of Boomtown. P a rt Second." "In the  

l a t e  f a l l  of 1887 Garland became a c tiv e  In  th e  Henry George 

s ln g le - ta x  crusade . . . .  ^ n d  produced a work7 which I s  s o , 

In fused  w ith  s ln g le - ta x  d o c tr in e  I t  Is  a t r a c t . T r u t h  or 

s o c ia l  reform --Spencer o r George—was the  I n te l l e c tu a l  d i ­

lemma. There could be no s o lu t io n —a t  l e a s t  none In  f i c ­

t io n a l  te rm s - -u n ti l  Garland found some f ic t io n a l  form In  

which to  work.

Although I t  I s  dangerous to  a ttem pt to  re c o n s tru c t 

G arlan d 's  alms of the  l a t e  8 0 's  by means of the  essays pub­

lish e d  In  1894, h is  Ideas expressed In "Local Color and Art" 

and "The Local Novel" seem to  be developments o f Ideas ex­

pressed  In  th e  e a r ly  le c tu re s  and a r e f le c t io n  of h is  co n tin u ­

ing adm ira tion  fo r  K irkland and th e  o th e r lo c a l  co lo r w r i te rs ,  

"Local c o lo r—what Is  I t?  I t  means th a t  th e  w r i te r  spontane­

ously  r e f l e c t s  the l i f e  which goes on around him. I t  Is  

n a tu ra l  and u n stra in ed  a r t . "  "Local co lo r In  a novel means 

th a t  I t  has such q u a li ty  o f te x tu re  and back-ground th a t  I t  

could no t have been w r itte n  In  any o th e r p lace o r by anyone

2°I b ld . ,  347 .
21HamlIn G arland, Crumbling Id o ls ;  Twelve Essays on 

Art and L ite ra tu re  (G a in e sv ille ; Scholars F acsim iles  and 
R ep rin ts , 1952), p. 62.
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op
e ls e  than  a n a t iv e ."  The s t r e s s  I s  upon t ru th ,  change, the

i  .

avoidance of the  p ic tu re sq u e . And f in a l ly ,  "The in d iv id u a li ty  

o f the  a r t i s t  i s  the  saving  grace of a r t ;  and landscape p a in t­

ing w il l  n o t be f a n ta s t i c  so long as men study n a tu re . I t  

w i l l  never be mere rep ro d u c tio n  so long as th e  a r t i s t  re p re ­

sen ts  i t  as he sees i t .  The f a c t  w il l  c o rre c t the  fa n ta sy .

The a r t i s t  w il l  co lo r the  f a c t . "^3 Although th i s  q u o ta tio n  

in c lu d es  th e  s t r e s s  upon temperament of the a r t i s t ,  advocated 

by Zola among o th e rs , an understand ing  of th e  com plexity of 

th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between f i c t i o n  and f a c t  has no t progressed 

much s in ce  th e  foreward to  "Rise of Boomtown." These id e a ls  

fu rn is h  l i t t l e  in s ig h t  in to  tech n iq u es , bu t they  a re  the  ideas 

underly ing  G arlan d 's  b e s t s in g le  work, M ain-Travelled Roads 

(1891) , w r i t te n  between I 888 and 1891, and h is  f i r s t  published 

n o v e ls .

Although my concern i s  w ith  th e  novel and no t the  

sh o rt s to ry , th e  v io le n t p ub lic  and c r i t i c a l  re a c tio n  to  the 

s ix  s to r ie s  o f M ain-Travelled Roads ( I 891) i s  one of th e  f a c ts  

which has caused Garland to  be lin k ed  w ith  n a tu ra lism , and 

th e re fo re , th e se  s to r ie s  should e x h ib it  some t r a i t s  which the 

e a r l i e r  lo c a l  c o lo r is t s  do n o t e x h ib i t .  In one of Howells' 

s ta tem en ts  about the  book, he no tes  th e  e f f e c t  of th e  s to r ie s ,  

an e f f e c t  n o t achieved by e a r l i e r  American w r i te r s :  "The type

pp
Ib id -., p . 04-. A u thor's  i t a l i c s  om itted .

23I b id . ,  p . 7 6 .



210

caught In  Mr. G arland 's  book i s  no t p r e t ty ;  i t  i s  ugly and 

o fte n  r id ic u lo u s , but i t  i s  h e a rt-b re a k in g  in  i t s  rude de­

s p a ir .  One of the  q u a l i t ie s  c o n tr ib u tin g  to  th i s  e f f e c t  

i s  G arland 's  achievement of h is  aim of communicating " q u a lity  

of te x tu re  and background"--he has made environment no t only 

a background but a lso  shown i t  in  r e la t io n  to  the  a c tio n s  of 

the  c h a ra c te rs .  These s to r ie s  cannot be c a lle d  environm ental 

s tu d ie s —e ith e r  s in g ly  or in  cum ulative e f f e c t—in  th e  sense 

th a t  Zola, Moore, Maugham, o r G issing  c rea ted  such s tu d ie s  

because they  lack  the  necessary  b re ad th . Yet th e  env iron ­

ment and i t s  e f f e c ts  upon s in g le  c h a ra c te rs  i s  made both 

r e a l  and fu n c tio n a l by means of d e s c r ip tio n  and by means of 

s ta tem en ts  l ik e  th e  fo llow ing , spoken by Grant McLane in  "Up 

th e  Coule";

"More than  th a t ,  farm in ' a i n ' t  so f re e  a l i f e  as i t  
used to  be. This c a t t l e - r a i s i n '  and b u tte r-m a k in ' 
makes a n ig g er of a man. Binds him r ig h t  down"to 
the  g rindstone  and he g e ts  n o th in ' ou t of i t - -  
t h a t 's  what rubs i t  in .  He sim ply w a lle rs  around 
in  the  manure fo r  somebody e l s e .  I 'd  l ik e  to  know 
what a m an's l i f e  i s  worth who l iv e s  as we do?
How much h igher i s  i t  than  the  l iv e s  the  n iggers  
used to  liv e ? "

"A man l ik e  me i s  h e lp le s s ,"  Grant was say­
in g . " Ju s t l ik e  a f ly  in  a pan of m olasses. There 
a i n ' t  any escape fo r  him. The more hé te a r s  around 
th e  more l i a b le  he i s  to  r ip  h is  leg s  o f f . "^5 i..

. Quoted in  Knight, p. .

'^^H am lin 'G arland, M ain-Travelled Rbads: Six M iss is ­
s ip p i  V alley  S to r ie s  (Boston: A rena' P ub lish ing  d o ., 1«91),
pp. 120- 127 .
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Although the beautiful and kindly aspects of the Middle Bor­

der are included—the many descriptions of the productive 

land, the helpful Councils in "Under the Lion's Paw,"the 

camaraderie of the harvesters in "A Branch Road, " and the 

v ita lity  of Old Widow Gray and her family in "The Return of 

a Private"--the combination of rea listic  description and the 

break with the convention of the happy ending contributes a 

new force to the stories.
V.» ■ ;

Although Garland is  consistently praised for the v i­

ta lity  of his characterization in these stories, Howells was 

right in seeing the characters as types. Although I do not 

agree with Walcutt's severity with "Under the Lion's Paw," 

he is  correct, in seeing the characters as "very good or very 

bad people." Most of Garland's characters in these stories 

fa ll into the category of very good people. In Will Hannan 

of "A Branch Road" and in Howard McLane of "Up the Coule" 

there is  an attempt to pass beyond black and white into the 

gray of a complex character, but in the f ir s t  case Will Hannan 

is  simply the very good man who happens to be afflicted  with 

jealous pride, and in the second Howard is  simply the good man 

who has been carelessly se lfish . The fact that the two 

characters who do have some complexity occur in the novelettes 

rather than the'four short stories probably proves more about 

the limitations inherent in short fiction  than any basic a tt i-

G^walcutt, p. 57.
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tude toward c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  which Garland h e ld .

By abandoning the  f i r s t  person n a r ra to r  of "The Rise 

of Boomtown," Garland did achieve g re a te r  o b je c t iv i ty .  But 

as I  have a lread y  noted, im p a r t ia l i ty  toward c h a ra c te rs  and 

in co n g ru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  a re  c lo se ly  lin k e d . G arland 's  

care  in  d ire c t in g  the  r e a d e r 's  a t te n t io n  toward the  sym pathet­

ic  c h a rac te rs  and h is  concern w ith  types r a th e r  than  complex 

in d iv id u a ls  a re  i l l u s t r a t e d  by h is  trea tm en t of Smith in  

"The Return of a P r iv a te " : "Sombre, p a th e tic  f ig u re !  His

wide, round, gray eyes gazing down in to  th e  b e a u tifu l  v a lle y , 

see in g  and not seeing , the  sp lend id  cloud -  shadows sweeping 

over th e  w estern  h i l l s  and ac ro ss  the  green and yellow  wheat 

f a r  below ."^7 "In  th e  dusk of th a t  f a r - o f f  v a lle y  h is  f ig u re

looms v a s t,  h is  personal p e c u l ia r i t i e s  fade away, he r is e s
28in to  a m agnificent ty p e ." Although no t im p a rtia l  toward 

h is  c h a ra c te rs , G arland 's  r e s t r a i n t  from g e n e ra liz a tio n  and 

h is  c re a tio n  of ch a ra c te rs  which th e  read e r recogn izes as r e a l  

enough to  have value save him from the  s e n tim e n ta lity  common 

to  many of the  contemporary w r ite rs  of romances.

As Taylor has noted, "D escrip tio n  and ex em p lifica ­

t io n  . . . a re  the common f ic t i o n a l  methods of G arland. Mind­

f u l  of How ells's counsel to  exem plify and no t to  preach, he was

^^Garland, M ain-Travelled Roads, pp. 196-197.
pA

I b id . ;  pp. 215- 216 . That Garland was conscious of 
the  id e a l  of o b je c t iv i ty  i s  shown by h is  om ission o f th i s  and 
o th e r  passages o f g e n e ra liz a tio n  from the e d it io n  of 1899.
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alm ost o v e r-e a re fu l in  avo id ing  th e  e x p l ic i t  s ta tem en t of
pQ

any economic views, p a r t ic u la r ly  h is  own." And y e t Wal- 

c u t t  s t a t e s ,  "There i s  a q u a li ty  o f reproach  and in d ig n a tio n  

in  every l in e  /o f  the  e a r ly  s to r i e ÿ '. " ^ ^  By making h is  ch a r­

a c te r s  sym pathetic and h is  farm environment r e a l  and then 

showing th e  e f f e c t  of th e  environment on th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  

term s of broken bodies and f ru s t r a te d  am bitions. Garland 

presen ted  h is  theme of economic p r o te s t .  Only in  "The Re­

tu rn  of a P riv a te "  w ith  "They a re  f ig h t in g  a hopeless b a t t l e  

and must f ig h t  t i l l  God g ives them furlough"^^ did he c lo se  

w ith  a m oral. His p o in ts  a re  c la r i f i e d  by making h is  p ro ­

t e s t  im p l ic i t ;  t h i s  f a c t  makes th ese  b e t te r  s to r ie s  than  

they  would be o th erw ise . But Garland had no id e a l of a r t  

f o r  a r t ' s  sake a t  th i s  tim e. His themes were a l l  s o c ia l  and 

e co n o m ic - 'g rea te r  freedom fo r  women, the need fo r  c u l tu ra l  

values in  th e  West, and above a l l ,  th e  need fo r  economic r e ­

form. The continued power of th ese  s to r ie s  depends upon the 

concre teness  w ith  which he p resen ted  h is  themes.

A ll in  a l l ,  M ain-Travelled Roads was no t a very  rev o ­

lu t io n a ry  book in  term s of tech n iq u e . I t  brought to  f r u i t io n  

E g g le to n 's  a ttem pt to  show the r e la t io n s h ip  of environment

^ % à l tè r  F u l le r  T aylor, The Economic Novel i n .....
America (Chapel H i l l :  U n iv e rs ity  o f North C arolina P ress ,
1942), p. 162 .

^^W alcutt, p . 55 .

S^Garland, M ain-Travelled Roads, p. 2 l6 . This was 
a lso  om itted  in  1899.



214

and c h a ra c te r .  G arland 's  scen ic  r a th e r  than  n a r ra t iv e  develop­

ment helped to  g ive th e  American sh o r t s to ry  a new d ire c t io n .  

His abandonment of the  happy ending, c re a tin g  the  e f f e c t  of 

d e sp a ir  th a t  Howells no ted , was an advance. And in  terras of 

G arland, the  s to r ie s  proved th a t  he had developed a form fo r  

h im se lf which was f a r  su p e rio r  to  e i th e r  h is  e a r l i e r  sketches 

o r h is  f i r s t  a ttem pt a t  a novel; i t  i s  th e  form he achieved 

in  h is  sh o rt f i c t i o n  upon which h is  con tinu ing  fame r e s t s .

In  a d d itio n  to  the  c re a tio n  of the  s to r ie s  published  

as M ain-Travelled Roads, Garland met two s e ts  o f f r ie n d s  in  

1889- 90, m eetings which were c ru c ia l  in  terras o f h is  l i t e r a r y  

p roduction  fo r  th e  nex t se v e ra l y e a rs . The f i r s t  o f th ese  

m eetings was w ith  a young a c to r-p la y w rig h t James A. Herne and 

jhis a c tre s s -w ife  K atharine . This m eeting led  to  a c lo se  and 

f r u i t f u l  f r ie n d s h ip . Garland, who was a lread y  an adm irer of 

Ibsen , urged Herne to  be more t r u th f u l  in  h is  p lay s, and 

Herne in troduced  Garland to  th e  te c h n ic a l problems of the 

drama, thus fu r th e r in g  G arlan d 's  understand ing  of Ib sen .

Urged by Herne, Garland was soon a ttem p tin g  to  w rite  p lay s, 

two of which were l a t e r  turned  in to  n o v e ls . In  I 89O, Garland 

met B. 0 . Flower, the e d i to r  o f the r a d ic a l  magazine. The 

A rena. F low er's  magazine was f ig h t in g  fo r  a l l  th a t  was new 

and a g a in s t a l l  th a t  was o ld . In te re s te d  in  a r t i c l e s ,  f i c ­

t io n ,  drama, poetry  th a t  expressed p ro te s t ,T lo w e r  encouraged 

the  a lread y  in secu re  Garland to  in fu se  p ro te s t  in  a l l  h is
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w ritin g . I t  was Flower who commissioned and published  s e r i a l ­

ly  G arlan d 's  n ex t novel ( r e a l ly  h is  f i r s t ) ,  A S po il of O ff ic e . 

I t  seems to  me th a t  both  H erne 's encouraging him to  w rite  

dramas and F lo w er's  lead in g  him toward propaganda a re  two 

branch roads which should have been avoided by Garland, a l ­

though h is  study o f dram atic p ra c tic e  w ith  Herne was u l t i ­

m ately u se fu l in  h is  f i c t io n  and the  money gained from 

Flower was im m ediately u se fu l.

Flower published  two of th e  s to r ie s  and f in a l ly  the 

volume M ain-Travelled Roads as w ell as a r t i c l e s  by Garland 

on th e  s in g le  ta x , drama, and o th e r  m iscellaneous to p ic s .  

Garland d escrib ed  how h is  f i r s t  published  novel came in to  

being  and, in c id e n ta l ly ,  exp lained  i t s  s t r u c tu r a l  flaw :

Flower, o f course, was d e lig h te d  w ith  th i s  
d isc u ss io n  / th e  c r i t i c a l  s tru g g le  over the f i r s t  
volume of s to r i e a /  and one day asked me i f  I  could 
n o t w r ite  fo r  him a s e r i a l  novel based on th e  
Farm ers' A llian ce , a p rod ig ious u p r is in g  among 
th e  farm ers; then  a t  i t s  h e ig h t. I  r e p lie d  th a t  
I  had a lre a d y  on my desk se v e ra l ch ap te rs  o f a 
s to ry  d ea lin g  w ith  farm l i f e  in  Iowa and the  
Grange, an e a r l i e r  a g r ic u l tu r a l  o rg an iz a tio n , 
and th a t  I  could undoubtedly b rin g  th i s  n a r ra t iv e  
down to  the  p re sen t day.32

A S po il of O ffic e , pub lished  in  The Arena, January-May, I 892,

r e f l e c t s  the dual s u b je c t- - th e  Iowa Grange and the  Kansas

Farm ers' A llian ce ; in d ic a te s  a confused purpose—tr u th  t e l l i n g

and propaganda; and a lto g e th e r  bears  out G arland 's  te n ta t iv e

S^Hamlin Garland, Roadside Meetings (New York: The
Macmillan Co., 1930), pp. i7 9 -l$ 0 .
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adm ission th a t  th i s  time was "a confused, w avering, e x p e r i­

m ental p e r io d ."33 D edicating  th e  book to  Howells, Garland 

c a lle d  i t  " th is  study  of the g re a t  Middle West, i t s  contem­

porary  l i f e  and lan d sc a p e ."3^

A S po il of O ffice  i s  the  s to ry  of the  am bitious young 

man from the provinces who r i s e s  through the  Iowa House of 

R ep resen ta tiv es  to  the  TJ. S. House of R ep resen ta tiv es  only 

to  become d is i l lu s io n e d  w ith  the  greed and p e t t in e s s  of the 

p o l i t i c a l  r u le r s ;  to  r e s i s t  the  s p o il  of o f f ic e  and p reserve 

h is  p r in c ip le s , he re tu rn s  to  th e  West to  a id  th e  A lliance  

Movement. The so c ie ty  to  which he a s p ire s  proves co rru p t so 

th a t  the  only environment conducive to  h is  id ea lism  i s  th a t  . 

o f the  downtrodden farm er. One o f the weaknesses of the  book 

as a "study" i s  th a t  Garland pushed h is  c e n tra l  c h a ra c te r  

through so many environments th a t  no f e e l in g  of the  r e a l i t y  

or determ ining  power of any environment i s  developed. In 

o rder to  avoid the  p ic tu re sq u e  e f f e c ts  which Garland a sso ­

c ia te d  w ith  s u p e r f ic ia l  t r a v e l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  he re so r te d  to  

such a c o n tra s t  as the  fo llow ing :

' The r u s t l e  of f la sh in g , b la d e - lik e  corn 
leav es , the v a s t c le a n -c u t mountainous clouds of 
June, thé shade of shimmering popple t r e e s ,  the 
w h is tle  of p lover and the s a i l in g  hawk do no t s a t ­
i s f y  the  man who fo llow s th e  corn-plow w ith  the  hot

S ^ Ib id ., p. I 8l .
•all

Hamlin Garland, A S poil o f O ffice : A S to ry  of the
Modern West (Boston: Arena P ub lish ing  Co., I 89Ô), d ed ica-
t io n  page.
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sun b ea tin g  down a l l  day upon h is  bent head and 
dusty  sh o u ld e rs . His p o in t o f view is  not th a t  
from the  hammock. He i s  no t out on a summer 
v a c a tio n . I f  he th in k s , he th in k s  b i t t e r  th in g s , 
and when he speaks h is  words a re  ap t to  be o a th s .35

But as Garland tra ced  Bradley T a lc o t t 's  abandoning of h is

n o rth e rn  Iowa farm country  to  ex e rc ise  h is  "m ysterious power

of self-developm ent"3^ in  law school, the s ta te  c a p i ta l ,

W ashington, and f in a l ly  Kansas, Garland became a kind of

to u r i s t  and could only s u b s t i tu te  moral outrage fo r  the

e q u a lly  s u p e r f ic ia l  p ic tu re sq u e . Although Garland described

t i r e d  farm ers and used-up fa rm ers ' w ives, no sense of the

in te ra c t io n  of environment and people i s  ever developed.

The main ch a ra c te rs  a re  as id e a liz e d  as any of G iss- 

in g 's  p lo t  c h a ra c te rs , B radley T a lc o tt  i s  f u l l  of hidden 

power which needs only a s e t  of id e a ls  in  o rder to  become 

a c t iv e .  Ida W ilbur, b e a u tifu l,  young Grange speaker, i s  the 

s u p p lie r  of th ese  id e a ls .  The education  of T a lc o tt  proceeds 

from Republican p ro tec tio n ism , through s in g le - ta x  and woman's 

r ig h ts  advocacy, to  the  a c t i v i s t  p o lic ie s  of Populism. Ap­

p a re n tly  one o f the  rewards of a r r iv in g  a t  the  t r u th  th a t  the  

poor of both  town and country  must u n ite  i s  m a r ita l  happ iness. 

T a lc o tt  s tru g g le s  throughout the novel to  win the love of Ida, 

only to  be met w ith  kind re b u ffs , but as soon as he agrees to  

work w ith  th e  Farm ers' A llian ce , Ida m arries him.

35 lb id ., p. 27 .

S^ibid.
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F a ilin g  to  be an adequate "study" o f the  West, the 

novel might be expected to  be an e f fe c t iv e  p iece of contem­

porary  propaganda. But the  means by which th e  poor can be 

helped a re  never p resen ted  except in  term s of r e je c t in g  "the 

s p o il  of o f f ic e "  in  the  lobbying c e n te rs  th a t  a re  s ta t e  and 

fe d e ra l  le g is la tu r e s  and of Jo in in g  the  A llian c e . The vague­

ness -of s tru c tu re ,  of c o n f l ic t ,  and of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  

re c u rs  in  the  vagueness of the s o lu tio n  o ffe red :

"Oh, the  pathos, the  tragedy  of i t  a l l I  
Nature i s  so good and generous, and men a re  so 
ig n o ran t and s e l f i s h .  Can i t  be remedied? I t  
must be rem edied. Every th in k in g , sym pathizing 
sou l must help  u s . "3'

G arlan d 's  f i r s t  published novel does no t even come up to  the

a r t i s t i c  standards ex h ib ited  by the  b e t te r  works in  the  lo c a l

c o lo r  t r a d i t io n .

Economically, s o c ia lly ,  and a r t i s t i c a l l y  G arland 's  

experiences as a young r e a l i s t  in  America a re  p re fe ra b le  to  

those  of G issing in  London. Garland experienced economic 

d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  but they  la s te d  a r e l a t iv e ly  sh o rt tim e. Gai*- 

land had h is  s o c ia l  fe e lin g s  of i n f e r io r i ty ,  bu t l i t e r a r y  

Boston—the Boston th a t  r e a l ly  counted fo r  him—was open to  

a young man from the  West. Unlike G issing , whose jo u rn a l is ­

t i c  e f f o r t s  appeared in  sm all non-paying r a d ic a l  papers or 

Russian jo u rn a ls , Garland soon found lu c ra t iv e  employment 

w ith  the  re sp ec ted , w id e ly -c irc u la te d  m agazines. Garland

3?Ibid., p. 377.
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as a n o v e l is t  never knew th e  r e s t r i c t io n s  imposed by any 

three-volum e requ irem en t. But th ese  American o p p o r tu n itie s , 

c rea ted  by the  e v e r- in c re a s in g  number o f m agazines, contained  

an a e s th e t ic  l im i ta t io n  a t  l e a s t  as harm ful to  the a r t i s t - -  

c e r ta in ly  to  the a r t i s t i c  a s p ir a t io n s  of G arland--as the 

th re e -d e ck e r  t r a d i t io n .  On th e  one s id e  was The Arena and 

l a t e r  the  le s s  h o n es tly  r a d ic a l  muckraking p e r io d ic a ls .  The 

a l te r n a t iv e s  to  propaganda and sen sa tio n a lism , o ffe red  to  

Garland " in  the  middle of th is  period  of u n re s t, o f v a c i l l a ­

t io n  between s o c ia l  reform  and f i c t i v e  a r t , w e r e  the 

A tla n tic  Monthly, H arp er's  Weekly, and Century Magazine, 

e d ite d  by Thomas B ailey  A ld rich , Henry M. Alden, and Richard 

Watson G ild e r. These men b e lieved  in  a r t ,  but A ld rich  and 

Alden deserve, w ith  G ilder, W a lc u tt 's  e p i th e t  o f "ap o s tle  of 

the g en te e l t r a d i t i o n . T h e y  were sym pathetic w ith  the  

r e a l i s t s '  d e s ire  fo r  t r u th ,  but they , fe e l in g  th e i r  respon­

s i b i l i t i e s  to  the  mass audience, thought th a t  t r u th  should 

r e f l e c t  th e  refinem en t o f t h e i r  aud ience.

Garland was e la te d  when G ilder accepted a n o v e le tte ,  

01 ' P ap 's  F laxen, and published  i t  in  March-May, 1892 . But 

th a t  G i ld e r 's  way was as dangerous to  t r u th  as F lo w er's  way 

was to  a r t  i s  ap p aren t, except to  Garland a t  the  time o f w rit-

S^Garland, Roadside M eetings, p. 183 .

39w alcutt, p . 53 .

^^P izer, G arlan d 's  E arly  Work and C areer, p. 69, de­
velops th i s  a n t i t h e s i s .
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ing  Roadside M eetings, In  a l e t t e r  from G lid e r:

" I  th in k  I f ,  w ithout making the  s to ry  too 
I n a r t l s t l c a l l y  po in ted , you could s e t  i n  those  Ideas 
which you have expressed to  me In  your l e t t e r .  I t  
would d ig n ify  and make more u se fu l the  r e a l ly  very 
s t r ik in g  p ic tu re  o f l i f e  which you have p re sen ted .
I f  you w il l  do th i s  and l e t  me see th e  s to ry  again ,
I  s h a l l  he g re a t ly  obliged  to  you.

"I must t e l l  you what em barrasses me In  
s to r ie s  of th i s  s o r t .  As you know, th e  newspaper . 
p ress  nowadays Is  v u lg a r iz in g . I t  n o t only ex­
p resses  the v u lg a r ity  of the American masses but 
In c reases  l t - - t h a t  I s ,  to  a la rg e  e x te n t .  Every 
decent mah and woman. Inc lud ing  many newspaper men, 
d ep reca tes  th i s  co n d itio n  of th in g s . Now I f  we 
p r in t  too many s to r ie s  which a re  f u l l  o f the kind 
of language which should not be used, we seem to  
many persons to  be con tinu ing  th e  work of v u lg a r iz a ­
t io n .  On the  o th e r  hand we value c o r re c t p ic tu re s  
o f l l f e - - o f  even p re t ty  common l l f e - - a n d  the  conse­
quence Is  we a re  g iv in g  an undue p ro p o rtio n , p o ssib ly , 
of d ia le c t  f i c t i o n .  People who a re  t ry in g  to  b rin g  
up th e i r  c h ild re n  w ith  refinem ent, and to  keep th e i r  
own and th e i r  c h i ld re n 's  language pure and c lean , 
very  n a tu r a l ly  a re  Jealous of the  In flu en ce  of a . 
m ag az lh e --esp ec la lly  of the Century Magazlne- - ln  
th i s  re sp e c t.

"Here Is  r e a l ly  a predicam ent, and fe e lin g  
th a t  predicam ent, we a t  le a s t  th in k  a d ia le c t  s to ry — 
e s p e c ia l ly  of th i s  k ind, where 'youp ' Is  used fo r  
yes, fo r  example, and where a l l  s o r ts  o f vulgarism s 
occu r--shou ld  very  s tro n g ly  re p re se n t I t s e l f  before 
being sen t In to  alm ost every c u lt iv a te d  household 
In the  United S ta te s  I Had you thought of the  mat­
t e r  In  th i s  connection? I  am very f a r  from w ishing 
to  go to  an extreme i n  the o th e r  d i r e c t io n —lo rd s  
arid la d le s - - b u t  I  th in k  we should no t go to  an ex­
treme Iri th i s  d i r e c t io n .

Whether the  t r u th  seeker who In s is te d  th a t  "Both drama and
h Q

novel w il l  be c o llo q u ia l"  and th a t  l i t e r a t u r e  must be 

^^Garland, Roadside M eetings, pp. I 82- I 83 .
ho

Garland, Crumbling Idols , p.
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deraocratic^^ could c a l l  t h i s  a "■wholesome lesson"^^  in  I 892 

i s  no t known, but re p re s s iv e  as th i s  e d i to r i a l  p o licy  may be 

f o r  re a lism , G ild e r 's  s t r e s s  upon a r t  r a th e r  than  propaganda 

was one of th e  fa c to rs  th a t  made A L i t t l e  Norsk o r 01 ' P ap 's  

F laxen th e  b e s t  of th e  fo u r novels Garland published  in  1892 .

Using th e  s e t t in g  o f Boomtown, Garland c rea ted  a 

c h a ra c te r  s tudy  o f two hom esteaders and t h e i r  adopted daugh­

t e r ,  whose p a ren ts  have been k i l le d  by a Dakota w in te r . The 

c e n tr a l  c o n f l ic t  i s  between the  g i r l ' s  d e s ire  to  escape from 

th e  re p re s s iv e  lo n e lin e s s  of the  farm and th e  men's po ssessiv e  

long ing  fo r  h e r company, com plicated by the  g rad u a l change of 

a t t i t u d e  of B ert G earheart from p a te rn a l to  amorous. Both 

th e  beauty  and th e  h o rro r  of th e  environm ent a re  made r e a l :

The heavy-headed g ra in  and ru s s e t  g rass  
w rithed  and sw irled  as i f  in  agony, and dashed 
h igh  in  waves o f green  and yellow . The co rn -leav es  
had ro l le d 'u p  in to  long cords l ik e  th e  la sh e s  of 
a whip, and b ea t them selves in to  t a t t e r s  on th e  dry , 
smooth sp o t t h e i r  blows had made beneath  them; they  
seemed ready  to  tu rn  to  flame in  the  p i t i l e s s ,  
f u r n a c e - l i k e 'b l a s t . Everywhere in  th e  a i r  was a 
s i lv e r -w h ite ,  im palpable m is t, which gave to  th e  
c lo u d le ss  sky a w h itish  c a s t .  The g l i t t e r i n g  g u lls  
were th ë 'ô n ly " l iv in g  th in g s  th a t  d id  no t move l i s t -  
le s s r y “and ''d id  ho t long fo r  r a in .  They soared and 
swdopedy e x u lt in g  in  th e  sounding wind; now throw ­
ing  them selves upon i t ,  l ik e  a swimmer, then

^3pbr Garland and many o th e rs  o f th i s  p e r io d ', ''th is  ‘ 
seéms 'tô “mean''th a t  l i t e r a t u r e  was both  about and in tended  fo r  
th e  m a s s e s ^ 'b u f th e re  i s  much u n c e r ta in ty  on th e  whole m atte r 
e x h ib i te d ,by Garland in  h is  comments.

2 i  2 i  -
G arland, Roadside M eetings, p. 182.
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d a r t in g  upward w ith  m iraculous ease , to  d ip  again  
in to  th e  sh in in g , h is s in g , tum ultuous waves o f the
g ra s s . 5

The c o n tra s t  between the  happy freedom of th e  b ird s  and th e  

d ep ress io n  o f the farm ers, su ffe r in g  from h ea t and th e  knowl­

edge of economic lo s s ,  i s  made v iv id  in  th e  above passage 

w ithout r e s o r t in g  to  the  m elodram atic e x p lic i tn e s s  o f the 

fo llow ing ;

And a l l  n ig h t long th e  b la s t in g  wind, sweep­
ing  th e  sea of icy  sands, h issed  and howled around 
th e  l i t t l e  sod cabin  l ik e  s u r f  b ea tin g  on a ha lf-su n k en  
ro ck . The Wind and the.snow  and th e  darkness pos­
sessed  th e  p la in ; and Cold (whose o th e r  name i s  Death) 
was king of th e  h o r r ib le  c a rn iv a l .  I t  seemed as though 
morning and su n lig h t could n o t come again , so ab so lu te  
was th e  sway o f n ig h t and d ea th .

But d e sp ite  a l l  o f th e  r e a l i s t i c  d e s c r ip tio n , the  novel r e ­

mains a c h a ra c te r  study in  which environment i s  sim ply a 

background. The in te ra c t io n  between c h a ra c te r  and en v iro n ­

ment i s  s u p e r f ic ia l :  i t  ages Pap, Anson Wood; i t s  lo n e lin e s s

makes G earheart d i s s a t i s f i e d ;  i t s  p ro v in c ia lism  makes Flaxen 

seek a more v i t a l  w orld. But th e  p r in c ip le  o f s e le c t io n  fo r  

even t, the  d e te rm in a tiv e  fo rce  o f the  s tru c tu r e ,  i s  p lo t— 

the  s to ry  of th e  young g i r l  seeking  fu lf i l lm e n t  in  the  c i ty ,  

making a m istake in  m arriage, and f in a l ly  f in d in g  what she 

i s  seeking in  th e  boy back home, in  th i s  case G earheart, who 

jo in s  her in  th e  c i ty  fo r  the  p re sc rib ed  happy ending. As in

^Hamlin Garland, A L i t t l e  Norsk o r 01 ' P ap 's  Flaxen 
(New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1892) , pp. I I 5- I I 6 .

Ib id .,  pp. 20-21.
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Zury, environment and p lo t a re  never fused in  any e f fe c t iv e  

manner.

The novel co n ta in s many f in e  scenes, and Garland 

m aintained s u f f ic ie n t  o b je c t iv i ty  to  avoid excessive  s e n t i ­

m en ta lity , bu t th e  th re e  c e n tra l  c h a ra c te rs  a re  a l l  good, and 

the  v i l l a i n ,  K endall, whom Flaxen m arries , i s  a l l  bad. One 

of G arlan d 's  v e rses  serves as ep igraph; th ese  a re  th e  c lo s in g  

l in e s ;

God ! What a power Is  In  th e  wind I 
I  la y  my cheek to  the. cabin  s id e  
To f e e l  th e  w eight of h is  g ia n t hands-- 
A speck, a f ly  In  the  b la s t in g  t id e  
Of stream ing, p i t i l e s s .  Icy  sands;
A s in g le  h e a r t w ith  I t s  fe e b le  b e a t- -  
A mouse In  the  l i o n 's  th r o a t - -  
A swimmer a t  s e a --a  sunbeam's mote .
In th e  grasp  of a tem pest of h a l l  and s le e t

Garland may have Intended to  use th e  environment of Dakota 

T e r r i to ry  as the  wind of the  poem; however, the  fo rc e s  d e te r ­

mining the  a c tio n s  of the  c h a ra c te rs  a re  In h eren t t r a i t s  of 

p e rso n a lity , no t e x te rn a l environm ent. The t r a d i t io n  to  

which A L i t t l e  Norsk belongs Is  no t th a t  of the experim ental 

s tudy; r a th e r  I t  I s  a good lo c a l  co lo r novel Juxtaposing  an 

old p lo t and a r e a l i s t i c  s e t t in g .

The o th e r two novels published In  I 892 p re sen t sp e c ia l 

problems because they  were f i r s t  w r itte n  as p lays and, proving 

unplayable, then expanded In to  n o v e ls . Almost a l l  c r i t i c s  

agree th a t  Jason Edwards Is  "G arland 's  c lo s e s t  approach to

^'^Ibld., p. 111.



224

ilRn a tu ra lism ,"  Both Knight and Taylor f e e l  th a t  the  h asty  

conversion  from dram atic to  novel form caused th e  weakness 

of th e  n o v e l,^9 but I  th in k  th a t  i t s  i n i t i a l  form as p lay  

g ains fo r  th e  novel whatever o b je c t iv i ty  i t  po ssesses , thus 

c o n tr ib u tin g  as much as the  new su b je c t m a tte r o f th e  c i ty  

to  th e  n o v e l 's  being c la s s i f ie d  as n a t u r a l i s t i c .  But th a t  

th e  p lay  Under the  Wheel (pub lished  1890) and th e  hovel were 

published  by the Arena P ub lish ing  Company in d ic a te s  th a t  the  

o b je c tiv e  e f f e c t  i s  sim ply a m a tte r  of om ission o f comments 

by th e  au th o r, no t any r e a l  o b je c t iv i ty  toward c h a ra c te rs  

or v a lu es .

S tru c tu ra l ly  Jason Edwards ; An Average. Man i s  as 

t i g h t ly  planned as Moore's A Mummer's W ife. Jason Edwards 

i s  d iv ided  in to  two p a r ts ,  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  e s ta b lis h in g  the  

environment of Boston slum and fa c to ry  and th e  second p re ­

se n tin g  the  eq u a lly  re p re s s iv e  environment of Boomtown,

Dakota T e rr i to ry , and th e  surrounding c o u n try sid e . Caught in  

th e  economic fo rces  of both environm ents, Jason Edwards i s  

d estro y ed . A hnebrink 's comparison of G arlan d 's  d e s c r ip tio n s  

o f Boston w ith  those  of P a ris  in  L'Assommoir^^ ig  suggestive  

although  not conclusive , but re g a rd le s s  of in flu en ce ,’ Garland 

made s t r e e t ,  home, and f a c to ry  v iv id .

^®Ahnebrink, p. 8 3 . 

^^Knight, pp. 60-6 1 . 

^^Ahnebrink, pp. 238-246.
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I t  was about f iv e  o 'c lo c k  of a s t i f l i n g  hot 
day bn P leasan t Avenue. I ro n ic a l ly  b i t t e r ,  th e  name 
of the s t r e e t  seemed now, l ik e  many an o th er o ld -tim e 
name in  Boston.

The sun had gone out o f i t ,  but the  h ea t 
s t i l l  pulsed from the  pavements and breathed  from 
the  doors and open windows of the fo u r - s to ry  b r ic k  
and wooden b u ild in g s , r i s in g  l ik e  so lid  w alls  on 
each s id e  o f th e  stream  of human l i f e  which f i l l e d  
th e  crevaSse w ith  i t s  slow motion.

C h ild ren , ragged, d i r ty ,  half-naked  and 
fe ro c io u s , swarmed up and down th e  fu rn a c e - lik e  
s t r e e t , ■swore and screamed in  h ig h -p itch ed , un­
n a tu r a l ,  an im a l-lik e  v o ices , from which a l l  
c h i ld is h  music was l o s t .  Frowzy women walked 
w ith  a 'g a i t  o f u t t e r  w eariness , aged women, bent 
and w ithered , and young women soon to  b rin g  o th e r 
mouths and tongues and hands in to  t h i s  f r ig h t f u l  
s tru g g le , s tra g g le d  along the  sidew alks, laden 
w ith  p a rc e ls , p i t i f u l l y  sm all, f i l l e d  w ith  food.

 O ther women and old people leaned from the
open windows to  g e t a b re a th  o f c o o le r a i r ,  frowns 
o f pain  on th e i r  fa c e s , w hile in  narrow rooms fo u l 
and crowded, in v a lid s  to r tu re d  by the  deafening  
scrëam's' ô f th e  c h ild re n , and the  thunder of passing  
teams and c a rs , and unable to  reach  the window to  
escape th e  s u ffo c a tin g  h ea t and sm ell o f th e  cook­
in g / tu r n e d  to  the  w a llt  dumbly praying fo r  death  
to  end th e i r  s u f fe r in g .

Although th i s  passage i s  c e r ta in ly  no example of f a c t  fo r  

f a c t 's  sake. Garland does r e f r a in  from m ora liz ing , does 

fu rn is h  a concre te  p ic tu re , and does make the  in te ra c t io n  

of environment and c h a ra c te r  obvious. D is tru s tin g  th e  de­

s c r ip t io n  to  c a rry  i t s  own e f f e c t  to  the re ad e r. Garland 

sometimes d ire c te d  the  r e a d e r 's  response through th e  thoughts 

o f one of the c h a ra c te rs :

 ' “HêTsèëraed to  see more of the hideous fu tu re
of th ese  people, th ese  young people born fo r  a

5lHamlin G arland, Jason Edwards: An Average Man
(New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1Ü07), pp. 24-25.
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p riso n  o r 'a  b ro th e l in  so many c a se s . How long 
cân th i s  d isea se  go on in te n s ify in g , he though t.
H é 'stopped a moment, and looked a t  i t  a l l  w ith  a 
sudden- sweep of the eye, a h o t, unwholesome a l le y ,  
p o iso n - ta in te d , v ic e - in fe c te d .  He thought o f the  
m iles o f : such s t r e e t s  in  Boston, a s t r e e t  alm ost 
ty p ic a l '.  'B oston  was predom inantly of th i s  g en era l 
c h a ra c te r , as he w ell knew. The r e a l  Boston does 
not g e t i t s e l f  photographed and sen t about the
co u n try . 52

E ntry  in to  ah apartm ent house o r èven an in d iv id u a l a p a r t ­

ment o f fe rs  l i t t l e  escape from th e  h o rro rs  of the  s t r e e t .

 They tu rned  in  l a s t  a t  one of th e  c a v e -lik e
a p e r tu re s ' opening upon the  narrow walk, and passed 
in to  â ' h à l l ' which led  s t r a ig h t  through to  the 
fo u l-sm e llin g  yard and a l le y  behind.

There were two fa m ilie s  on each f lo o r ,  and 
as the doors were open, the  sm ells of cooking food 
were mingled in to  the  in d e sc rib a b le  hot s te n c h --  
b b ile d 'b e e f , onions, cabbage, f r ie d  pork and the  
s m e ll ' o f v i le  c o f fe e . Babies were equaling  / s i c ? , 
Ibud-vbioed'women, w orried w ith  t h e i r  ca res  and , 
bad-tempered from w eariness, were sco ld in g  and 
slapp ing  the  c h ild re n  who ran  in  and out w ith  a _ 
p rod ig ious c l a t t e r ,  and sh riek in g  and s q u a ll in g .53

The room they  en tered  was the  usual l iv in g  
room of the average mechanic, except th a t  i t  had a 
c a rp e t 'a n d  a piano, as i f  i t  had la id  claim  to  the 
name of p a r lo r .  But th e  ta b le ,  p a r t ly  spread fo r  
supper; to ld  th a t  i t  was a lso  the  d in in g  room. The 
fu rn itu re 'w a s  of very, humble s o r t ,  and was a pecu­
l i a r  m ixture o f o ld -fash ioned  p ieces and bargains 
a t  th e  shoddy fu rn i tu re  ÿooms of the  c i ty .

 ' 'The c a rp e t on the  f lo o r  was b r ig h t- c o lo r e d . '
T h e 'c u r ta in s  were very n ea t and c lean , an^ the  whole 
e f f e c f w a s 'o f  t a s t e f u l  economy, but no t c tm fo r t . '.
Thé windows'of the  s id e , the only windows, looked 
o u t 'u p ô n 'ân ô th ë r s im ila r  tenem ent, ac ro ss  a harrow ' 
d isc  Æ i c / , s t r e e t ,  along which boomed and thundered 
passing  teams loaded w ith  heavy p la te s  o f iro n , or 
w ith  Immense flap p in g  loads o f lum ber. Venders of

s ^ ib id . ,  pp.. 90- 91 .

53lb id . ,  p. 28.
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f r ü i f were c ry in g  lo u d ly  and unm usically . I t  was 
very  c lo se  and unwholesome, and Reeves drew a sigh  
of pain  as  he glanced about th e  room as A lice s a t  . 
down on the  piano s to o l  in  a m ed ita tiv e  p o s itio n .

From th e  in secu re  t id in e s s  o f h is  home, Jason Edwards passes

through even worse environments to  a r r iv e  a t  the  foundry a t

which he works.

As Edwards looked in  a t  th e  foundry door on 
h is  way back, about f iv e  o 'c lo c k , men were "pouring".
I t  was'a'grewsom e / s i c 7  s ig h t .  With grimy, sooty  
s h ir ts ," o p e n  a t  th e  th ro a t ,  in  a tem perature of 
deadly  h e a t, they  to i le d  l ik e  demons. There was 
little ■ h u m a n ity  in  t h e i r  fa c e s , as the  d azz lin g  
m etal threw  a d u ll  red glow on them.

"Here and th e re , w ith  warning shou ts , they  
ran , ben t l ik e  gnomes, w ith  pots o f sh in in g , 
flam e-cb lb red  l iq u id  l ig h t in g  th e i r  grimy fa c e s .
Here to i le d ' two s ta lw a r t  fe llo w s, w ith  a huge pot 
between them: w ith  hoarse shouts they drew up be­
s id e  a huge f la s k "  o r m oulding-box. The skimmer 
pushed away th e  s la g , the  ra d ia n t m etal leaped out 
and down in to  th e  sand, sending sp u rts  o f yellow -b lue 
flame out o f a hundred c re v ic e s .

There was a man ca lk in g  th e  nex t f la s k  w ith  
wet sand. He paid no a t te n t io n  to  th e  pot o f deadly  
l iq u id ,  which passed c lo se  enough to  singe h is  h a i r .
A l i t t l e  f u r th e r  on, ano ther man was knocking o f f  
th é  clamps th a t  held  th e  f la s k  to g e th e r . Everywhere 
was h e a t, th e  sm ell of burning wood, gases, steam^' 
and the  s ig h t  o f leap in g , exploding, sh iny  m e ta l.55

In t h i s  f in a l  scene, as w ell as th e  o th e rs , the  documentary

method i s  ap p a ren t. This dangerous, repugnant, p erverse

world has trapped  Jason Edwards and h is  fam ily .

But the  r e a l  tra p  i s  not p h y sica l v io len ce  o r even 

the  moral d eg rad a tio n  o f the environm ent; i t  i s  the  economic 

fo rces  a t  work; Rent and food p r ic e s  go up and wages go down.

5^1b id ., pp. 29-30.

5 5 lb id .,  pp. 76-7 7 .
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The v i l l a in s  a re  the owners of apartm ent and fa c to ry , an un­

defined  "they" to  Jason Edwards.

"H a in 't they  got no mercy, th ese  human 
wolves? H a in 't  i t  a l l  I  can stand  now? Look a t  
i t  I" he c r ie d , f l in g in g  h is  hand out toward the 
w a ll. ■ "Look a t  th i s  tenem ent—h o t te r ,  sh ab b ie r, 
r o t te h e r - -b u t  r e n t  must go up . . .  . Jenn ie , 
c h ild re n , I  d o n 't  know what w e 're  g o in ' to  do.
I  d o n 't 's e e  w h at's  cornin', bu t w e 're  b e in ' squeezed 
ou t, t h a t 's  s u re ."

The means of escape is  alm ost mythic in  i t s  s im p lic i ty - -

go West.

................."Free land i s  where they  a i n ' t  no lan d lo rd s
an ' ho r e n t , " sa id  her f a th e r .  "Where they  a i n ' t  
no r ic h  and no poor. Where they  a i n ' t  no bosses an ' 
no se rv a n ts . Where people d o n 't  l iv e  a l l  cooped up 
in  dens l ik e  t h i s .  Where they  r a i s e  such corn as 
t h a t ."  Here he u n ro lled  a gaudy p o s te r , which showed 
a bunch of re sp len d en t, enormous e a rs  of co rn . "Where 
people:have homes of th e i r  own, and cows, and t r e e s ,  
arid brooks f u l l  o ' t r o u t  ru n n in ' by l ik e  t h i s , "  he 
ended d isp lay in g  a p o s te r , on which was an a l lu r in g  
p ic tu re  o f-a  farm house w ith  a broad r iv e r  in  the 
backgrburid, on which a boat f lo a te d  id ly ,  co n ta in in g  
two women, presumably the  fa rm e r 's  w ife and d augh ter.
The farm er h im self in  the  foreground was sea ted  on 
a s e lf -b in d in g  re ap e r, ho ld ing  th e  r e in s  over an 
abnorm ally s le e k  and prancing p a ir  of h o rse s . He 
wore a f in e  kossu th  h a t and a s tan d in g  c o l la r ,  and 
h is  s h i r t  was im m aculate. A deer was looking  a t  
him (w ith pardonable c u r io s i ty )  from a neighboring  
w ood-lot. I t  was th e  id e a l farm er, and the  farm of 
th e  land-bpomer and the  s e l f - g lo r i f y in g  American
new spaper.57

With h igh  hopes fo r  th e  f i r s t  time s in ce  he a t ta in e d  manhood, 

Jason Edwards t r a v e ls  w ith  h is  fam ily  to  Dakota.

T hree .years  have passed w ith  th e  opening of the  second

5G lb id ., p. 53.

57Ibid., pp. 61-62.



229

s e c tio n  o f th e  n o v e l. The g re a t dream has been rep laced  by 

th e  r e a l i t y  o f a summer on the p r a i r i e :

I t  was ho t in  the  town, i t  was f r ig h t f u l  on 
th e  p r a i r i e ,  bare o f t r e e s  as a d e s e r t .  The eyes 
found ho p lace  to  r e s t  from the  h o t, brazen g la re  
o f e v e ry th in g —th e  g ra ss , the  g ra in , the  sky . There 
was a b s o lu te ly  no f re s h  green  th in g  to  be seen, no 
cool g l in t  of w ater, no p lea san t shade--on ly  a 
rad ian t,"m ock ing , s i n i s t e r  sky, flacked  w ith  th e  ,. 
w hite bodies of th e  g u lls  th a t  rose  and f e l l .
Swooped and c ir c le d  in  th e  b laz in g  a i r .  The farm ­
e rs  to i le d  a t  t h e i r  scan ty  crops o f hay, and eyed 
the  sky w ith  p rayers  and cu rses  a l te r n a t in g  on th e i r  
l i p s .  Every year a t  t h i s  same da te  those  b lig h tin g  
winds had' blown.

 Bare on th e  immense p la in  stood the  unpainted
wooden s h a n tie s , unshaded and u n sh e lte red , th e  sun 
b ea tin g  down upon them w ith  the  same m erc ile ss  
s e v e r i ty  th e  m ariners t e l l  o f in  the  t ro p ic  se a s .
Like à boat becalmed on a ru s s e t  sea, each l i t t l e  
hu t parched and cracked and grew odorous in  the 
t e r r i f i c  h e a t .

The wind was r i s in g ,  but i t  had no m oisture 
in  i t ,  no co o ln ess; i t  was l ik e  the wind from a f u r ­
nace. I t  ap p a lled  th e  s tra n g e r , and even to  those  
fa m il ia r  With i t ,  i t  brought t e r r o r .  As th e  men 
stopped in  th e  f ie ld s  and leaned on th e i r  fo rk s  and 
tu rriéd " th e i r  th robb ingnfaces to  i t s  sweep, i t  
brought sm all r e l i e f . 5°

The h ea t and th e  d e sp a ir  a re  the  same as th a t  in  P leasan t 

Avenue. One d if fe re n c e  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t :  now every member of

th e  fam ily , no t ju s t  Jason, i s  coarsened by la b o r . The eco­

nomic oppresso r has taken  on a  name: he i s  Judge B aiser, land

agen t, who gave Edwards h is  cho ice—pay ten  d o l la r s  an acre  

fo r  land or go t h i r t y  m iles from the  r a i l r o a d  fo r  f re e  lan d . 

The s to rek eep e r ex p la in s  th i s  freedom: "A man once jumped

overboard because he wanted to .  I t  was a f re e  cho ice—only

58Ib id . ,  pp. 1 3 2 - 1 3 3 .
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the  sh ip  was on f i r e - - t h a t 's  about as much f re e  choice as 

Edwards had ."^^  The Judge holds the  mortgage and demands 

payment of the  in t e r e s t ,  d e sp ite  re c u rre n t crop f a i lu r e s .

Jason sums up h is  l i f e :

"My l i f e  i s  a f a i l u r e - - !  d o n 't  know why.
D on 't seem 's  i f  i t  was my f a u l t .  I  know i t  a i n ' t  
yours, m other. F i f ty  years  o f w ork--an ' here  we 
bel I 'v e  worked every w ell day of my l i f e  s in ce  I  
was ten  years  o ld ; we've worked e a r ly  and l a t e ,  an ' 
pinched an ' saved. I  never was a d r in k e r , we a i n ' t  
had the  n e c e s s i t ie s  of l i f e - - r e n t  went up an ' fu e l  
went up, an ' wages went down--an' here  we are ."°®

However, the  West i s  d i f f e r e n t  from Boston in  an o th er way:. 

J a so n 's  f ig h t  i s  no longer a g a in s t sim ply economic e n t r e ­

preneurs  but a lso  th e  im personal fo rce s  o f n a tu re . The 

p ray ed -fo r clouds a r r iv e ,  but in s te a d  o f r a in ,  they  b rin g  

w heat-destroy ing  h a i l .  Jason has a s tro k e , p a ra ly z in g  h is  

le g s .  "L ife  had brought him n o th in g --d e a th  had no t e r r o r .

In  t h i s  concre te  p o r tra y a l  o f th e  crush ing  fo rces  of 

economic e x p lo i ta t io n  in  two c o n tra s te d  but e s s e n t ia l ly  

s im ila r  environm ents. Garland achieved the  e f f e c t  of p re se n t­

ing economic determ inism  aided by im personal n a tu ra l  fo rc e s . 

Before F red erick  Jackson Turner read h is  famous paper in  1893, 

Garland had d ra m a tic a lly  p resen ted  th e  c lo s in g  of th e  American 

f r o n t i e r  w ith  i t s  consequent d e s tru c t io n  of th e  American dream.

59 lb id . ,  p . 103 .

G°I b id . ,  p. 165 .

^^Ib id .,  p. 212.
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G arlan d 's  a ttem p t to  g ive h is  study b read th  depends 

upon those  techn iques common to  th e  French n a tu r a l i s t s  and 

th e i r  E ng lish  Im ita to r s .  S l ig h tly  awkwardly, Garland I n t r o ­

duced c h a ra c te rs  In  both e a s te rn  and w estern environm ents to  

show the  u n iv e r s a l i ty  o f e f f e c t  of the  fo rces  a t  work and 

th e  v a r ie ty  o f response p o s s ib le . In  Boston, Mike, th e  

Irishm an, has l o s t  h is  Job due to  o v er-p roduction ; Berg, th e  

German, f e e ls  he has f le d  from p o l i t i c a l  p e rsecu tio n  only  to  

f in d  a worse form In  th e  economic p e rsecu tio n  of Boston.

In  Dakota, a number o f owners of mortgaged farms a re  p re ­

sen ted , the  most s t a r t l i n g  being Charley Severson who, on 

th e  way to  the  t r a in  which w il l  take  him to  the  asylum, raves 

o f h is  expected r ic h e s .  This Is  m elodram atic/ perhaps, but 

I t  adds Irony to  th e  comment on th e  American dream which th e  

s tru c tu re  makes.

The b a s ic  s tru c tu re  of Jason Edwards, which I  have 

o u tlin e d , could have made I t  th e  most po in ted  American novel 

o f s o c ia l  p ro te s t  y e t w r itte n , but l ik e  G issing , Garland was 

too unsure of h is  form, too Insecure In  h is  ld e a s - -o r  perhaps 

too su re  of them—to  allow  th is  p lo t le s s  s tru c tu re  to  stand  

a lo n e . Even more c le a r ly  than  In any G issing novel, th e  p lo t 

c h a ra c te rs  of t h i s  novel seem d is ru p tiv e  ex crescences. Gar­

land ap p a ren tly  f e l t  he. needed W alter Reeves as a spokesman,

^^G arland 's  In s e c u r ity  w ith  th i s  a ttem pt a t  panoram­
ic  s tru c tu re  Is  seen In  a fu n c tlo n le s s  h in t  th a t  Berg loves 
A lice Edwards, thus lin k in g  him w ith  the  p lo t  as w ell as the  
environm ent.

i
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and to  l in k  W alter to  th e  su b je c t of th e  novel, th e  d e s tru c -  

t io n  of Jason Edwards, he needed A lice Edwards fo r  him to  be 

in  love w ith .

Garland attem pted to  make Reeves something more com­

plex  than simple spokesman fo r  th e  au th o r by d esc rib in g  h is  

r i s e  from young man from th e  p rov inces to  lead in g  c i ty  

J o u rn a l is t  and by tra c in g  the  growth of h is  s o c ia l  con­

sc ie n c e . The fo llow ing  i s  a summation of Reeves' e a r ly  

p o s it io n ;

"The a i r  i s  f u l l  o f r e v o l t  a g a in s t th in g s  
as they  a re .  I  d o n 't  know why, something has brought 
them up. H ere 's  something I  wrote stan d in g  on 
Brooklyn Bridge th e  o th e r day, looking  down on New 
York. 'Over me swung and surged those  g ia n t cab les , 
etched a g a in s t the  sky d e l ic a te  as cobwebs. Under 
my f e e t  th a t  marvel of man, the  b ridge  i t s e l f .  I  
stood th e re  looking down on th a t  la v a - l ik e  flood  of 
b rick s  and m ortar c a lle d  New Ÿork, cracked and 
seamed and p ile d  in to  hideous forms, w ithout grace 
or charm. I  saw men ru sh in g  to  and f ro  th e re  in  
those  gloomy scenes, l ik e  a n ts  in  the  s c o ria  of a 
volcano. I  saw pale  women sewing in  dens reek ing  
w ith  p e s tile n c e  and th robb ing  w ith  h e a t.  I  saw 
myriads of homes where the  children could p lay  only 
on the  ro o f or in  the  s t r e e t .  Whole co lo n ies  of 
hopeless s e t t l e r s ,  s ix ty  f e e t  from th e  pavement.
And I  sa id , man has invented  a thousand new ways of 
producing w ealth , bu t no t one fo r  p ro p erly  d i s ­
t r ib u t in g  i t .  I  d o n 't  understand the  problem , but 
i t  must be so lved . Somebody w i l l  so lve i t . ' " o 3

Although Reeves c h a ra c te r iz e s  th e  f i r s t  speech by Henry

George which he hears as "the f in e  spun th e o r ie s  of a dreamer. «64

GSGarland, Jason Edwards, p. 84. 

% b i d . ,  p. 84.
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by th e  time he appears in  Boomtown a t  the beginning of P a rt I I  

o f th e  novel, he i s  a confirmed s in g le - ta x  advocate . I t  i s  

Reeves' fu n c tio n  to  sum up th e  meanings to  be drawn from the 

n a r r a t iv e .  F i r s t  th e re  i s  Jason Edwards as average man caught 

in  an economic t r a p ;  " 'H e 's  a h e ro ! ' exclaimed Reeves, w ith  

k in d lin g  eyes. 'He has fought h e ro ic a l ly .  No b a t t l e  can 

t e s t  th e  courage o f a man so much as th i s  end less  s tru g g le  

a g a in s t th e  in ju s t ic e s  o f the  w orld—th i s  s i l e n t ,  c e a se le ss  

war a g a in s t hunger and c o ld . '" ^ ^  There i s  a lso  the  theme of 

th e  im p erso n a lity  of n a tu re :

S i t t in g  by Æ dw ardsV  s id e . Reeves f e l t  again  
th e  fo rce  o f N a tu re 's  fo rg e tfu ln e s s  o f man. She 
n e i th e r  loves nor h a te s . Her storm s have hb regard  
fo r  l i f e .  Her sm iling  calms do no t recognize  d ea th . 
Sometimes her storm s co incide  w ith  d ea th , sometimes 
her calms run p a r a l le l  to  men's d e s ir e s .  She knows 
n o t, and ca res  no th in g .

And f in a l ly  th e re  i s  the  s ta tem en t, ap p aren tly  fo r  those  who

missed th e  s u b t i t l e  of the  novel, which g ives the  u n iv e rsa l

a p p lic a t io n  to  th e  s to ry  of Jason Edwards:

" I  d o n 't  suppose ^ d w a r d ^  ever knew freedom from 
c a re —few of us do. Our whole in fe rn a l  c i v i l i z a ­
t io n  i s  a s tru g g le .  We a re  l ik e  h u n te rs  clim bing 
a p e rp en d icu la r  c l i f f ,  a bo ttom less g u lf  below, 
c lin g in g  w ild ly  to  t in y  ro o ts  and c re v ic e s , and
to i l i n g  upward, eyes f ix ed  on the  green and a l l u r ­
ing slopes above. We s t r a in  and s t r iv e ,  now s l i p ­
p ing, now g a in in g , w hile our h a ir  w hitens w ith  the 
agony o f our aching , f a i l in g  m uscles. One by one 
we give up and f a l l  w ith  a curse or groan, but the  
o th e rs  keep on, not d arin g  to  look down. There i s

G ^ ib id ., p. 210.

^ ^ I b id .,  el. 1 8 2 .
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no r e s t  from the  fe a r  of f a l l ,  save In  th e  b lack  
depths below. Graham, th e  most o f us w il l  never 
know what r e s t  i s . I t  makes me savage to  th in k  
of men l ik e  Edwards to l l in g  a l l  t h e i r  l iv e s  to  
d ie  a t  s ix ty ,  unrewarded and u n s a tis f ie d ." o 7

The c e n tra l  weakness of th e  novel Is  r e f le c te d  by the  u n fo r­

tu n a te  choice of we as p o in t o f view h ere ; W alter Reeves has 

ap p a ren tly  reached the  " a llu r in g  s lopes above" and gained 

le is u r e  w ithout undue s tru g g le  because of In h eren t t a le n ts  

and "level-headed"^®  c h a ra c te r .

In  a d d itio n  to  h is  fu n c tio n  as spokesman. Reeves Is  

p ro ta g o n is t In  th e  love s to ry  which runs through the  novel and 

o fte n  smothers the  s to ry  o f Jason Edwards and h is  environm ent. 

Reeves loves A lice , th e  flow er which grew from such unpromis­

ing s o i l  to  become ta le n te d  m usician and new. Independent 

woman. The clim ax of the  f i r s t  s e c tio n  Is  d iv e r te d  from 

Ja so n 's  d e c is io n  to  go West to  A lic e 's  d e c is io n  between love 

fo r  Reeves and duty  toward fam ily . This lo v e -d u ty  c o n f l ic t  

p e r s i s ts  even a f t e r  th re e  years of s tru g g le  on th e  p la in s  so 

th a t  th e  focus o f I n te r e s t  In  the  second s e c tio n  I s  d iv ided  

between the economic s tru g g le  of Jason and th e  tem p ta tio n  of 

A lice to  abandon h er fam ily  fo r  a cu ltu re d  l i f e  o f ease In 

Boston. The love s to ry  Is  n e e d le s s ly  com plicated by A lic e 's  

s ln g le - ta x  th e o r ie s  a g a in s t c h a r i ty  and h e r fe a r  t h a t  Reeves 

p e r s i s ts  In  h is  proposal of m arriage out o f p i ty  r a th e r  than

®?I b ld . ,  pp. 187- 188 .

®®Ibld., p. 1 .



235

lo v e . A fte r a llow ing  th e  clim ax of the  second p a r t of the 

novel to  be th e  storm follow ed by the  s tro k e  o f Jason, Garland 

avoided re so lv in g  both  h is  economic and amorous c o n f l ic ts  by 

allow ing  Reeves to  marry A lice and c a rry  the  whole fam ily  

back to  M assachusetts, which w ith  Reeves' p ro te c tio n  w il l  

ap p a ren tly  be a re fuge from th e  ub iqu itous economic and 

n a tu ra l  fo rces  o f th e  novel.

The same c o n f l ic t  of e f f e c t  v is ib le  in  the  la c k  of 

r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  study of Jason Edwards and the  roman­

t i c  p lo t  i s  v i s ib le  in  o th e r  elem ents o f the  n o v e l. In 

c h a ra c te r iz a tio n , th e  s tran g e  d iscrepancy  between the u n i­

v e rs a l  d eg rad a tio n  caused by th e  lower c la s s  Boston en v iro n ­

ment and th e  moral u p rig h tn ess  o f Jason, h is  w ife , and two 

daughters i s  im m ediately obvious. The im p lic a tio n , unintended 

as i t  may be, i s  th a t  environment i s  an overpowering moral 

fo rc e , w ith  th e  excep tion  of the  c e n tra l  f ig u re s  of th is  

n o v e l. The novel i s  an o th er n eg a tiv e  proof th a t  e f f e c t iv e  

study o f th e  in te ra c t io n  between environment and c h a ra c te r  

n e c e s s i ta te s  some in co n g ru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n .  The con­

s i s t e n t ly  m ora lly  good Edwards fam ily  r e a c ts  to  i t s  en v iro n ­

ments by becoming poorer and more coarsened by la b o r , but 

th e re  i s  no change in  c h a ra c te r .  Environment rem ains an ex­

te rn a l  fo rc e , a background. The s u p e r f ic ia l  l in k  between 

economic environment and th e  a c tio n s  o f th e  c h a ra c te rs  i s ,  of 

course, f u r th e r  weakened by the  ex is ten c e  of W alter Reeves,
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who l iv e s  o u ts id e  th e  power of th e se  fo rc e s .  J u s t  as the  

id e a l  people a re  in e x p lic ab ly  good, so th e  a n ta g o n is ts  a re  

in e x p lic a b ly  bad, thus g iv ing  a m elodramatic exactness to  the  

c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  w ith in  the  n o v e l. D esp ite  th e  fa c to ry  own­

e r 's  "And t h a t 's  a l l  I  can a ffo rd  to  pay 'em . . . . I'm  

pinched to o " ^  and Judge B a is e r 's  claim  th a t  he i s  only an 

agent fo r  the  sy n d ica te , th e  owners and land managers remain 

inhumane v i l l a i n s .

I f  I  may avoid , fo r  the  moment, th e  grand explana­

t io n s  of G arland 's  f a i lu r e  to  f u l f i l l  h is  a r t i s t i c  promise 

in  term s of c h a ra c te r  and environment to  look a t  s p e c if ic  

problems in  technique, I  th in k  one of h is  b a s ic  problems was 

in  h is  method of c h a ra c te r iz a tio n . As a r e a l i s t  Garland was 

convinced th a t  "In a l l  th a t  i s  p a r t ic u la r  we may be shown the 

g en e ra l, in  a l l  th a t  i s  f i n i t e  th e  i n f i n i t e . H o w e v e r ,  in  

both h is  th eo ry  and h is  p ra c t ic e ,  the  means to  achieve th i s  

goal remained vague. At one p o in t he advocated "a drama of 

average types of c h a ra c te r , i n f i n i t e l y  v a rie d , but always 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c . "7^ His h es itan c y  on th i s  p o in t i s  most e a s i ly  

recognized in  h is  most concrete  essay  on techn ique, "The 

In fluence  of Ib sen ."  "At h is  b e s t /T b se r ^  tak es a common 

man o r a re p re s e n ta tiv e  man and fo llow s him through a moral

G^I b id . ,  p. 78 .

7®Garland, Crumbling Id o ls , pp. 117-118.

7 ^ Ib id ., p. 28 .
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or m ental change, w ith  a l l  h is  lo g ic a l  connections, and leaves 

him as ab ru p tly  as he b e g a n , a n d  thus Ibsen avoids "hero­

in e s , v i l l a i n s ,  and h e r o e s . I n  p ra is in g  Ib se n 's  trea tm en t 

of m otives. Garland concluded, "Thus each c h a ra c te r  has, in  

a sense, h is  J u s t i f i c a t io n .  We see th in g s  from th e i r  s ta n d ­

p o in t .  The f lu e n t  and th e  a ll-em b rac in g  sym pathy'of the  

d ra m a tis t has gone around th ese  men and women. Malformed 

and tw is ted  as they  a re , they  have always a dram atic J u s t i ­

f ic a t io n  fo r  t h e i r  a c t i o n . I  th in k  Garland recognized 

in  "moral or m ental change" and "a ll-em brac ing  sympathy" in ­

c lud ing  even th e  "malformed and tw is ted "  Ib se n 's  use of what 

Myers c a l l s  in co n g ru ity  o f c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  and a lso  what 

Booth c a l l s  im p a r t ia l i ty  toward c h a ra c te rs ,  both of which 

tend to  in c re a se  the l i f e l ik e n e s s  and in d iv id u a l i ty  of 

e f f e c t  in  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n ;  y e t even here Garland saw th ese  

c h a ra c te rs  as " re p re s e n ta t iv e ."  He a lso  grasped the  im p li­

c a tio n , p resen t in  European n a tu r a l i s t s  and r e a l i s t s ,  th a t  

"To have th e  a c tio n  sp rin g  from the  c h a ra c te rs  i s  to  d es tro y  

th e  t r a d i t io n a l  p lo t ." ? ^  But th e re  i s  a h in t  th a t  Garland 

had no t s u b s ti tu te d  the t r u th  of n a tu re —of what i s —fo r  the 

t r a d i t io n a l  c r i t e r i a  of the  ty p ic a l  o r the  p robable; when

f^Ibid., p. 105.
f^ Ib id .

f^Ibid., p. 107.
f^ibid., p. 109.
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he tu rned  to  Ib se n 's  women, he found, "he has In  my e s tim a tio n

used too  la rg e  a p ro p o rtio n  of rem arkable women to  be p er-
76

f e c t ly  tru e  to  h is  time and h is  coun try . . . . "  In  c r e a t ­

ing c h a ra c te rs . Garland in  h is  longer f i c t i o n  never solved 

th i s  problem of type versus in d iv id u a l, th e  id e a l  versus the  

r e a l .  As a r e s u l t  th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  h is  novels have the 

e f f e c t  of "only pasteboard f i g u r e s . O n e  elem ent of the  

"g en tee l elegance and rom antic compromise"?^ which weakened 

Jason Edwards and sev e ra l o th e r novels was th e  r e s u l t  o f the

f a i lu r e  to  solve th e  problems of technique in  c h a ra c te r iz a ­

t io n .

J u s t as the c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  rem ains o v e rs im p lified  

and in c o n s is te n t w ith  the  d e s c r ip tiv e  passages, th e  apparen t 

o b je c t iv i ty  of the  au th o r i s  s u p e r f ic ia l .  Although an 

a u th o r ia l  spokesman may be p re fe ra b le  to  d i r e c t  a u th o r ia l  

comment, the  id e a l iz a t io n  of Reeves and th e  Edwards and the 

a t ta c k  upon th e  fa c to ry  and land owners d i r e c t  th e  r e a d e r 's  

sympathy so th a t  th e  id e a l  c h a ra c te r s ' comments a re  taken  as 

l i t e r a l  t r u th .  The only r e a l  concession  which Garland made 

toward o b je c t iv i ty  of values was th a t  he prevented Reeves' 

having a f in a l  speech advocating  th e  immediate in s t i t u t i o n  

of th e  s in g le - ta x  program. Supposedly in h e ren t in  the d e fe a t

f ^ ib id . ,  p. 115 .

T^Taylor, p. 166 .

? & a lc u t t ,  p . 59 .
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of Jason Edwards i s  the theme th a t  only a change in  the  system 

can a id  th i s  ty p ic a l  man and thousands l ik e  him. Even as 

propaganda, however, the  novel i s  weakened by the  use of im­

p a r t i a l  n a tu re , which the  s in g le - ta x  w il l  change very  l i t t l e ,  

and th e  happy ending of re tu rn in g  E ast which, as W alcutt 

p o in ts  ou t, " is  n o t a v ic to ry  fo r  th e  f r o n t i e r  s p i r i t  bu t an 

abandonment o f i t . " ? 9

Like G is s in g '8 e a r ly  novels, Jason.Edwards i s  e ssen ­

t i a l l y  a novel of s o c ia l  p r o te s t .  I t  i s  marred in  much the 

same way G is s in g 's  novels a re  m arred --th e  use of a spokesman 

fo r  the au th o r and a f a i lu r e  to  in te g ra te  a t r a d i t io n a l  id e a l 

love p lo t  and a study of man caught up in  u n c o n tro lla b le

fo rc e s . A hnebrink 's comparisons of d e s c r ip tio n s  in  th i s
80 *novel w ith  th o se  of Zola in  L 'Assommoir and La T erre i l l u s ­

t r a t e  th a t  Garland was su p e rio r  to  the w r i te rs  in  the  lo c a l  

co lo r  t r a d i t i o n  in  c re a tin g  a r e a l i s t i c  environm ent, but de­

s p i te  the  r e a l i s t i c  environment and se rio u s  purpose, Jason 

Edwards i s  s t i l l  much more l ik e  Zury than  the  Zola n o v e ls . 

That th i s  novel co n ta in s  a d e s c r ip tio n  of Boston slums does 

n o t make i t  an experim ental novel in  t r a d i t io n  or in te n t io n .  

To Judge i t  by n a tu r a l i s t i c  s tan d ard s only fu rn ish e s  ad d i­

t io n a l  ang les o f a t ta c k  upon what i s  a weak novel in  any 

t r a d i t io n .

f^ Ib id .

^^Ahnebrink, pp. 247-249.
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The causes fo r  the  f a i lu r e  in  technique a re  m u ltip le . 

C en tra l to  th is  f a i lu r e ,  I  b e lie v e , i s  G arlan d 's  u n c e r ta in ty  

of in te n t io n  sp rin g in g  from the  c o n f l ic t  between s o c ia l  p u r­

pose and a e s th e t ic  g o a ls - -a  s tru g g le  between one v e r i t i s t  

p r in c ip le ,  beauty fo r  the  sake o f t r u th ,  and an o th e r: "The 

r e a l i s t  o r v e r i t i s t  i s  r e a l ly  an o p tim is t, a dream er. He 

sees l i f e  in  terms of what i t  m ight be, as w ell as in  terms 

of what i t  i s ;  bu t he w rite s  o f what i s ,  and, a t  h is  b e s t,  

suggests what i s  to  be, by co n tras t."® ^  This th e o r e t ic a l  

c o n tra d ic tio n  i s  fu r th e r  emphasized and becomes more d i r e c t ly  

re le v a n t to  h is  f a i lu r e  in  technique i f  placed in  term s of 

t r a d i t io n  or, more sim ply, p u b lish in g  o u t le t s .  On th e  one 

hand th e re  was the  propaganda o f The Arena, r e f le c t in g  the 

old t r a d i t io n ,  in  America as elsew here, of f i c t i o n  as a 

sweetened essay ; on the  o th e r  was th e  more a r t i s t i c  goal 

symbolized by the  Century, a t r a d i t io n  of p lo tte d  love 

s to r ie s  and happy endings. I t  i s  obvious th a t  Garland 

wanted to  avoid both o f th e se , bu t w ith  h is  Emersonian be­

l i e f  in  dem ocratic, American a r t  and h is  Ve'ronesque doc­

t r in e  of o r ig in a l i ty .  Garland found th a t  the  only model which 

seemed to  o f fe r  an accep tab le  balance was th e  lo c a l  co lo r 

t r a d i t io n ;  in  term s of techn ique, i t  was w oefully  inadequate .

G arland 's  fo u rth  novel o f 1892, an o th er expansion of 

a p lay , i s  le s s  am bitious and le s s  in te r e s t in g  than  Jason

O-i
Garland, Crumbling Idols, p. 52.
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Edwards and, perhaps because of the  l im i ta t io n  of purpose, 

le s s  s t r ik in g  in  i t s  f a i lu r e .  A Member of the  Third House
QO

is  an o th er "exposure o f th e  e v i ls  of American s o c ie ty ,"  

th i s  tim e th e  p o l i t i c a l  e v i l s  being p e rp e tra te d  by c i ty  t r a n s ­

i t  companies. Garland sa id  l a t e r ,  "The Member o f the

Third House r e a l ly  sprang obscurely  from experiences in  

Chicago and Boston and c e r ta in  tra n sa c tio n s  in  Washington 

some th re e  o r fo u r y ears  ago. I t  i s  probable th a t  Boston 

c o n tr ib u ted  the  la r g e s t  part."® ^ However, "obscurely" seems

a s tran g e  adverb when Flower had to  warn him th a t  the  p lay
84was probably  l ib e lo u s  of Boston p o l i t i c i a n s .  The novel

has l i t t l e  re lev an ce  to  t h i s  study and o f fe r s  l i t t l e  to  in -
H

te r e s t  anyone except h is to r ia n s  in te re s te d  in  a r a th e r  naive 

view o f how lo b b y is ts  (th e  th i rd  house) in flu en ce  l e g i s l a to r s .  

The i d e a l i s t i c  se n a to r, spokesman fo r  th e  au th o r, exposes the 

v ic io u s  p lo t  and wins fo r  h is  w ife a g i r l  o f such shallow ness 

th a t  th e  re a d e r  would be tempted to  p i ty  the  hero i f  he could 

b e liev e  in  him. The p o l i t i c a l  s to ry  and th e  love s to ry  a re  

im p lausib ly  lin k ed  by the  h e ro 's  being p i t te d  a g a in s t the  

v i l l a i n  in  both  c o n te s ts .  Perhaps fo r  le g a l  reasons, the 

s e t t in g  i s  l e f t  so vague th a t  th e  only f a c t  th e  re a d e r  i s  

c e r ta in  of i s  th a t  i t  i s  h o t.

®^Ahnebrink, p. 84.

^^Quoted I b id .

®^Ibid.
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The only f i c t io n  Garland published  a f t e r  1892, o th e r 

than  h is  sh o rt s to r ie s ,  which had enough power to. cause any 

c r i t i c a l  s tru g g le  among h is  contem poraries was Rose of 

B u tc h e r 's  Coolly (1895). John Burroughs, a c lo se  f r ie n d , 

f e l t  i t  necessary  to  warn Garland about h is  dangerous ten d ­

en c ies  in  th i s  novel; "This morbid sex-consciousness i s  one • 

of the  d ise a se s  of the  age. At l e a s t  th i s  fe a tu re  o f your 

book s t r ik e s  me as u n fo rtu n a te . I t  i s  extraneous and plays 

no p a r t  in  the s to ry . In  such a m aster as Ibsen th e  sex 

problem is  v i t a l  and plays a p a r t  and one i s  not of f ended. . . .  

I  do no t th in k  Zola a sa fe  guide in  such m a t t e r s . gut both 

Burroughs, unknowingly c r i t i c i z in g  th e  novel and no t the  sex 

in te r e s t ,  and Ahnebrink, in  suggesting  th a t  "the  handling  of 

sex in  Rose of B u tch e r 's  Coolly reminds us more of Zola than  

of I b s e n , a r e  wrong, i t  seems to  me, because th e  theme is  

an im ita tio n  of Ibsen, no t Zola, and the  sexual m a te r ia l seems 

extraneous only because of G arlan d 's  f a i lu r e  to  achieve h is  

theme. The c o n f l ic t  in  the  novel i s  between s o c ie ty 's  demand 

th a t  an a t t r a c t iv e  g i r l  marry, thus e n te r in g  th e  su b se rv ien t, 

fu n c tio n le s s  world o f a d o l l 's  house, and a g i r l ' s  w il l  to  

e x e rc ise  her t a le n ts  and seek p erso n al fu lf i l lm e n t  independent­

ly .  The s t r e s s  upon sexual passion , "coy"^^ as i t  i s  when

GSquoted I b id . ,  p. 207 .

G^i b id .

^^W alcutt, p. 61 .
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compared even to  th e  contemporary E ng lish  trea tm en t of sex,

I s  ju s t i f i e d  because i t  i s  one of the  fo rce s  which the  g i r l  

must overcome in  o rder to  avoid m arriage. Rose i s  the new 

woman, t re a te d  by Ibsen and o th e rs , f ig h tin g  a so c ie ty  which 

demands th a t  she conform to  an outmoded p a tte rn  o f a c tio n .

The novel i s  not focused on environment, p assio n a te

fo rc e s , o r even s o c ia l  re p re s s io n  but i s ,  as Ahnebrink has
88noted , "a p sycho log ica l n o v e l."  Rose, w ith  in h e ren t in ­

te l l ig e n c e  and fo rce  of c h a ra c te r , overcomes her passion  fo r  

a young schoolmate and her f a th e r 's  weak r e s is ta n c e  in  o rder 

to  a tten d  the  U n iv e rs ity  o f W isconsin. At th e  U n iv e rs ity  she 

r e s i s t s  the  conform ist p a t te rn  and her own d e s ire s  by r e fu s ­

ing  th e  c o lleg e  s u i to r s  who want to  marry h e r . Going to  

Chicago, she r e s i s t s  the  tem pta tions o ffe red  by the  r ic h  and 

s o c ia l ly  prominent young men who want to  marry h e r . She f e e ls  

she must become a w r i te r —a v e r i t i s t ,  of course, a f t e r  some 

advice from a newspaper r e p o r te r .  Then w ith  the  f la r e  of 

o ld -fash io n ed , in e x p lic a b le , pure love, she m arries  the  news­

paperman and, as I  b e liev e  the  read e r i s  expected to  th in k , 

ach ieves the  freedom and a b i l i t y  to  continue (o r r a th e r  begin) 

her c a re e r . I t  i s  th i s  ending, begging the  questio n s  of both 

passion  and freedom which have been ra is e d  by th e  novel, th a t  

makes the  s t r e s s  upon sex seem n o n -e sse n tia l and a lso  makes 

nonsenae o f  the  in tended fe m in is t theme.

Ahnebrink, p. 87.
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Having alm ost t o t a l l y  abandoned h is  economic and 

p o l i t i c a l  themes and w ritin g  fo r  p u b lic a tio n  by Stone and 

Kimball, two young men who had been touched by the  a r t  fo r  

a r t ' s  sake id e a l ,  Garland wrote what i s  g en e ra lly  considered 

h is  b e s t novel. One of the  prim ary reasons fo r  th i s  judg­

ment i s  th a t  Rose i s  the  f i r s t  c h a ra c te r  in  h is  longer f i c ­

t io n  to  be b e lie v a b le . His achievem ent w ith  Rose i s  due 

p a r t i a l l y  to  the  g re a te r  space he devotes to  a n a ly s is  of her 

m otives. Although the  farm environment of the  f i r s t  th i rd  

of th e  novel is  made r e a l .  Garland makes l i t t l e  a ttem pt to  

l in k  the environment w ith R ose 's w i l l .  In f a c t ,  Rose i s  con­

tr a s te d  w ith  her environm ent. Thus f re e  to  make a c h a ra c te r  

study . Garland, l ik e  Ibsen, tra c e d  "the moving fo rces  of h is  

c h a ra c te rs .  He sees them com pletely in  form and d re ss , speech 

and m o t i v e . R o s e ,  a lthough c le a r ly  id e a liz e d , becomes com­

p lex ly  re a l iz e d :

God only knows the tem pta tions which came 
to  h e r . She had days'when a l l  the  ( so -c a lle d )  un­
c lean  th in g s  she had ever seen, a l l  the  overheard 
words of men's coarse J e s ts ,  came back l ik e  v u ltu re s  
to  tro u b le  h e r . Sometimes, when she walked fo r th  of 
a morning, th e  sun flamed ac ro ss  th e  g rass  w ith  
in e f fa b le  beau ty . The whole e a r th  was ra d ia n t;  
every sound was a song; every l i t h e  youth moved l ik e  
a god befo re  h er, and i t  was then  th a t  something 
deep in  h er, something drawn from g en era tio n s  of 
v irtu o u s  wives and m others, saved h e r from the  w h ir l­
pool of passio n .

At such tim es she f e l t  dimly the  enormous 
d iffe re n c e  between her own n a tu re  and th a t  of 
Josephine. Jo sep h in e 's  p assio n  was th a t  of a c h i ld —

G^Garland, Crumbling Idols, p. 106.
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M ile  hera was th a t  o f an im aginative and complex
woman.9 0woman.

The confusion  of th e  f i r s t  paragraph i s  p a r t i a l l y  th a t  of 

Rose, confused by the re c o g n itio n  of the freedom of n a tu re  

and th e  c o n s tr ic t io n s  on man, and p a r t  of i t  i s  G arland 's  

in s e c u r i ty  w ith  o r fe a r  o f h is  id e a s , but in  a d d itio n  to  the 

weak a s s e r t io n  th a t  Rose i s  complex, the q u o ta tio n  i l l u s ­

t r a t e s  what Garland attem pted to  c re a te  in  Rose. Repulsed 

by th e  "coarse J e s ts "  and a t  the  same time doubting w hether 

the  su b je c t i s  r e a l ly  "u n c lean ," Rose sees a n a tu ra l  analogue 

to  h er passion  a l l  around h e r and a t  the  same tim e in e x p l i ­

cably  f in d s  means to  c o n tro l th i s  p assio n . This in co n g ru ity  

i s  r e f le c te d  in  h er m otives and a c tio n s :  her d e s ire  to  save

her f a th e r  from lo n e lin e s s  and her knowledge th a t  B u tch e r 's  

Coolly w il l  d e s tro y  h er; h er p ass io n a te  d e s ire  to  accep t the 

love of the  young co lleg e  man and the  knowledge th a t  a c c e p t­

ance means re n u n c ia tio n  o f her am bitions; h er tem p ta tio n  to  

become the  b e l le  of th e  Chicago s o c ia l  season and her knowl­

edge th a t  i t  i s  a l l  empty show. This com plexity may seem 

s u p e r f ic ia l  when compared to  Madame Bovary or even A Mummer's 

Wife, bu t i t  r e f l e c t s  th e  b e s t th a t  Garland ever achieved in  

extended c h a ra c te r  development.

S ince environment i s  no t h is  su b je c t, Garland made 

l i t t l e  o f the  c o n tra s t  between the w estern W isconsin farm and

^^Hamlin G arland. Rose o f B u tch e r 's  Coolly (New York: 
H arper & B ro th e rs , n . d . ) ,  p . 104.
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Chicago. The Chicago s e c tio n  of the  novel f a i l s ,  p a r t i a l l y  

because the  environment never becomes as in te r e s t in g  as th a t  

o f W isconsin (Chicago lacked th a t  p ic tu re sq u e  q u a li ty  which 

Garland p ro fessed ly  deplored but used c o n s is te n tly )  bu t more 

im p o rtan tly  because Garland did no t know what th e  new woman 

d id  when she had s tru g g led  upward to  freedom. Thus, alm ost 

as i f  from d esp e ra tio n . Garland had Rose marry the  broad-minded 

J o u rn a l is t .  Nothing comes of the  theme o f n a tu ra l  as opposed 

to  u n n a tu ra l a t t i tu d e s  toward p assio n .

I t  i s  very d i f f i c u l t ,  even a f t e r  ex ten s iv e  read in g  in  

l a t e  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  f ic t io n ,  to  understand how anyone 

could f in d  Rose of B u tch e r 's  Coolly shocking. The only p ro ­

t e s t  the  novel con tained  a g a in s t the  id e a ls  o f the  period  was 

the  tru n ca ted  theme a g a in s t the s o c ia l  a t t i t u d e  th a t  woman's 

so le  fu n c tio n  was m arriage. Rose i s  a good g i r l  in  every 

sense of th e  word, and G arland 's  sympathy and thus th a t  of 

the  rea d e r  i s  d ire c te d  toward agreement w ith  R ose 's v a lu e s . 

Those who see the  sexual element as in  c o n f l ic t  w ith  G arland 's  

echoes of Howells in  Crumbling Id o ls  seem to  me to  have id en ­

t i f i e d  them selves a l i t t l e  too  f u l ly  w ith  the  contemporary 

read e rs  of the  novel. Typical o f G arlan d 's  th e o r e t ic a l  s t a t e ­

ments i s  the  fo llow ing : "This l i t e r a t u r e  w il l  no t d ea l w ith

crime and ab n o rm a litie s , nor w ith  deceased Æ io 7  persons. I t  

w i l l  d e a l, I  b e lie v e , w ith  the  wholesome love of honest men 

fo r  honest women, w ith  the  heroism  of lab o r , th e  comradeship
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of men. . . The trea tm en t of R ose 's  passion  i s  "whole­

some"; l ik e  Burroughs, Garland f e l t  th a t  such a su b jec t was 

a p a r t  o f t r u th  and deserved tre a tm e n t. However, Burroughs 

was r ig h t  in  b e lie v in g  th a t  Garland f a i le d  to  make the  sub­

j e c t  re le v a n t to  the  in h e re n t theme of the  novel. Garland, 

even in  th e  b e s t of circum stances such as w ritin g  th i s  novel 

f re e  from th e  p re ssu re s  of both  Flower and G ilder, was not 

s u f f ic ie n t  m aster of n o v e l is t ic  form to  ca rry  out h is  im ita ­

t io n  o f Ib sen . Thus to  c a l l  Rose of B u tch e r 's  Coolly 

G arlan d 's  b e s t novel i s  no t r e a l ly  very  high p ra is e .

Rose of B u tc h e r 's  Coolly foreshadowed the a r t i s t i c  

fu tu re  of Garland, th e  abandonment o f r e a l i s t i c  experim enta­

t io n  fo r  sen tim en ta l and p ic tu re sq u e  t r a d it io n a lis m . Howells 

recognized the flaw  in  Rose; a f t e r  p ra is in g  i t s  p o r tra y a l of 

t r u th  about W isconsin farm l i f e ,  he po in ted  to  th e  f a i lu r e :  

"But along w ith  th i s  v a lu ab le  t r u th ,  th e re  i s  a s t r a in  of 

s e n tim e n ta li ty  which d is c r e d i t s  i t ;  and the  re a d e r  i s  l e f t  

in  an u n c e r ta in ty  as to  th e  a u th o r 's  meaning in  one e s s e n t ia l  

which i s  a t  l e a s t  d isc o m fitin g . I f  f i c t i o n  i s  to  d ea l w ith  

th in g s  h i th e r to  no t d e a lt , w ith  in  th e  e v o lu tio n  of c h a ra c te r , 

i t  must be e x p l i c i t . W i t h  h is  nex t two years devoted to

^^Garland, Crumbling Id o ls , p. 28.
no

Quoted in  Holloway, p. 121. The s p e c if ic  problem 
Howells r e fe r s  to  i s  analogous to  th e  sexual m ystery in  Zury. 
Something happened between Rose and her schoolmate Carl which 
shocked h er f a th e r  and l e f t  a la s t in g  im pression on Rose. In  
1895, th e  prudery ex p la in in g  th i s  m ysteriousness i s  as much 
G arlan d 's  as i t  i s  h is  a u d ie n c e 's .
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re se a rch  and w ritin g  o f h is  l i f e  of Grant and to  ro m an tica lly  

p ic tu resq u e  p ieces about the  mountain country , Garland ceased 

to  be a c re a tiv e  fo rce  in  th e  growth of re a lism . With the  

d isappearance of h is  purpose of s o c ia l  p ro te s t ,  th e re  was a 

concurren t lo ss  of in t e r e s t  in  r e a l i s t i c  su b je c t m a tte r and 

tech n iq u es .

G arland 's  f a i lu r e  to  be a b e t te r  a r t i s t  w hile he was 

w ritin g  s e r io u s ly  and h is  subsequent abandonment of h is  e a r ly  

a r t i s t i c  id e a ls  have been explained  in  a number of ways. Al­

though no t a complete ex p lan a tio n , I  th in k  a major cause was 

G arland 's  f a i lu r e  to  decide upon the  purpose of l i t e r a t u r e ,  

a f a i lu r e  made permanent by th e  inadequate  ta s te s  of the  

p u b lish e rs  and e d ito rs  in  America in  th e  iS g O 's . The ra d ic a l  

p ro te s t  of a Flower or th e  g e n t i l i t y  of a G ild e r—th ese  

symbolize the  a l te r n a t iv e s  fo r  G arland, who had to  make a 

l iv in g  by h is  pen. The f a i lu r e  o f the  firm  of Stone and 

Kimball in  1097 symbolized th e  f a i lu r e  o f America to  o f fe r  

an o u t le t  to  th e  a r t i s t  who was n e i th e r  rak in g  muck nor pur­

veying g e n t i l i t y .  Garland had enough in s ig h t  to  recognize 

th e  problem and i t s  r e s u l t s  upon h im se lf as a r t i s t .

I  had the  wish to  be a kind o f s o c ia l  h is to r ia n  
and in  th e  end f e l l ,  in e v ita b ly , between two s to o ls .
I  f a i le d  as a re p o r te r ,  and only h a lf  succeeded as 
a n o v e l is t .

What I  am saying i s  t h i s :  G ild er and h is
a s so c ia te , Robert Underwood Johnson, of The Century, 
stood fo r  th e  a r i s to c r a t i c  in  l i t e r a t u r e .  Along 
w ith  Stedman, Howells, Alden, Burlingame, and in  
le s s  degree W alter Page, they  supported th e  tru e
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magazine, w hile McClure, Lorim er, and Bok re p re s e n t­
ing  th e  popular o r J o u rn a l is t ic  s id e  led  the  
a ll-c b n q u e rin g  h o st which in  l a t e r  years  loaded 
the 'hew s s tan d s w ith  g a ily  co lored  pyramids of 
snappy s to r i e s  and easy-going  comment. In  th e  end 
th e  "yellow  Journal"  and the  " ta b lo id  d a ily "  c i r c u ­
la te d  in  b i l l i o n s .

In th e  beginning th ese  popular e d i to r s  were 
so h igh  in  mind, so g en ia l and so p e rsu as iv e , th a t  
they  won me to  t h e i r  p lans befo re  I  r e a l iz e d  ray 
danger. Page, Bok, Doubleday, P h i l l ip s ,  Lorimer, 
and McClure appeared so genuinely  in te re s te d  in  me 
th a t  i t  was hard n o t to  w r ite  to  t h e i r  o rd e r, e s ­
p e c ia l ly  a s  I  was poor and could only now and again  
f in i s h  a s to ry  which Alden o r G ild er considered  
worthy of t h e i r  ap p ro v a l. . . .  I  claim  no a l i b i .
I f  I  am le s s  g u i l ty  than  o th e r  w r i te r s ,  i t  i s  only 
because I  had le s s  a b i l i t y .  My J o u rn a l is t ic  e f f o r t s  
were too fe e b le , too h a lf -h e a r te d  to  be o f much 
s e rv ic e .  I  w rote fo r  M cClure's, but I  continued to  
v i s i t  The C en tu ry 's  l i t e r a r y  s a lo n .93

Perhaps more in s t r u c t iv e  than  th e  adm ission of f a i lu r e  i s

G arlan d 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  recognize th e  problem f u l ly .  There i s

iro n y  in  the  advocate o f dem ocratic l i t e r a t u r e  upholding the

defenders of th e  " a r i s to c r a t ic  in  l i t e r a t u r e , " but th e re  is

pathos in the realistic Garland's visiting the Century as a

haven of a r t i s t i c  id e a ls .  Dream and r e a l i t y —recognized  as

an economic dilemma in  the West—Garland never f u l ly  re a liz e d

that it was the artistic dilemma of the East. Garland was

weak, having n e i th e r  th e  mania fo r  a r t i s t i c  i n te g r i ty  of

Henry James nor the mania for self-destruction of Stephen
Crane.

The com bination of the themes o f s o c ia l  p ro te s t  and 

th e  techn iques o f  th e  lo c a l  co lo r  r e a l i s t s  does not place

93garland, Roadside M eetings, pp. 342-343.
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Garland in  the n a tu r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  Only in  sh o rt s to r ie s  

and n o v e le tte s , in  which h is  m ajor advance over h is  prede­

cesso rs  was h is  abandonment of th e  happy ending, was Garland 

ab le  to  fuse  technique and theme to  achieve a r t i s t i c  in ­

t e g r i t y .  In h is  longer f ic t io n ,  h is  id e a ls  were based upon 

a r a th e r  confusing m ixture of E ng lish  b io lo g is ts  and s o c io lo ­

g i s t s  and French c r i t i c s ,  but h is  techn iques were p r im a rily  

those used by Kirkland and o th e rs  in  the  same t r a d i t i o n .

Again the  dream and r e a l i t y  re fu se  to  co in c id e ; the  theme 

p re sen ts  the dream of the  id e a l  so c ie ty  cleansed  of economic 

and p o l i t i c a l  in ju s t ic e ;  th e  techn iques r e s t r i c t  the  work to  

a hopeless c o n f l ic t  between r e a l i s t i c  background and rom antic 

p lo t w ith  the in e v ita b le  happy m arriage as the  ending.

Garland, l ik e  G issing , d id  go beyond h is  p redecessors 

in  th e  p re se n ta tio n  of the  "ignobly  d e ce n t,"  " the  n e th e r  world" 

of the  midwestern farm er, the  Boston mechanic, and the  co rru p t 

p o l i t i c i a n .  He went beyond K irk la n d 's  rea lism  by l e t t i n g  the 

r e a l i t y  he p resen ted  gain  i t s  own e f f e c ts  r a th e r  than  h e ig h t­

ening i t  by s tr e s s in g  i t s  n o v e lty  or comedy. Like G issing , 

he f a i le d  to  f in d  a c o n s is te n t technique fo r  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n :  

id e a l iz a t io n  and o b je c tiv e  o b se rv a tio n  a re  in  co n s tan t con­

f l i c t .  Like G issing , Garland found o b je c t iv i ty  to  be an 

u n a tta in a b le  g o a l. Like G issing , Garland weakened h is  novels 

through h is  f a i lu r e  to  f in d  tech n iq u es, a t r a d i t io n ,  by means 

of which he could c re a te  a fu s io n  between purpose and e f f e c t .
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Due to  th i s  f a i lu r e .  Garland as n o v e l is t ,  l ik e  G issing , had 

l i t t l e  in flu en ce  and deserved l i t t l e  fame. Unlike G issing , 

however. Garland tu rned  h is  f a i lu r e  in to  the  p le a san t l i f e  

of a commercial w r i te r .  There was le s s  com petition  in  the  

U nited S ta te s  than  in  England.



CHAPTER V

STEPHEN CRANE; THE TRIUMPH 

OF IRONY AS TECHNIQUE

Hamlin Garland, a lthough  he has posed many problems to  

the  l i t e r a r y  c l a s s i f i e r ,  o ffe red  a te n a b le  so lu tio n  in  h is  ex­

p la n a tio n  of h is  choice o f th e  word "v e ritism "  as a way of 

d is t in g u is h in g  h im self from "a r e a l i s t  in  th e  sense in  which 

th e  fo llo w ers  of Zola used i t , t h u s  l in k in g  h im se lf w ith  th e  

re a lism  of the  lo c a l  c o lo r is t s  and Howells. P a r t i a l ly  because 

of th e  u n iv e rsa l re c o g n itio n  of Stephen C rane 's  (1871- I 900) 

a r t i s t i c  s u p e r io r i ty  over Garland and p a r t i a l l y  because Crane 

l e f t  no c o n s is te n t  guide to  h is  in te n t io n s ,  bo th  c r i t i c s  and 

h is to r ia n s  have f a i le d  to  agree upon th e  n a tu re  o f C rane 's  a r t  

and i t s  p lace in  any s in g le  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n .  The l i s t i n g  

of movements w ith  which Crane has been id e n t i f ie d  goes beyond 

the  a r t i s t i c  movements of the  N ine teen th  Century; r e a l i s t ,  

n a t u r a l i s t ,  ro m a n tic is t ,  sym bo lis t, im p re s s io n is t , m o ra lis t ,  

n i h i l i s t ,  C h r is tia n , pagan, and gentlem an form a r a th e r  be­

w ild e rin g  l i s t  o f term s to  apply  to  any s in g le  au th o r, but 

th i s  l i s t  does no t exhaust th e  names ap p lied  to  Crane as

^ L e tte r  to  Eldon C. H il l  quoted in  Ahnebrink, p. 139.

252
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a r t i s t .  This g en era l disagreem ent on how to  c la s s i f y  the  work 

of Crane i s  r e f le c te d  in  th e  v a r ie ty  of in flu en c es  which have 

been suggested ; Twain, Garland, Howells, James, B ie rce , and. 

th e  moral p ropagand ists  o f th e  magazines a re  the  most commonly 

c i te d  Americans; K ip ling , Hardy, Moore, and Conrad a re  the  

E ng lish  su g g estio n s; F la u b e rt, Zola, Maupassant, and Stendhal 

a re  the  most mentioned French w r i te r s ;  T o lstoy , Dostoyevsky, 

Turgenev, and Chekhov a re  o ffe red  as the  most l ik e ly  R ussians. 

Mix th ese  elem ents w ith  a v a r ie ty  o f c r i t i c a l  ap p roaches-- 

b io g ra p h ic a l, p sy ch o lo g ica l, im p re s s io n is t ic ,  M arxist, and 

new c r i t i c a l - - a n d  the  t o t a l  e f f e c t  becomes one of sc h o la rsh ip  

gone mad. A ll of the  confusion does lead  the s tu d en t to  one 

inescapab le  con c lu sio n : Crane c rea ted  work which i s  in d iv id u a l

and in te r e s t in g .

In  a l i f e  th a t  d id no t span 29 years and w ith  much of 

th e  c re a tiv e  a c t i v i t y  of h is  a d u lt  years devoted to  jou rna lism . 

Crane accom plished a g re a t  d ea l besides c re a tin g  enigmas fo r  

s c h o la rs . S p i l l e r  suggests  th a t  w ith  the  re p u b lic a tio n  of 

Maggie (1896) "modern American f i c t i o n  was b o rn ";^  The Red. 

Badge of Courage has been w idely acknowledged as one of the 

fou r o r f iv e  g re a t  novels produced by an American in  the  

N ineteen th  Century; and a t  l e a s t  s ix  o f C rane 's  sh o rt s to r ie s  

have rece iv ed  th a t  h ig h e s t encomium of the  tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry

2
Robert E. S p i l le r ,  e t  a l .  L i te ra ry  H is to ry  of the  

U nited S ta te s  (New York: The Macmillan Co., 19bO), p. 1022.
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c r i t i c ,  "modern." To ex p la in  th i s  ou tpu t from a young man 

whose background co n sis ted  of a r e b e l l io u s  childhood, b r ie f  

and u n s a tis fa c to ry  experiences in  two co lle g e s , and a mys­

te r io u s  l i f e  among New York Bohemians, sch o la rs  have been 

forced  to  th e  sa fe  and in e v ita b le  conclusion  th a t  Crane was 

a g en iu s. Accepting th i s  as an adequate ex p lan a tio n  of the  

r e la t io n s h ip  between h is  l i f e  and h is  work, I  must l im i t  my 

a t te n t io n  to  C rane 's methods in  those  works of longer f ic t io n  

which have been c a lle d  n a t u r a l i s t i c .

Although the works of Crane have been compared w ith  

those of Zola and have been id e n t i f ie d  as n a t u r a l i s t i c  from 

the  time of th e i r  p u b lic a tio n , th i s  c l a s s i f ic a t io n  has been 

under c o n s is te n t a t ta c k . The s tandard  proof o f C rane's 

n a tu ra lism  c o n s is ts  of an extended a n a ly s is  of Maggie as 

n a tu ra lism  par excellence  and a no te  on G eorge's Mother (1896), 

w ith  re se rv a tio n s  about i t s  n a tu ra lism . I t  seems lo g ic a l ,  

th e re fo re , to  assume th a t  th ese  two books w il l  e x h ib it  the  

"p u rest"  n a tu ra lism  which Crane ach ieved .

Maggie may have been begun in  1891,^  but the  form in  

which i t  was p rin te d  in  1893 was much d i f f e r e n t  from th e  con­

cep tio n  of I 89I ;  th e re fo re , the  S u lliv an  County Sketches, f i r s t  

published  in  the  New York Tribune during  I 892, a re  no t only 

C rane 's  f i r s t  published f ic t io n  but a re  a lso  in d ic a tiv e  of a

9
Robert Wooster S tallm an, Stephen Crane: An Omnibus

(New York: A lfred A. Knopf, 1952), pp. 4 -8 .
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s tag e  of a r t i s t i c  development preceding Maggie. Although in  

s tru c tu re  and e f f e c t  th ese  s to r ie s  e x h ib it  an obvious manipu­

la t io n  fo r  humorous in co n g ru ity , m ostly b i t t e r ,  they  a lso  

co n ta in  s t y l i s t i c  t r a i t s  im portant in  C rane 's  l a t e r  f i c t i o n .

The f i r s t  o f th ese  i s  the conscious e f f o r t  to  e lim in a te  

a u th o r ia l  comment in  o rder to  ga in  o b je c t iv i ty ,  and the  

second, a r e s u l t  o f th i s  o b je c t iv i ty ,  i s  th e  development of 

an in co n g ru ity  beyond the humorous one o f the m anipulated p lo t ,  

an iro n ic  in co n g ru ity  dependent upon the  d iscrepancy  between 

the  c h a r a c te r 's  view of h im self and the  r e a d e r 's  view of the 

c h a ra c te r .  I t  i s . i n t e r e s t i n g  to  sp ecu la te  on C rane 's  p h ilo so ­

phy beyond th i s  " iro n ic  study of v a n ity  and c o n c e i t , b u t  the  

c o n s is te n t  c o n fro n ta tio n  between the c h a ra c te rs  and th e  "un­

known" i s  made m eaningless by th e  co n triv ed  humor of the  end­

in g s .

I f  one may b e lie v e  Crane' s l e t t e r  to  L ily  Brandon . 

Munroe, probably  w r i tte n  in  1894, C rane 's  r e je c t io n  of the 

s ty le  and techn iques o f The S u lliv an  County Sketches was a 

m a tte r  of conscious choice lead in g  to  improvement:

To speak, to  t e l l  you of my su ccess , dear, 
i s  r a th e r  more d i f f i c u l t .  My c a re e r  has been more 
o f a b a t t l e  than  a journey . You know, when I  l e f t  
you, I  renounced th e  c le v e r  school in  l i t e r a t u r e .
I t  seemed to  me th a t  th e re  must be something more in  
l i f e  than  to  s i t  and cudgel o n e 's  b ra in s  fo r  c le v e r  
and w itty  ex p ed ien ts . So I  developed a l l  a lone a

_

James B. C o lv ert, "S tru c tu re  and Theme in  Stephen 
C rane 's  F ic t io n ,"  Modern F ic tio n  S tu d ies , V (Autumn, 1959),
203. :
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l i t t l e  creed of a r t  which J,.thought was a good one.
L a te r I  d iscovered  th a t  my‘ creed was id e n t ic a l  w ith
the one of Howells and Garland and in  th i s  way I
became involved in  the b e a u tifu l  war between those 
who say th a t  a r t  i s  man's s u b s t i tu te  fo r  n a tu re  and 
we a re  th e  most su cc e ss fu l in  a r t  when we approach 
the n e a re s t to  n a tu re  and t r u th ,  and those  who say— 
w ell, I  d o n 't  know what they  say . They d o n 't ,  they
c a n 't  say much but they  f ig h t  v i l l ia n o u s ly  /8 lo 7
and keep Garland and I  / s i c 7  out of th e  b ig  maga­
z in e s . Howells, of course, i s  too powerful fo r  
them.

I f  I  had kept to  my c le v e r , Rudyard-K ip ling  
s ty le ,  the road might have been s h o r te r ,  b u t, ah, . 
i t  w ou ldn 't be th e  tru e  ro ad . The two years  o f 
f ig h tin g  have been w e ll-sp e n t. And now I  am alm ost 
a t  th e  end of i t .  This w in te r f ix e s  me f irm ly . We 
have proved too form idable fo r  them, confound them,
They used to  c a l l  me " th a t t e r r i b l e ,  young r a d i c a l , " 
bu t now they  a re  beginning to  hem and haw and sm ile- -  
those very  old coons who used to  adopt a condescend­
ing a i r  toward me. There i s  an iro n y  in  th e  p resen t 
s i tu a t io n ,  th a t  I  enjoy, d e v il  tak e  them fo r  a p a r­
c e l of o ld , c rin g in g , conven tionalized  hens. In  one 
magazine o f f ic e  once, th e  e d i to r  kep t me w a itin g  fo r  
a good long hour and then  made a cool apology in  a 
c a re le s s  manner th a t  I  w ou ldn 't have used upon a dog,
I  stopped in  a t  th a t  o f f ic e  the o th e r  day to  see the 
manager and the  e d i to r  caught s ig h t o f me through 
the  door of h is  o f f ic e .  "Ah, Crane, my dear boy," ■ 
he sa id , "come in  and have a c ig a r  and a c h a t. I'm 
always glad to  see you." And he made h a s te  to  be 
r id  of an au th o ress  o f some kind who was haggling  
w ith  him about a s to ry .  The b are-faced  old grey-headed 
d ip lo m a tis t ,  I  wondered i f  he considered  th a t  I  had 
lo s t  my memory. "N o-thanks--I'm  in  a h u r ry ."5

Searching for a tradition and caught within the same publishers'

t ra p  as G arland,^  Crane e x h ib its  h is  c r i t i c a l  l im ita t io n s  in

^R. W. Stallm an and L i l l i a n  G ilkes ( e d s .) ,  Stephen 
Crane; L e tte r s  (London: P e te r  Owen, I 960), pp. 31-32.

^Other than  h is  work fo r  newspapers. The Arena was the 
only o u t le t  fo r  C rane 's  e a r ly  w r itin g . The e d i to r  r e fe r re d  to  
in  th i s  q u o ta tio n  i s  McClure, ' whose handling  o f The Red Badge 
of Courage i s  famous. G ild e r 's  r e fu s a l  o f Maggie i s  eq u a lly
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h is  equating  th e  th e o r ie s  of Howells and G arland, but th a t  the 

ideas of Howells and Garland helped to  d i r e c t  the  f in a l  form 

th a t  Maggie took seems very l ik e ly ,  a lthough  th e  e x te n t to  

which Crane understood or was even in te re s te d  in  t h e i r  th e o r ie s  

i s  debatable."^ However, by the end of 1892, Crane had the 

l i t e r a r y  id e a l  of t r u th ,  a s u b je c t—l i f e  in  th e  Bowery, which 

he had f i r s t  conceived in  I 89I  and then  in v e s tig a te d  th o r ­

oughly—and even a model fo r  the  l i t e r a r y  trea tm en t of the 

s lu m s -- if  no t L 'Assommoir, c e r ta in ly  some knowledge of Jason 

Edwards and th e  expose's p r in te d  in  The Arena. I t  seems reaso n ­

a b le , in  terms of the l8g4 l e t t e r  about h is  complete agreement 

w ith  Garland and Howells, th a t  Crane shared t h e i r  id eas  on the 

moral purpose o f the novel as w ell as t h e i r  d e s ire  to  avoid 

excessive  d id a c tic ism . But i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t ,  i f  n o t im possib le, 

to  re c o n s tru c t  C rane 's  complete purpose of 1892-93 because 

evidence i s  scarce  and c o n tra d ic to ry . Since he conceived 

Maggie w hile he was a co lleg e  boy and sin ce  the  word recu rs

o fte n  in  h is  comments on the  novel, i t  seems c le a r  th a t  one of

C rane 's  purposes was to  shock the re a d e r . In se v e ra l in s c r ip ­

t io n s  to  the  novel, the fo llow ing  one w r itte n  in  1895 to  the 

Reverend Thomas Dixon, Crane made th is  p o in t and included

famous. Only a f t e r  the  c r i t i c a l  success of The Red Badge of 
Courage in  England did Crane escape the  p u b lish in g  dilemma 
by which Garland was trapped .

7
The q u es tio n  of the Garland-Crane r e la t io n s h ip  in

terms of th e i r  common choice of im pressionism  as a device
seems in so lu b le .
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an o th er im portant sta tem ent of purpose:

I t  i s  in e v ita b le  th a t  th i s  book w il l  g re a t ly  shock 
you, bu t con tinue, pray, w ith  g re a t courage to  the 
end, fo r  i t  t r i e s  to  show th a t  environment i s  a 
tremendous th in g  in  the  w orld, and o fte n  shapes 
l iv e s  re g a rd le s s ly . I f  one could prove th a t  
theo ry , one would make room in  Heaven fo r  a l l  
s o r ts  of sou ls  (no tab ly  an occasio n a l s t r e e t  
g i r l )  who a re  not co n fid e n tly  expected to  be th e re  
by many e x c e lle n t p eo p le .°

Perhaps because Crane had changed h is  id eas  on the  fu n c tio n  

of l i t e r a t u r e ,  a l e t t e r  of 1896 to  C atherine H arris  f a i l s  

to  have any of the  overtones of s o c ia l  p ro te s t  which the  

e a r l i e r  note e x h ib i ts .  " I  had no o th e r  purpose in  w ritin g  

'M aggie' than  to  show people to  people as they  seem to  me.

I f  th a t  be e v i l ,  make the most of i t . " ^  Perhaps i t  i s  s a fe r  

to  study the novel than  i t  i s  to  a ttem pt to  re c o n s tru c t 

C rane' s in te n t io n s .

P rin ted  a t  C rane 's expense in  I 893, Maggie ; A G irl 

o f th e  S tre e ts  by Johnston Smith was a novel w ith  a few more 

damns and one more c h a ra c te r  than  th e  I 896 v e rsio n  which forms 

the  b a s is  fo r  the  standard  e d i t i o n . A s  many have noted , the  

fa b le  of Maggie Johnson i s  concerned w ith  th e  d e s tru c tio n  of 

the in n o ce n t--th e  s to ry  of youth f a i l i n g  to  a d ju s t  to  so c ie ty .

O
Stallm an and G ilkes, p. 49.

^ I b id . ,  p. 133 .

^^Robert Wooster S tallm an, "Stephen C rane 's  Revisions 
o f Maggie: A G irl of the  S t r e e ts , " American L i te r a tu r e , XXVI
(January, 1955), 528-536.
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But th e  p lo t cen tered  on Maggie i s ,  as S tallm an n o te s , "a sen­

tim e n ta l m e l o d r a m a , a n d  th e  book i s  more than  the  t ra c in g  

of M aggie's f a te ;  i t  i s  an environm ental s tudy  using  Maggie 

fo r  p lo t  i n t e r e s t .

Many have noted th a t  the  novel i s  "a panorama o f im-
1 o

p r e s s io n is t ic  v ig n e t t e s , ' and Joseph X. Brennan, among 

o th e rs , has po in ted  out iro n ic  and symbolic p a tte rn s  lin k in g  

the e p i s o d e s . M a g g i e  forms a motive fo r  th e  a c tio n s  o f Pete, 

Jimmie, and Mary Johnson, but only s ix  ch ap te rs  r e a l ly  c e n te r  

on Maggie—VI, V II, and V III, tra c in g  th e  growth of her love 

fo r  Pete , and XIV, XV, and XVI, o u tl in in g  h er r e je c t io n  by 

Pete and h er fam ily . The c lim a c tic  Chapter XVII, in  which 

Crane d ep ic ted  th e  nameless wanderer re je c te d  by men on a l l  

s o c ia l  le v e ls ,  should remind the  re a d e r  th a t  no t Maggie but 

trapped  womanhood i s  the  su b je c t of the  c h a p te r . Except fo r  

Chapter X II, which co n ta in s  a d e s c r ip t io n  of an o th er of the  

s e r ie s  of d rin k in g  p laces  p resen ted  in  th e  novel, the r e ­

mainder of the ch ap te rs  focus on the  fam ily  in  g en era l, Jimmie, 

Mary, o r P e te . In  o th e r words, th e  p r in c ip le  o f s e le c t io n  is  

no t based upon the  s to ry  of the  in d iv id u a l Maggie but upon

W. S tallm an, "C rane 's  'M aggie ': A R eassessm ent,"
Modern F ic tio n  S tu d ie s , V (Autumn, 1959), 259.

^^Ibid ., 252.
13 Joseph X. Brennan, " Iro n ic  and Symbolic S tru c tu re  in  

C rane 's  M aggie," N ineteen th  Century F ic tio n , XVI (March, 1962),
303- 315. ~  -



260

the  ty p ic a l i ty  o f the  Bowery fam ily , th e  Bowery b a rs , and th e  

Bowery lo v e r . I n te r r e la t in g  th ese  p a r ts  i s  a p a t te rn  of com-
lii

p a riso n  and c o n tra s t .  For in s ta n c e , in  the  f i r s t  two chap­

t e r s  the  v io lence  of th e  s t r e e t  i s  compared w ith  th a t  o f the  

home; V III and IX c o n tra s t  the  m elodram atic dream and the  

r e a l i t y  of home l i f e ;  X and XI c o n tra s t  Jim m ie's moral o u t­

rage w ith  h is  Immoral means of g a in in g  revenge. Like Maugham, 5̂ 

Crane gained h is  panoramic e f f e c t  w ith in  a sev e re ly  lim ite d  

len g th , but h in ts  of the  b roader s o c io lo g ic a l p a tte rn s  of 

G issing  and Moore a re  v is ib le  in  Jim m ie's r e je c t in g  th e  g i r l  

on th e  s t r e e t  as he th in k s  of th e  problem of h is  s i s t e r  and 

in  th e  women's surrounding Pete in  the  penu ltim ate  ch a p te r . 

Environment, then , i s  the  su b je c t, and th e  c o n f l ic t ,  l ik e  th a t  

in  L iza of Lambeth, i s  between th e  confusing fo rc e s  of the 

environment and the  in d iv id u a ls  of the  n o v e l.

"Innocence thw arted and betrayed  by environment i s  the 

sum o f Maggie, according to  S tallm an, and th i s  f a c t  i s  sup­

ported  by C rane 's  s ta tem ent to  Reverend Dixon, Crane, l ik e  

o th e r  w r ite rs  a ttem p tin g  to  make environment a f i c t io n a l  

fo rc e , faced the  problem of d e f in in g  th e  environm ent, making 

i t  r e a l ,  and showing the  i n te r r e la t io n  of environment and 

c h a ra c te r .  The predominant c h a r a c te r is t i c  of the  environment

^^Stallm an, Modern F ic tio n  S tu d ie s , V, 252.

^^Maggie probably in fluenced  Liza of Lambeth.
l6 S tallm an, Omnibus, p. 9.
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in  Maggie i s  p h y sica l v io le n c e . From the  opening scene of
17Jim m ie's defense o f "the honour of Rum A lley ,"  the f i r s t  

th re e  ch ap te rs  d e lin e a te  th e  pervasiveness o f f ig h tin g  as a 

way of l i f e .  I ro n ic a l ly  u n d ercu ttin g  the  idea  of th e  f ig h t  

fo r  honor i s  the  f ig h t  between Blue B i l l i e  and Jimmie, broken • 

up by the  p a re n ta l k icks of Mr. Johnson. That b r u ta l i ty  i s  

an environm ental t r a i t  r a th e r  than  a p ersonal t r a i t  i s  s tre s s e d  

by th e  d e l ig h t  and encouragement e l i c i t e d  by th e  f ig h te r s  from 

the  surrounding crowds. Chapter I I  con tinues the  p a tte rn  of 

v io len ce ; d e sp ite  M aggie's p ro te s t  a t  Jim m ie's f ig h tin g , she 

i s  b r u ta l ly  Je rk in g  Tommie, th e  baby, along w ith  her; Jimmie 

responds to  her rebuke by b e a tin g  h er; the  mother p h y s ic a lly  

a tta c k s  th e  c h ild re n  and the  husband. The f in a l  scene of 

Chapter I I I  i s  the  d e s tru c t iv e  b a t t l e  between th e  two p a ren ts , 

concluded by unconsciousness, a r e s u l t  o f a lco h o l and e x e r tio n . 

The c h i ld re n 's  re a c t io n  to  t h e i r  p a re n ts ' v io lence  i s  cowering 

f e a r .  Having e s ta b lish e d  v io len ce  as a major c h a r a c te r is t ic  

of th e  environm ent. Crane expanded th e  b r u ta l i ty  beyond i t s  

e x is ten c e  as a sim ple f a c tu a l  elem ent in to  a p a r t  o f the 

values of the  world of the  Bowery. Pete becomes a hero to  

Maggie by means of h is  b o asts  about h is  a b i l i t y  as a f ig h te r .  

Jim m ie's image of h im self i s  dependent upon h is  a b i l i t y  to  

f ig h t .  The irony  of b r u ta l i t y  as a value becomes e x p l ic i t

^^Wilson P o l l e t t  ( e d .) .  The Work of Stephen Crane 
(.New York: R u sse ll & R u sse ll, 1963), X, 137. H erea fte r r e -
fe rre d  to  as Work.
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In Jimmie's moral outrage a t  the  ru in  of h is  s i s t e r  and h is  

method of gain ing  j u s t i c e ,  the  a n im a l is t ic  b a t t l e  in  the bar 

in  Chapter XI. In  a d d i t io n  to  these  dram atic p re se n ta t io n s ,  

the  v ic iousness  of the environment i s  s t r e s se d  through images 

and by means of s ta tem ents  of the  c h a ra c te r s .

Two o th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the environment a re  p re ­

sented co n cre te ly .  The alcoholism  of th e  mother and the 

d rin k in g  of the f a th e r  both occur in  the opening chap ters  and 

a re  c lo se ly  r e la te d  to  the  v io lence  e x h ib i te d .  The e ld e r  

Johnson e x p l i c i t l y  s ta t e s  the  e s c a p is t  fu n c tio n  of a lcohol 

when he exp la ins  h is  reason fo r  d r in k in g :  "My home r e g ' l a r

l i v i n '  h e l l !  Why do I  come an ' d r in '  whisk' here th i s h  way?
1A

'Cause home r e g ' l a ' r  l i v i n '  h e l l ! "  Drinking as r e c re a t io n  

and escape i s  s t r e s se d  by the  p rog ress ion  of the  Pete-Maggie 

r e l a t io n s h ip :  from music h a l l ,  through beer h a l l ,  to  a bar

whose a t t r a c t i o n s  a re  both a lcoho l and women. P e te 's  drunken 

scene among the  women not only climaxes the a lc o h o l ic  element 

of the environment but a lso  sums up the o ther  environmental 

escape—sexual prom iscuity . D espite  the su b jec t  of p r o s t i t u ­

t io n ,  t h i s  f a c e t  of the novel i s  presen ted  r e l a t i v e l y  vaguely. 

P e te 's  d e s ire  fo r  Maggie, Jimmie's two g i r l s  on opposite  s id es  

of town, and the f i n a l  ju x ta p o s i t io n  of whiskey and women in  

P e te 's  experience in  the back room in d ic a te  th a t  sex, l ik e

l^ ib id .,  X, 148.
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whiskey, i s  a form of escape from the  b r u t a l i t y  of the env iron­

ment, but Jimmie's trea tm en t of h is  g i r l s ,  P e te 's  trea tm en t of 

Maggie, and the  s ix  p r o s t i t u t e s '  abandonment of Pete prove 

th a t  sex and b r u t a l i t y  a re  as c lo se ly  l inked  as a lcoho l and 

b r u t a l i t y .

F ig h tin g , d rink ing , f o r n ic a t in g —-these a re  the  o u t­

s tand ing  t r a i t s  o f  the  environment which a f f e c t  the  charac­

t e r s .  Compared to  these  elements, the  d e t a i l s  of the  phys ica l 

background remain r a th e r  vague. One of the  r e l a t i v e l y  ex ten ­

s iv e  d e s c r ip t io n s  of environment occurs a t  the  beginning of 

Chapter I I :

E ventua lly  they  en te red  a dark reg io n  where, 
from a careening  b u ild in g ,  a dozen gruesome doorways 
gave up loads  of babies  to  the  s t r e e t  and the  g u t t e r ,
A wind of e a r ly  autumn ra is e d  yellow dust from 
cobbles and sw irled  i t  a g a in s t  a hundred windows.
Long stream ers o f garments f l u t t e r e d  from f i r e - e s c a p e s .
In  a l l  unhandy p laces  th e re  were buckets, brooms, rag s ,  
and b o t t l e s .  In the  s t r e e t  in fa n ts  played or fought 
w ith  o th e r  in fa n ts  o r s a t  s tu p id ly  in  the  way of 
v e h ic le s .  Formidable women, w ith  uncombed h a i r  and 
d iso rdered  d re s s ,  gossiped while lean ing  on r a i l i n g s ,  
o r  screamed in  f r a n t i c  q u a r re ls .  Withered persons, 
in  curious  pos tu res  of submission to  something, s a t  
smoking pipes in  obscure c o rn e rs .  A thousand odors 
of cooking food came f o r th  to  the  s t r e e t .  The b u i ld ­
ing quivered and creaked from the  weight of humanity 
stamping about in  i t s  bowels.

The dominant im pression c rea ted  i s  one of crowdedness and

u g l in e ss ,  but t h i s  im pression i s  not c rea ted  by a concrete ,

organized p re se n ta t io n  of the  f a c t s  but by a s e r ie s  of

l ^ i b i d , ,  X, l 4 l .
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20lo o se ly  connected sen ten ces .  Physical background and i n ­

h a b i ta n ts  rece ive  about equal s t r e s s  In  the  paragraph, thus 

g iv ing  the Impression t h a t  the people a re  s u f fe r in g  from 

"submission to  something" (environment) but avoiding the 

vexing question  of how phy s ica l  environment I s  d e fe a t in g  

I t s  In h a b i ta n ts .  Although the focus I s  almost always on

people or a c t i v i t y  r a th e r  th a n .c o n c re te  d e s c r ip t io n s  of
21th in g s ,  the b r i e f  d e sc r ip t io n s  c re a te  a s u f f i c i e n t ly  

s trong  Impression so th a t  the  re a d e r  can perceive  the  c o n t ra s t  

between the d iso rd e r  of the s t r e e t s  and the  Johnson home and 

th e .o rd e r  and. In  one sense, beauty of the  b a rs .

On a corner a g la s s - f ro n te d  b u ild in g  shed a 
yellow g la re  upon the pavements. The open mouth of 
a saloon c a l le d  sed u c tiv e ly  to  passengers to  e n te r  
and a n n ih i la te  sorrow or c re a te  rage .

The I n t e r i o r  of the  place was papered In 
o l iv e  and bronze t i n t s  of Im ita t io n  l e a th e r .  A 
sh in ing  bar of c o u n te r fe i t  massiveness extended 
down the s ide  of the  room. Behind I t  a g re a t  
mahogany-imitation sideboard reached the c e l l in g .
Upon I t s  .shelves r e s te d  pyramids of shimmering 
g la sse s  th a t  were never d is tu rb e d .  M irrors s e t  
In the  face of the  sideboard m u lt ip l ie d  them.
Lemons, oranges, and paper napkins, arranged with 
mathematical p re c is io n ,  s a t  among the  g la s s e s .
Many-hued decan ters  of  l iq u o r 'p e rc h e d  a t  r e g u la r  
I n te rv a ls  on the lower sh e lv e s .  A n ic k e l -p la te d

20Although not as o f ten  commented upon as the  s t r i k ­
ing Images c rea ted  by Crane, the o rg a n iza t io n  of d e s c r ip t iv e  
paragraphs such as t h i s  one I s  as Important to  C rane 's  im­
p r e s s io n is t i c  e f f e c t s  as the s t a r t l i n g  Images.

21 I f  those who f ind  a c a r e fu l ly  planned, coherent 
p a t te rn  of Images In  the  book are  c o r re c t ,  the  o f t- re p e a te d  
"gruesome doorways" must be the ou ts tand ing  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
of the  environment.
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a
Il c a s h - r e g i s t e r  occupied a p lace in  the  exact cen tre

of th e  g enera l  e f f e c t .  The elem entary senses of 
I t  a l l  seemed to  be opulence and geom etrical 
accuracy .

In  a d d i t io n  to  the  f i r s t  paragraph s t r e s s in g  a lcoho l as a 

means of escape and l in k in g  i t  w ith  b r u t a l i t y ,  the passage em­

phasizes  l ig h tn e s s ,  co lo r ,  o rder, a l l  elements missing from 

■ Rum Alley; obvious here i s  ano ther  l i n k  in  the  s t r u c tu r e  of 

com parison-oontraat.  Unlike Maugham, who takes  away the  

apparent value of h is  c h a ra c te rs  by obvious humorous irony. 

Crane makes the  read e r  understand th a t  th e  escape to  the  bar 

i s  inadequate by the  more su b tle  irony  of the  in h e ren t  con- 

• t r a s t  between the  apparent and the  r e a l .  By the  r e p e t i t i o n  . 

of " i m i ta t i o n , " the  use of " c o u n te r f e i t , "  and the  s t r e s s  upon 

the  la c k  of fu n c t io n  of those th ings  which a re  in  p e r fe c t  

order.  C rane 's  irony  becomes c le a r ,  but h o t  o b tru s iv e ly  so.

The b r u t a l i t y  of the  s t r e e t  moving in to  the  order of the  bar 

w ith  the  f ig h t  which, follow s t h i s  passage makes the apparent 

c o n tra s t  between the  s t r e e t  and the bar d isap p e ar .  In ano ther 

famous d e s c r ip t iv e  scene. Chapter XVII where the  im pression 

rendered i s  of movement through every environmental le v e l  of 

the  c i t y ,  the  e f f e c t  i s  gained through a d e s c r ip t io n  of name­

le s s  men and a movement from l i g h t  to  dark, not through con­

c r e te  d e s c r ip t io n s  of the  environment.

I t  i s ,  of course, g e n e ra l ly  recognized th a t  Crane,

^^Work, X, 181.
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l i k e  Maugham and Garland, i s  an im p re s s io n is t .  C e r ta in  f a c e ts  

of Crane 's  im p re s s io n is t ic  c re a t io n  of environment have no t 

been g e n e ra l ly  recognized . The concre te  background i s  l i g h t l y  

sketched, mostly in  terms of people, through two s u p e r f i c i a l l y  

co n tra s ted  elements of the  Bowery w orld^-the s t r e e t ,  inc lu d in g  

the  b u ild in g  in  which the  Johnsons l i v e ,  and the  b a rs .  The 

c o n t ra s t s  in h eren t in  the  d e s c r ip t io n  of th ese  two elements 

make the  d e s c r ip t io n  more fu n c t io n a l  than  i t  would otherw ise 

be; t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  through c o n t ra s t  makes them e lu c id a te  

each o th e r .  As the  read er  sees  the  bars  more co n cre te ly ,  he 

i s  a lso  made to  see the  world o u ts id e  the  b a rs .  Thus an . 

êco'nomy of d e s c r ip t io n  i s  ach ieved . But both in  the  d e s c r ip ­

t io n  and in  the  a c t io n  of the novel, the  apparen t c o n t ra s t  

between the  s t r e e t  world and the  bar  world i s  i r o n i c a l ly  

shown to  have no r e a l  b as is  so t h a t  the  o u ts id e  world and 

the  world of escape become i d e n t i c a l .  At the  end of 

Chapter XVIII, the  darkness, th e  v ic io u sn ess ,  the  s tench, 

the  d iso rd e r  of the  o u ts id e  world have engulfed Pete in  the  

back room of the  bar; Pete i s  analogous to  the  exhausted 

Johnsons in  t h e i r  room a t  the  end of Chapter I I I .

The woman of au d ac i ty  and b r i l l i a n c e  stayed 
behind, tak in g  up the b i l l s  and s tu f f in g  them in to  a 
deep, i r r e g u la r ly  shaped pocket. A g u t tu r a l  snore 
from the  recumbent man caused her to  tu rn  and look 
down a t  him. She laughed. "What a fo o l! "  she sa id  
and w ent.

The smoke from the  lamps s e t t l e d  h eav ily  
down in  the  l i t t l e  compartment, obscuring the  way
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o u t .  The smell of o i l ,  s t i f l i n g  in  i t s  in t e n s i ty ,  
pervaded the  a i r .  The wine from an overturned g lass  
dripped s o f t l y  down upon thè b lo tches  on the man's 
neok.^j

I  Thus Maggie con ta ins  r e l a t i v e ly  l i t t l e  concrete  d e s c r ip t io n ,

I but t h a t  which i t  does con ta in  has an i ro n ic  i n t e n s i t y  which

I  not only fu rn ish e s  a f e e l in g  of the so rd id ,  ugly environment

I  but a lso  c o n tr ib u te s  to  movement and u n ity  of s t r u c tu r e .
ÎI The ques tion  of how th i s  physica l environment a f f e c t s

i  the  ch a ra c te rs  i s  a d i f f i c u l t  one. To show the l i n k  between
I

the Bowery environment and the v ic io u sn ess ,  a lcoholism , and 

sexual prom iscuity  i s ,  according to  C rane 's  e a r ly  comments, 

p a r t  of h is  in te n t io n .  I t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  th a t  Crane r e je c te d  

G arland 's  economic exp lana tion ; economic re p re s s io n ,  although 

implied in  the ug lin ess  of the environment and Maggie's 

su ic id e ,  i s  never made very r e a l .  In  f a c t ,  th e re  i s  no r e a l  

lo g ic a l  l i n k  between the physica l background and the a c t io n  

of the c h a ra c te r s ;  ye t  a l l  of the  c r i t i c s  who have recognized 

a d e te rm in is t ic  study of environment in  Maggie a re  not mis­

read ing  the  book. Although the  d e s c r ip t io n s  of the  Bowery, 

which I  have o u tl in ed  above, a re  in te g r a l  p a r ts  of the  novel,

I  they do not define  the e f f e c t iv e  environment. The d e s tru c t iv e

I na tu re  of the environment does no t depend upon a sense of place

I  but the na tu re  of people. The r e l a t i v e l y  g re a t  amount of dé­

fi s c r ip t io n  devoted to  c h a ra c te r s ,  both named and unnamed.

23lb id . ,  X, 215.
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supports  t h i s  o b se rv a tio n .  Chapter IX, whose fu n c t io n  i s  to
oh

show the c o n t ra s t  between th e  " tran scen d en ta l  rea lism " of 

the melodrama seen by Maggie in  Chapter V l l l  and the  r e a l i t y  

of Rum Alley, e x h ib i ts  an example of the  p re se n ta t io n  of the 

d e te rm in is t ic  environment of the  novel;

A group of u rch ins  were in t e n t  upon the  s ide
door, o f  a sa loon. Expectancy gleamed from t h e i r  eyes.
They were tw is t in g  t h e i r  f in g e rs  in  excitem ent.
"Here she comes 1" y e l led  one of them suddenly. The
group of u rch ins  b u rs t  i n s t a n t l y  asunder and i t s  i n ­
d iv id u a l  fragments were spread in  a wide, r e sp e c ta b le  
h a l f - c i r c l e  about the  po in t of I n t e r e s t .  The saloon 
door opened w ith  a crash , and the  f ig u re  o f a woman 
appeared upon the  th re sh o ld .  Her gray h a i r  f e l l  in  
knotted masses about h e r  shou lders .  Her face  was 
crimsoned and wet w ith  p e r s p i r a t io n .  Her eyes had 
a r o l l i n g  g la r e .  "Not a cent more o f me money w i l l  
yehs g e t—not a red I 1 spent me money here fo r  f r e e  
years , an ' now yehs t e l l s  me y e h ' l l  s e l l  me no more 
s tu f f  1 Go f a l l  on y e r s e l f ,  Johnnie Murckre! 'D is ­
turbance '?  D isturbance be blowedI Go f a l l  on 
y e r s e l f ,  Johnnie--"25

The boys a t t a c k  the  drunken woman and she curses  the  s p e c ta to r s .  

Mary Johnson a r r iv e s  home only to  f ig h t  w ith  her son. The 

u g lin e ss ,  the  drunkenness, the  v io lence  a re  here , bu t they  

expand beyond the  in d iv id u a l  to  be r e f l e c t e d  in  the  v ic io u s ­

ness of the  c h i ld re n  and the oaths and m is s i le s  of the  ne igh ­

b ors . The environment which en traps  Maggie, Jimmie, and a l l  

of the c h a ra c te rs  i s  one of people w ithout usable v a lu es .  The 

ques tion  of how the  physica l surroundings of the  Bowery shapes 

f a te  may go unanswered, but by l im i t in g  h is  su b je c t  to  a group

G ^lbid ., X, 171 .

25lbid., X, 173.
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of people i s o la te d  in  a s in g le  a rea .  Crane achieves the  e f f e c t  

of environmental determinism.

The novel con ta ins  two means of c h a ra c te r iz a t io n ,  one 

dependent on e x te r io r  d e s c r ip t io n  and d ram atiza tio n  and one 

combining these  means w ith  i n te r n a l  a n a ly s is .  Crane never 

e n te rs  the  minds of the  e ld e r  Johnsons or any of the  minor 

c h a ra c te r s ;  the  read er  i s  allowed to  see the  in n e r  motives of 

only Maggie, Jimmie, and in  one p lace  P e te .  Pete i s  no t only 

a necessary  device fo r  forwarding the  p lo t  cen te r in g  on the 

f a l l  of Maggie but a lso  a complete re p re s e n ta t iv e  of the  

m ilieu ,  an amalgamation of the  v io lence , drunkenness, and 

s e x u a l i ty  which determine the  environment. Pete, as ty p ic a l  

young man, i s  no t a complex c h a ra c te r ,  but even in  h is  charac­

t e r i z a t i o n ,  the  bas ic  c o n f l i c t  of a l l  the  major c h a ra c te rs  i s  

v i s i b l e .  This c o n f l i c t  i s  n o t ic e a b le  in  the  in t ro d u c t io n  of 

Pete, a passage which i l l u s t r a t e s  Crane 's  technique of remain­

ing o u ts id e  the  c h a ra c te r  and ye t showing the  c h a r a c te r 's  

m otiva tion ;

Down the  avenue came b o a s t fu l ly  saun te r in g  
a lad  of s ix te e n  years ,  although the  chronic sneer 
of an id e a l  manhood a lread y  s a t  on h is  l i p s .  His 
h a t  was t ipped  over h is  eye w ith  an a i r  of cha llenge . 
Between h is  t e e th .a  c igar-stum p was t i l t e d  a t  the 
angle o f d e f ian ce .  He walked w ith a c e r t a in  swing 
of the  shoulders  which appalled  the  t im id .  He 
glanced over in to  the  vacant l o t  in  which the  l i t t l e  
rav ing  boys from D e v i l 's  Row seethed about the 
sh r iek in g  and t e a r f u l  c h i ld  from Rum Alley.

"GeeI" he murmured w ith  i n t e r e s t ,  "a sc rap .
Gee!" He s trode  over to  the  cursing  c i r c l e ,  swinging 

. h i s  shoulders  in  a manner which denoted th a t  he held
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v ic to ry  in  h is  f i s t s .  He approached a t  th e  back 
of one of the  most deeply  engaged of the  D e v i l 's  
Row c h i ld re n .  "Ah, what d ' h e l l , "  he sa id ,  and 
smote the  deeply  engaged one on the  back of the
h ead .20

Although the sarcasm of " id e a l  manhood" s t r i k e s  a f a l s e  note 

of a u th o r ia l  comment, the  o th e r  elements o f  the  passage, a l l  

v i s ib l e  to  an o u ts id e r ,  emphasize P e te 's  p r id e  in  h is  s tre n g th ,  

h i s  toughness. But forming a c o n t r a s t  to  the  f i n a l  curse i s  

the  innocent-sounding " G e e , a  c o n tra s t  between overt  world­

l in e s s  and in te r n a l  in s e c u r i ty ,  a c o n f l ic t  which c h a ra c te r iz e s  

Fete throughout the novel.  His i n s e c u r i ty  demands the support 

of sexual m astery; "Eete took note  of Maggie. 'Say, Mag,

I'm s tuck  on yer shape. I t ' s  outa s ig h t .  . . . '" 2 8  wish 

to  become b e t t e r  in  h is  own eyes through convincing the  world 

of h is  masculine s o p h is t ic a t io n  i s  shown by h is  abandoning 

Maggie fo r  N ell and h is  f i n a l  drunken p lea  f o r  acceptance from 

the s ix  p r o s t i t u t e s .  Analogous to  the  incongruous innocence 

in tim ated  by the  "Gee" of the  above passage i s  the  in tro d u c t io n  

of a value which apparen tly  has no p lace in  the  Bowery world.

26
I b id . ,  X, 138-139.

27
Perhaps "Gee" sounds more innocent to  the  c u r re n t  

read er  than to  the  read er  of the N in e t ie s ;  however, c o n s id e r­
ing the  uproar caused by the p ro fa n i ty  used in  the novel, I  
suspect the  c o n t r a s t  between the p r iv a te ly  murmured "Gee" 
and the  p u b l ic ly  announced "h e ll"  was in t e n t io n a l .

^°Works, X, 160.
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In Chapter XVI, devoted to  P e te 's  r e j e c t io n  of Maggie, the  r e ­

cu r re n t  word i s  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .

In t h i s  chap ter ,  f o r  the  f i r s t  time. Crane re so r te d  

to  a n a ly s is  in  the  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  of P e te . I  f e e l  t h a t  the  

a n a ly s is  i s  a r t i s t i c a l l y  weak because i t  i s  unnecessary:

P e te 's  s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n  simply re p e a ts  what the  c a re fu l  

read e r  a lread y  knows and, in  a d d i t io n ,  reduces P e te 's  ro le  

from th a t  of inver ted  hero, the  Bowery r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of the 

t r a d i t i o n a l  romantic lo v e r ,  to  p a th e t ic  boy. But C rane 's  

mistake, i f  i t  i s  one, e lu c id a te s  h is  purpose with a kind 

of g la r in g  c l a r i t y .  The opening paragraphs o f the chap ter 

re p e a t  the  p a t te rn  of mixed toughness and in s e c u r i ty :

Pete did not cons ide r  th a t  he had ruined 
Maggie. I f  he had thought t h a t  her soul could 
never smile again , he would have be lieved  the 
mother and b ro th e r ,  who were pyrotechnic  over 
the a f f a i r ,  to  be re sp o n s ib le  fo r  i t ,  Besides, in  
h is  world, sou ls  did not i n s i s t  upon being able  to  
sm ile . "What d ' h e l l? "

He f e l t  a t r i f l e  en tang led . I t  d i s t r e s s e d  
him. Revela tions and scenes might b r ing  upon him 
the  wrath of the  owner of the saloon, who in s i s te d  
upon r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  of an advanced type . "What do 
they  want to  r a i s e  such a smoke about i t  fe r? "  
demanded he of h im self ,  d isgus ted  w ith  the  a t t i t u d e  
of the fam ily . He saw no n e c e s s i ty  t h a t  people 
should lo se  t h e i r  equ ilib rium  merely because t h e i r  
s i s t e r  or t h e i r  daughter had stayed away from home. 
Searching about in  h is  mind fo r  p o ss ib le  reasons 
fo r  t h e i r  conduct, he came upon the  conclusion th a t  
Maggie's motives were c o r re c t ,  but t h a t  the  two 
o th e rs  wished to  snare him. He f e l t  pu rsued .29

29lbid., X, 204.
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Attempting to  escape from the  contem plation of t h i s  problem, 

Pete occupies h im self  "With l in g e r in g  thoughts of the  woman 

of b r i l l i a n c e  and au d a c ity .  . , The purpose of the  quota­

t io n  i s  to  remove any p o s s i b i l i t y  of the  r e a d e r ' s  Judging 

Fete by t r a d i t i o n a l  moral s tan d a rd s .  A t r a d i t i o n a l  v i l l a i n  

must be se lf -c o n sc io u s ;  Pete i s  n o t .  The p o in t  i s  t h a t ,  a l ­

though P e te 's  ac t io n s  have led  to  th e  d e s t ru c t io n  of an inno­

cent g i r l ,  he i s  not to  be judged as a v i l l a i n  but, l ik e  

Maggie, as a m orally  confused human being . The o th e r  fu n c t io n  

of t h i s  passage, as w ell as the  chap te r  as a whole, i s  to  de­

velop the  irony  in  P e te ' s b e l i e f  in  barroom r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  and 

h is  ignorance of the  id e a l  of f a m i l i a l  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .  When 

Maggie appears, he can send her  away w ith  the  J u s t i f i e d  o u t­

rage of the businessman whose r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  i s  being 

th re a te n e d .  The scene between Pete and Maggie c lo ses  w ith  

"'Oh, go to  h e l l I '  c r ied  he. He slammed the  door fu r io u s ly  

and re tu rn ed ,  w ith  an a i r  of r e l i e f ,  to  h is  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y . "3^ 

But the  la r g e r  irony , the  irony  which pervades the  novel, i s  

th a t  t h i s  id e a l  of r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  i s  a norm from o u ts id e  the  

environment, a m id d le -c lass  norm which, as in  P e te 's  r e j e c t io n  

of Maggie in  pursuance of i t ,  i s  d e s t r u c t iv e .  Pete remains a 

simple c h a ra c te r ,  lack ing  in  in congru ity ,  d e sp ite  h is

3°Ibid., X, 205.
%bid., X:, 207.
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in c o n s is te n c ie s .  Seeking growth, he can f in d  no adequate 

means to  achieve personal growth w ith in  the values of the 

environment in  which he l i v e s .

Complementary to  Pete as a fo rce  lead in g  to  Maggie's 

f a l l  i s  Mary Johnson, the mother whose drunken b r u t a l i t y  

fo rces  Maggie to  dream o f .a n  escape from home. She, l i k e  

Fete, has two s id es  to  her simple c h a ra c te r :

The mother s a t  b l in k in g  a t  them. She de­
l iv e re d  reproaches, swallowed po ta toes ,  and drank 
from a yellow-brown b o t t l e .  A fter  a time her  mood 
changed, and she wept as she c a r r ie d  l i t t l e  Tommie 
in to  ano ther room and l a id  him to  s leep , w ith  h is  
f i s t s  doubled, in  an old q u i l t  of faded red-and-green  
grandeur. Then she came and moaned by the s to v e .
She rocked to  and f ro  upon a c h a ir ,  shedding te a r s  

■ and crooning m iserab ly  to  the two c h i ld re n  about 
t h e i r  "poor mother" and "yer fad e r ,  damn ' i s  s o u l . "32

Although grotesque in  her v ic io u sn ess ,  she, too, has a s e n t i ­

mental, in secure  element in  her c h a ra c te r ,  most u su a lly  v i s ­

ib le  as drunken ba thos. But beneath her  b r u t a l i t y  and her 

drunken a c t io n s ,  she r e t a in s  an incongruous id e a l  of r e s p e c t ­

a b i l i t y  which i s  in s trum en ta l  in  d r iv in g  Maggie from home. 

Maggie leaves  only a f t e r  Mary has forced the i s s u e :  "Yeh've

gone t ' d ' d e v i l ,  Mag Johnson, yehs knows yehs have gone t '  

d ' d e v i l ,  Yer a d isg race  t '  yer  people. An' now, g i t  out 

an ' go ahn wid d a t  doe-faced Jude of yours. Go wid him, 

curse yeh, an ' a good r iddance . Go, an ' see how yeh l ik e s  

i t . "33 mother re p e a ts  her  moral r e j e c t io n  of Maggie a f t e r

^ ^ Ib id . ,  X, 145-146.

^^Ibid., X, 176-177.
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Pete has abandoned her daughter, and of course, her  a c t io n s  in  

the  f i n a l  chap te r  s t r e s s  again  the  in co n g ru ity  between her 

l i f e  and her v a lu es .  F i r s t  her  r e a c t io n  to  Maggie's dea th  i s  

simply sen tim en ta l;  "When she f in ish e d  her  co ffee  she began 

to  weep. ' I  k in  remember when her two f e e t  were no b igger 

dan yer t'umb, and she weared worsted b o o t s , '  moaned sh e ."^

When in  the  c lo s in g  l in e s  " in  an agony of g r ie f "  Mary screams, 

"Oh, yes. I ' l l  fe rg iv e  her! I ' l l  fe rg iv e  h e r ! "35 th e re  i s  no 

conscious hypocrisy . The i ro n ie s  a re  so numerous th a t  i t  i s  

d i f f i c u l t  to  mention them a l l .  Among the  most o f te n  noted 

a re  the u se le ss  fo rg iveness  a f t e r  a dea th  caused by the  

m other 's  f a i l u r e  to  fo rg iv e  while Maggie was a l iv e  and the  

f o r g iv e r 's  much g re a te r  g u i l t  than  th e  fo rg iv en .  The l a t t e r  

irony  i s . i n e v i t a b l y  f e l t ,  but i t  i s  beside  the  p o in t :  a l ­

though Crane never allowed Mary the  s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n  th a t  

he allowed Pete, she i s  no more g u i l t y  of Maggie's dea th  than 

Pete, Jimmie, or the  unnamed m in is te r .  The fu n c t io n a l  irony  

in  t h i s  l a s t  scene i s  i t s  emphasis o f r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ,  C h r is t ia n  

v i r tu e ,  and C h r is t ia n  fo rg iveness  in  a world in  which these  

values have no p la c e .  Like Pete, Mary Johnson i s  u l t im a te ly  

d e s t ru c t iv e  because of her adherence to  middle c la s s  and, 

f i n a l l y ,  C h r is t ia n  norms. A simple c h a ra c te r ,  Mary Johnson 

i s  trapped in  the  r e a l i t y  o f  the  Bowery but eq u a lly  trapped

S ^Ib id . ,  X, 216.

35Ibid., X, 218.
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by Kn Id ea l  o f something b e t t e r .

Jimmie Johnson, to  whose c h a ra c te r  more a n a ly s is  i s  

devoted than to  any o th e r  in  the novel, i s  C rane 's  most am­

b i t io u s  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  and h is  g r e a te s t  f a i l u r e  in  Maggie.

I t  i s  through Jimmie th a t  Crane developed h is  Darwinian 

theme—th e  s u rv iv a l  of the  f i t t e s t  through the  adjustm ent to  

environm ent--through the c o n tra s t  between Jimmie's su rv iv a l  

and Maggie's dea th  and th a t  he s t r e s se d  the  v a lu e le ssn ess  

in h e ren t  in  th e  Bowery environment—"He became so sharp th a t  

he be lieved  in  n o t h i n g . I n  Jimmie, Crane t r i e d  h a rd es t  to  

achieve in co n g ru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a t io n .  In  Chapter IV, de­

voted to  an a n a ly s is  o f  Jimmie, the, weakness i s  apparen t in  

the  u n c e r ta in ty  of tone and the  in c o n s is te n c ie s ,  which r e f l e c t ,  

f i n a l l y ,  confusion r a th e r  than  com plex ity .3? The f in a l  two 

paragraphs of the  chap te r ,  in  t h e i r  emphasis upon v io lence

S ^ Ib id . ,  X, 153.
37'A t t h i s  s tage  of h is  development. C rane 's  technique 

was inadequate to  p resen t s im ultaneously  Jimmie's v is io n  of 
h im se lf  and the. i ro n ic  p ic tu re  from above showing how the 
read e r  should ev a lu a te  Jimmie's though ts . As in  Maugham's 
a ttem pt a t  t h i s ,  the  irony  too o f te n  has a comic e f f e c t ’; fo r  
in s ta n c e ,  "When they  would t h r u s t  a t ,  or pa rry ,  the  nose of 
h is  champing ho rses ,  making them swing t h e i r  heads and move 
t h e i r  f e e t ,  and thus d is tu rb in g  a s to l i d ,  dreamy repose, he 
swore a t  the  men as fo o ls ,  f o r  he h im self could perceive 
th a t  Providence had caused i t  to  be c l e a r ly  w r i t te n  th a t  
he and h is  team had the  in a l ie n a b le  r ig h t  to  stand in  
the  proper path  of the  su n -c h a r io t  and, i f  they  so minded, 
to  o b s tru c t  i t s  m ission or take  a wheel o f f . "  Work, X,
154-155.
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and sex, l in k  Jimmie to  h i s  environment; they a lso  attem pt to  

develop the complexity of h is  c h a ra c te r .

When Jimmie was a l i t t l e  boy he began to  be 
a r re s te d .  Before he reached a g re a t  age, he had a 
f a i r  reco rd . He developed too  g re a t  a tendency to  
climb down from h is  t ru c k  and f ig h t  w ith  o th e r  
d r iv e r s .  He had been in  q u ite  a number of f ig h t s ,  
and in  some genera l barroom rows th a t  had become 
known to  the p o l ic e .  Once he had been a r re s te d  
fo r  a s sa u l t in g  a chinaman. Two women in  d i f f e r e n t  
p a r ts  of the  c i ty ,  and e n t i r e ly  unknown to  each 
o ther ,  caused him conside rab le  annoyance by break­
ing fo r th ,  s im ultaneously , a t  f a t e f u l  i n t e r v a l s ,  
in to  w ailings  about marriage and support and i n ­
fa n ts  .

N evertheless , he had, on a c e r t a in  s t a r - l i t  
evening, sa id  wonderingly and q u i te  re v e re n t ly ,
"Deh moon looks l ik e  h e l l ,  d o n ' t  i t ? " 3 °

But Crane was unable to  develop Jimmie as both ad ju s ted  to  h is  

ugly environment and f i l l e d  w ith  adm ira tion  fo r  n a tu ra l  beauty . 

The c o n f l ic t  in  Jimmie emerges as th a t  of both Pete and Mary-- 

personal a c t io n  based upon the amoral s tandards  of the en­

vironment and a s e l f i s h  m o ra li ty  based upon id e a ls  ou ts ide  

the  environment. Sometimes t h i s  i s  comic: "Jimmie had an

idea i t  w asn 't  common courtesy  f o r  a f r ie n d  to  come to  one 's  

home and ru in  one 's  s i s t e r .  But he was no t sure  how much

Pete knew about the ru le s  of p o l i te n e s s ,  o r  "He was t ry in g

to  form ulate a theory  th a t  he had always unconsciously held, 

th a t  a l l  s i s t e r s  excepting h is  own could, adv ised ly ,  be 

r u i n e d . I n  r e l a t i o n  to  Maggie he r e a c t s  w ith  h is  m other's

3 8 ib ld . ,  X, 155- 156 .

3 9 lb ld . ,  X, 177.

%bid., X, 180.
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id e a l  of r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ,  as when Maggie makes her l a s t  appear­

ance a t  home; "Radiant v i r tu e  s a t  upon h is  brow, and h is  r e ­

p e l l in g  hands expressed h o rro r  of con tam ina tion ,"^ -  U ltim ate ly  

a l l  the  a n a ly s is  o f  Jimmie i s  almost f u n c t io n le s s ,  fo r  he 

f i n a l l y  e x i s t s  as a simple c h a ra c te r  r e f l e c t i n g  both amoral 

r e a l i t y  and the  id e a l  of u se le ss  s tan d a rd s .  In the  l a s t
ho

chap te r ,  "the s o i le d ,  unshaven manj' announcing calmly the

death  of Maggie, has become the  p e r fe c t  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of the

environment, but t h i s  involves no r e a l  change in  c h a ra c te r

s ince  Jimmie has always had t h i s  r o le .  I t  seems to  me th a t

Crane had g r e a te r  plans than t h i s  fo r  Jimmie, but he found no

s a t i s f a c to r y  way to  c a r ry  them o u t.

Although Stallm an does not prove th a t  Madame Bovary
43was the  " in s p i r a t io n a l  source" o f Maggie any more than

44
Ahnebrink proves L*Assommoir as d i r e c t  in f lu en c e ,  c e r t a in ly  

Maggie's f a l l  through the p u r su i t  o f  romantic dreams i s  w ith in  

the p a t te rn  i n i t i a t e d  by F la u b e r t .  Maggie i s  not f i n a l l y  very 

much l i k e  Madame Bovary, however; she e x h ib i ts  none of Emma's 

in co n g ru ity  sp rin g in g  from complexity of m otiva tion  and change 

of c h a ra c te r  but i s  r a th e r  the  good g i r l  led  a s t r a y .  Maggie

^^I b i d . ,  X, 203.

^ ^ Ib id . ,  X, 216.

^^Stallman, Modern F ic t io n  S tud ies ,  V, 253-256. 

^^Ahnebrink, pp. 251-264.
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"blossomed in  a mud puddle"^^ no t only in  terms of phys ica l 

beauty but a lso  in  terms of human goodness. U nfortunate ly  

her environment fu rn ish es  her  adequate m a te r ia ls  f o r  dreams, 

but i t  o f fe r s  her inadequate means to  f u l f i l l  th ese  dreams; in  

f a c t  i t  o f fe r s  no c r i t i c a l  s tandard  so th a t  elegance i s  

equated with the romantic i d e a l . Thus Pete seems to  o f f e r  • 

a means to  her goal:  "Maggie perceived th a t  here was the

id e a l  man. Her dim thoughts were o f te n  search ing  fo r  far-away 

lands where th e  l i t t l e  h i l l s  s in g  to g e th e r  in  the  morning. 

Under the  t r e e s  of her dream-gardens th e re  had always walked 

a l o v e r . T h e  a r r i v a l  of Pete g ives her  the  p e rsp ec tiv e  

to  see the ug lin ess  o f her  home, the boredom of the f a c to ry ,  

and her  lo n e l in e s s .  Not only her  m o ra li ty  but a lso  her  dream 

of happiness i s  r e f le c te d  in  the  cheap melodramas she w i t ­

n esses .

Maggie always departed  w ith  r a is e d  s p i r i t s  
from these 'm elodramas. She r e jo ic e d  a t  the  way in  
which the poor and v ir tu o u s  e v e n tu a l ly  overcame the 
wealthy and wicked. The th e a t r e  made her  th in k .
She wondered i f  th e  c u l tu re  and refinem ent she had 
s e e n 'im i ta te d ,  perhaps g ro te sque ly , by the  hero ine 
on the s tag e ,  could be acquired  by a g i r l  who l iv ed  
in  a tenement house and worked in  a s h i r t  f a c to ry ,^ '

^^Work, X, 156.

^ ^ Ib id . ,  X, 159 .

^^I b i d . ,  X, 172- 173 . The "perhaps g ro tesque ly"  i s  an 
example of Crane's  te c h n ic a l  fumbling. A fter  th re e  paragraphs 
of i ro n ic  a n a ly s is  of  the melodrama in  which the  plays a re  
made too c l e a r ly  s i l l y  in  t h e i r  la c k  of rea l ism , ' Crane ap­
p a re n t ly  thought he had to  make the  p o in t  again  in  t h i s  para­
graph devoted to  Maggie's though ts .  The phrase i s  confusing
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Maggie's s to ry  i s  one of dreams being crushed by r e a l i t y .

Crane achieved the e f f e c t  of I n e v i t a b i l i t y  through the 

a c t io n  of e x te rn a l  fo rces  In  the  d e s t ru c t io n  of Maggie. Her 

I n i t i a l  e r ro r  In  choosing Pete, a mistake made p o ss ib le  by the. 

l im i ta t io n s  of her  environment. Is  the only one of her ac t io n s  

which depends upon Maggie's v o l i t i o n .  Each s tep  toward su ic id e  

Is  determined by the  c h a ra c te rs  who re p re se n t  fo rces  In her 

environment. Although she sh rinks  from the p r o s t i t u t e s  she 

sees In the  ba rs ,  the  r e fu s a l  of lo v e r ,  m in is te r ,  mother, and 

b ro th e r  to  o f f e r  a refuge d r iv e s  her to  p r o s t i t u t i o n .  Her 

d e c is io n  In favor of su ic id e  Is  l e f t  unanalyzed, but th e  e f f e c t  

of Chapter XVII, d e sc r ib in g  the nameless g i r l ' s  voyage through 

a l l  l e v e l s  of s o c ie ty .  Is  t h a t  su ic id e  I s  caused by lo n e l in e ss  

r a th e r  than  economic p r iv a t io n ;  again  r e j e c t io n  by o thers  

r a th e r  than  f re e  choice I s  s t r e s s e d .  By the  simple expedient 

of withdrawing from Maggie's mind. Crane achieved the  e f f e c t  

of I n e v i t a b i l i t y .

The s im p l ic i ty  of c h a r a c te r iz a t io n —good g i r l  d riven  

to  d e s t ru c t io n  by bad people—Is  the  element which has caused 

Stallman and o th e rs  to  c a l l  the  p lo t  "sen tim enta l melodrama." ■ 

That t h i s  Is  the  f i n a l  e f f e c t  of the novel I s ,  I  th in k ,  un­

d en iab le ,  but I t  was not the  Intended e f f e c t .  As I  have

s ince  I f  Maggie th in k s  I t  she Is. s tepp ing  out of c h a ra c te r  
and I f  Crane I n s e r t s  I t  the  phrase In te r ru p ts  the purpose of 
the  paragraph.
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pointed out, Crane t r i e d  very h ard—sometimes too hard—to  

remove the e f f e c t  of moral b lack  and white in  h is  c h a r a c te r iz a ­

t io n  by s t r e s s in g  th a t  Pete, Jimmie, and Mary a re  n e i th e r  aware 

of nor morally re sp o n s ib le  fo r  t h e i r  a c t io n s .  However,

Crane 's  adherence to  i ro n ic  i n t e r n a l  c o n f l i c t  in  e s s e n t i a l l y  . 

c o n s is te n t  c h a rac te rs  r a th e r  than  the  development of t r u l y  

incongruous motives not only leaves  overtones of melodrama 

but a lso  leads  Cady to  a s s e r t  t h a t  Maggie i s  not a n a t u r a l i s t i c  

novel because " a l l  th re e  of Maggie's a n ta g o n is ts  . . .  do 

l i t e r a l l y  make e th ic a l  choices which damn her."^® As I  have 

suggested befo re , the  b es t  technique to  c re a te  the  e f f e c t  of 

environmental determinism i s  to  show change of c h a ra c te r  due 

to  change of environment. Although I  th in k  Crane attempted 

t h i s  in  Jimmie, Jimmie e x h ib i t s  no more change than  Pete or 

Mary. Crane a lso  paid a r a th e r  h igh p r ic e  f o r  a sense of i n ­

e v i t a b i l i t y  through h is  withdrawal from f u r th e r  in t e rn a l  

a n a ly s is  of Maggie; the  read er  i s  allowed to  assume th a t  Maggie 

remains e s s e n t i a l l y  good d e sp ite  her  descen t in to  the  most de-  ' 

graded le v e l  of p r o s t i t u t i o n .  Thus in  r e l a t i o n  to  the m orally  

good Maggie, a l l  of the o th e r  c h a ra c te rs  appear to  be e v i l .  

Since one of Crane's  announced purposes was to  show the  e f f e c t  

of environment, I  b e liev e  i t  i s  v a l id  to  c a l l  the  methods of 

c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  the  weakest element in  Maggie.

iiR ,
Edwin H. Cady, Stephen Crane (New York: Twayne

P ub lish e rs ,  I n c . ,  I 962) ,  p. llO .
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Almost a l l  c r i t i c s  agree th a t  Maggie f i n a l l y  avoids 

being sen tim en ta l melodrama, and most people name Crane 's  

Irony as the  device which saves I t .  Since Irony Is  the  b es t  

defense a g a in s t  excessive  emotion, th e re  can be l i t t l e  a rgu­

ment w ith t h i s  In s ig h t ,  In  a book whose value depends upon 

Irony, I t  I s  Important to  understand how the  i ro n ic  e f f e c t s  

a re  gained and what they c o n tr ib u te  to  the  novel.  As one 

c r i t i c  n o te s ,  "In Maggie . . . the  Irony Is  so a l l -p e rv a s iv e ,  

ranging from the  Invers ion  of a s in g le  word.or phrase to  the

them atic  Idea I t s e l f ,  th a t  I t  Is  a t  once the  most s t r i k in g
49and y e t  most e lu s iv e  aspec t of the  n o v e l ."  Having a lread y  

I l l u s t r a t e d . irony  of s ta tem ent and se v e ra l  In s tances  of irony 

of s i t u a t i o n ,  I  s h a l l  l im i t  my d isc u ss io n  to  the  techniques 

and e f f e c t s  o f  the  s t r u c tu r a l  Irony .

Ignoring fo r  the moment the  I n te r r e l a t io n s h ip s  be­

tween the  In d iv id u a l  chap ters  In  order to  determine the  over­

a l l  s t r u c tu r e  In  the  novel, I  f in d  th re e  f a i r l y  homogeneous 

se c t io n s  focusing  on four main c h a ra c te r s .  The f i r s t  n ine 

chap te rs  e s ta b l i s h  the  environment, c h a ra c te r iz e  the  four 

people, and in troduce  the p lo t  c o n f l i c t  In  the  form of the 

meeting of Pete and Maggie; the n in th  chap ter  Is  c l im ac tic  

as Maggie I s  forced  to  leave home. Chapters X through XVII 

t r a c e  the  d i s in te g r a t io n  of the  Pete-Maggle a f f a i r  and the 

r e a c t io n  of the  fam ily; the l a s t  th re e  chap ters  of t h i s

49Brennan, N ineteenth  Century F ic t io n ,  XVI, 304.
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se c t io n  rep ea t  the p a t te rn  of r e je c t io n ,  inc lud ing  r e j e c t io n  

by fam ily, Pete, man of God, and the men of the c i ty ,  and are 

climaxed by Maggie's dea th . The f i n a l  two chapters  show the 

degradation  of Pete and Jimmie and the  fo rg iveness  of the 

mother. Most commentators see th ese  l a s t  two chap ters  as 

ad d i t io n s  to  the  s to ry  of Maggie designed to  prove t h a t  the  

power of environment i s  omnipotent, snaring  the  bad as w ell as 

the good. They do, of course, fu n c tio n  in  t h i s  way, but in  

t h i s  panoramic novel, they are  no t ad d i t io n s  but a re  in h eren t 

to  the  s t ru c tu re  s ince  the environment as a whole, as r e p re ­

sented by four  people, i s  the  c e n te r  of i n t e r e s t .  The l a s t  

two chap ters ,  however, have a f u r th e r  fu n c t io n .

Maggie i s  c e n t r a l  to  the s to ry  because she i s  the only 

one who a c t iv e ly  s t r i v e s  to  go beyond the  Bowery environment. 

I t  i s  proof of the re p re s s iv e  na tu re  of the environment th a t  

the  only a v a i la b le  means to  gain  he r  romantic goal i s  sex, and 

s e x u a l i ty ,  l ik e  b r u t a l i t y  and drunkenness, leads  downward, not 

upward. C rane 's  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  and p lo t  seem anything but 

re v o lu t io n a ry —good g i r l  makes sexual mistake and i s  punished, 

a movement which completely s a t i s f i e s  the  expec ta tio n s  of the 

moral re a d e r .  But Crane 's  care in  removing v i l l a i n y  as a 

motive fo r  Pete and Jimmie in d ic a te s  th a t  t h i s  i s  not the 

p o in t ,  and Crane 's ta sk  throughout the novel and e s p e c ia l ly  

in  the l a s t  two chapters  i s  to  rea ssu re  the read er  th a t  t h i s  

i s  no t the p o in t .  A fte r  the concrete  p ic tu re  of the  human
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environment In which Maggie l iv e s ,  the read e r  expects her to  

d e s ire  to  escape. The irony  can be described  in  t h i s  way: 

Maggie must choose between what the  read er  considers  two un­

s a t i s f a c to r y  modes of life--Rum  A lley w ith  her fam ily  or the 

world of bars  w ith Pete; sympathizing w ith Maggie's moral 

dilemma, the  read er  i s  shocked in  Chapter IX to  f ind  h is  moral 

id e a l  presented  by Mary Johnson, and the  r i g i d i t y  of th i s  

id e a l  i s  s t r e s se d  by Mary's o rdering  Maggie to  leav e . This 

moral shock i s  re in fo rc e d  by the s t r u c tu r e  of Chapter IX;

Mary i s  kicked out of a bar, taunted  by c h ild re n ,  spied on by 

neighbors, and f i n a l l y  b r u ta l ly  co n tro l le d  by Jimmie. Only the 

t o t a l l y  in s e n s i t iv e  read e r  could miss the  in co n g ru ity  between 

Mary's a c t io n  and the  norm by which she Judges Maggie. The 

same i ro n ic  p a t te rn  s t ru c tu re s  the  second se c t io n  of the book. 

S t i l l  sympathetic w ith  Maggie, the read er  i s  shocked to  f ind  

both Jimmie and Mary upholding the  r e a d e r 's  id e a l  of r e s p e c t ­

a b i l i t y  a t  the expense of Maggie. The irony  i s  again  em­

phasized, almost too obviously in  Chapter XV, which opens w ith 

Jimmie's r e j e c t i o n  of "the fo r lo rn  woman"^^ H a tt ie  on p re ­

c i s e ly  the same grounds th a t  Pete uses to  r e j e c t  Maggie, and 

continues w ith Jimmie's v ir tu o u s  e x h ib i t io n  of h o rro r  a t  

Maggie. The major i ro n ie s  of Chapter XVI a re  a t  l e a s t  th re e :  

the read er  i s  shocked to  f in d  th a t  Pete can J u s t i f y  h is

^^Work, X, 201.
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a c t io n s ;  he i s  even more shocked a t  the  grounds Pete uses to  

r e j e c t  M a g g ie - - re sp e c ta b i l i ty ;  and f in a l l y ,  he i s  shocked when 

in  d esp era tio n  Maggie seeks "the grace of God,"^^ only to  be 

once more r e je c te d  by h is  r e p re s e n ta t iv e :  "But as the  g i r l

accosted him he made a convulsive movement and save h is  r e ­

s p e c t a b i l i t y  by a vigorous s id e - s te p .  He d id  not r i s k  i t  to  

save a so u l.  For how was he to  know th a t  th e re  was a soul 

before him th a t  needed saving?"^^ Again in  a complex s e t  of 

i ro n ic  events, the  r e a d e r 's  values have been claimed by the 

s e l f i s h  c h a rac te rs  and turned in to  a weapon a g a in s t  the 

ch a ra c te r  w ith  whom the read e r  sympathizes. With Maggie's su­

ic id e ,  the  fa b le  of the d e s tru c t io n  of innocence i s  complete 

and the  i ro n ic  theme seems c le a r ;  in  th e  world of the  Bowery, 

the  norm of r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  i s  more d e s t ru c t iv e  than b r u t a l i t y ,  

drunkenness, and sex.

But d e s i r in g  to  shock, Crane, l ik e  Moore in  A Mummer's 

Wife and Maugham in  Liza of Lambeth, has to  t r y  to  make sure 

th a t  the  m orally  o r ie n te d  read er  would no t f e e l  t h a t  Maggie's 

death  was a support to  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  n o v e l i s t i c  m o ra li ty  

th a t  sexual s in  i s  punished. He attem pted to  make t h i s  po in t 

in  Chapter XVIII in  a number of i ro n ic  ways. F i r s t ,  Pete i s  

shown as n o n -v il la in o u s  in  a f a r  more e f f e c t iv e  way than  he 

had been in  the  e a r l i e r  chap te r  in  which h is  motives were

51lbid., X, 207.
S^ibid.
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analyzed. Pete, the  sen tim en ta l drunk, seeking d e sp e ra te ly  fo r  

a f f e c t io n ,  se lf -e s te e m , escape through the  whiskey and the s ix  

p r o s t i t u t e s ,  i s  both  p a th e t ic  and d esp icab le ,  but no t v i l l a i n ­

ous. The irony  does not i n t e r f e r e  w ith  P e te ’s s in c e r i t y  in  

the  fo llow ing : "He l a id  s t r e s s  upon the  p u r i ty  of h is  motives

in  a l l  d ea lin g s  w ith  men of the  world, and spoke of the fervour 

of h is  f r ie n d s h ip  fo r  those who were a m i a b l e . M a g g i e ' s  death  

has made no im pression on Pete, but h is  own f a t e ,  r e j e c t i o n  by 

the  women, i s  analogous to  h is  r e j e c t i o n  of Maggie. "The 

woman of au d ac ity  and b r i l l i a n c e , p a u s i n g  to  take  P e te ’s 

money and c a l l  him a fo o l ,  proves th a t  Maggie's flaw was not 

tu rn in g  to  p r o s t i t u t i o n  but being an i n e f f i c i e n t  p r o s t i t u t e .

The scene, con ta in ing  only non -resp ec tab le  c h a ra c te rs  and 

a c t io n s ,  underscores the  theme of the  u se le ssn ess  of r e s p e c t ­

a b i l i t y .  The irony  of Chapter XIX a lso  makes Maggie's death  

m eaningless. For the  f i r s t  tim e, the  r e l ig io u s  imagery which 

has permeated the  book becomes focused through the  p re se n ta ­

t io n  of the  m otif  of C h r is t ia n  fo rg iveness ,  and th e  d e s t ru c ­

t i v e  moral id e a l  of r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  becomes a s so c ia te d  with a 

f u t i l e  C h r i s t i a n i ty .  The f in a l  sen tim en ta l orgy of Mary 

Johnson and the  "cho ir"^^  of neighbors in  p ra ise  of r e s p e c t ­

a b i l i t y  and C h r is t ia n  fo rg iveness  i s  a worship of p r e c is e ly

^^I b i d .,  X, 212,
54

I b i d . ,  X, 215 .

^ ^ Ib id . ,  X, 218 .
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those fo rces  which destroyed Maggie. No m atte r  how s trong  

the  r e a d e r 's  sense of m o ra li ty  and r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ,  he can no 

longer look upon Maggie's death  as a p iece o f p o e tic  j u s t i c e  

in  the  face of t h i s  f i n a l  scene of unconscious hypocrisy .

The d e s tru c t iv e  fo rces  of the  novel have taken over the 

r e a d e r 's  moral p o s i t io n ,  thus fo rc in g  him to  re e v a lu a te  

h is  s ta n d a rd s .

The technique Crane used to  achieve t h i s  e f f e c t  de­

pends upon o b je c t iv i ty  of t re a tm e n t.  Crane never o v e r t ly  

comments upon the  a c t io n  and seldom makes moral judgments.

His method i s  ju x ta p o s i t io n  of Incongruous scenes, c re a t in g  

an i ro n ic  a t t a c k  upon f a l s e  m o ra li ty  by showing the  moral 

a t t i t u d e  and then e i t h e r  showing the  c h a r a c te r 's  unconscious 

hypocrisy  or the  d is a s t ro u s  e f f e c t s  of applying the  moral norm. 

Although, as in  h is  a n a ly s is  of the  melodramas and in  some of 

the  d e sc r ip t io n s  of the  crowds in  ba rs .  Crane cannot r e f r a i n  

from e i th e r  o v er t  comment o r such obvious irony  th a t  i t  serves 

as overt  s ta tem ent, these  analyses a re  u s u a lly  based upon 

a e s th e t ic  r a th e r  than moral grounds. A sentence l i k e  "Unmis­

takab ly  bad men evinced an apparen tly  s in c e re  adm ira tion  fo r  

v i r t u e , w h i c h  d esc rib es  the  audience a t  the  melodrama, i s  

about as c lose  as Crane came in  t h i s  novel to  overt  s ta tem ent 

of the moral problem, and even here h is  conscious d e s i r e  fo r

o b je c t iv i ty  i s  v i s ib l e  in  "ap p aren tly ."  The o b je c t iv e  

—  : :

I b id . ,  X, 172 .
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technique r e f l e c t s  an apparent o b j e c t iv i t y  toward values and 

makes th e  va lues  of the  au thor c o n c re te ly  e f f e c t iv e  because 

the  values a re  ex h ib ited  in  the  s t r u c tu r e  r a th e r  than  by means 

of s ta tem en ts .  However, C rane 's  achievement in  a t t a in in g  

o b je c t i v i ty  toward values i s  not equalled  by h is  im p a r t i a l i ty  

toward c h a ra c te r s .  D espite  h is  repea ted  a ttem pts  in  h is  

s t r u c tu r e  to  show th a t  Mary, Pete, and Jimmie a re  confused, 

not e v i l ,  t h e i r  f i n a l  e f f e c t  i s  one of h y p o c r i t ic  v i l l a in y ,  

an e f f e c t  which weakens the complex theme.

VJalcutt has summed up the  theme of the novel, a lthough 

I  would s u b s t i t u t e  the  fo r  the  f i r s t  word in  h is  s ta tem ent;

"A dominant idea which grows from t h i s  landscape o f h y s te r ia  

i s  t h a t  th e se  people a re  v ic tim ized  by t h e i r  ideas  of moral 

p ro p r ie ty  which a re  so u t t e r l y  in a p p l ic a b le  to  t h e i r  l iv e s  

t h a t  they  c o n s t i tu te  a s o c ia l  i n s a n i t y . "^7 The c e n t r a l  con­

f l i c t  in  the  novel i s  not between the  in d iv id u a l  and the 

a c t iv e  fo rces  of h is  environment—b r u t a l i t y ,  drunkenness, 

and sexual p rom iscu ity—although c e r t a in ly  the p re se n ta t io n  

of these  elements supports  most of the  m o tiva tion . The r e a l  

c o n f l i c t  i s  between the  in d iv id u a l  who must a c t  w ith in  the  

framework of these  Bowery cond it ions  and an extraneous 

m o ra li ty  which can only be d e s t ru c t iv e  when app lied  to  th i s  

world of fo rce  and escape. The novel e x i s t s  as an a t t a c k  upon 

in a p p l ic a b le  t r a d i t i o n a l  moral id e a l s .  A problem, both in

^^Walcutt, p. 69.



288

terras of th i s  novel and in  terms of Crane' s c a re e r ,  i s  the  ex­

te n t  of t h i s  a t t a c k .  Was Crane a t ta c k in g  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  as a 

value in  the n e th e r  world o r was he r e j e c t in g  t r a d i t i o n a l  

m o ra li ty  a l to g e th e r?  In o th e r  words, what was h is  b a s is  of 

c r i t i c i s m  of r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  and C h r is t ia n i ty ?  Cady answers 

the  ques tion  in  the  fo llow ing fa sh io n : "any read e r  who

co n g ra tu la te s  h im self  th a t  moral obtuseness and arrogance 

a re  confined to  Rum Alley i s  in c a u t io u s .  He i s  d ea lin g  with 

a w r i te r  whom in tim a tio n s  of n a tu ra lism  had reached, nobody 

knows how. But he i s  a lso  d ea lin g  w ith  an outraged C h r is t ia n  

in  agonies of doubt and r e b e l l io n  a g a in s t  the  pious smugness 

of n o n -C h r is t ian  co n v en tio n a li t ie s ,"^ ®  There i s  l i t t l e  more 

b a s is  in  the  novel f o r  t h i s  read ing  than fo r  t h a t  which a s s e r t s  

th a t  i t s  theme i s  a r e j e c t io n  of a l l  va lues on a l l  s o c ia l  

l e v e l s .  Exactly  where the  p o s i t iv e  values l i e  i s  a c r i t i c a l  

problem in  most of C rane 's  novels  as w ell  as in  many works of 

o ther  i ro n ic  w r i te r s .  I  suggest t h a t  in  t h i s  novel whose 

s e t t i n g  i s  s t r i c t l y  l im ite d  to  one environment one should not 

look beyond the  s e t t i n g  fo r  the  p o s i t iv e  v a lu es .  I t  should 

a lso  be expected t h a t  the  p re se n ta t io n  of these  values should 

be i r o n ic .  Although the  book i s  not w ithout n o n -fu n c tio n a l 

elements, "the gnarled  old woman"^^ who appears th re e  times 

should have a fu n c t io n .  One fu n c tio n  i s  th a t  she p re sen ts  a

®®Cady, p. no.
59Work, X, 204.
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c o n t r a s t  to  the  c h o ru s- l ik e  comments, based upon the norm of 

r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ,  of the  o th e r  in h a b i ta n ts  of the b u ild in g  in  

which the  Johnsons l i v e .  In the  f i r s t  d e s c r ip t io n  of her, 

she appears as an epitome of Rum A lley --ug ly , b r u ta l ,  a lc o ­

h o l ic :

The old woman was a gnarled  and le a th e ry  
personage who could don a t  w i l l  an express ion  of 
g re a t  v i r t u e .  She possessed a small music box 
capable of one tune, and a c o l le c t io n  of "God 
b le s s  y eh 's"  p itched  in  a s so r te d  keys of fervency.
Each day she took a p o s i t io n  upon the  s tones of 
F i f t h  Avenue, where she crooked her  leg s  under 
her and crouched, immovable and hideous, l i k e  an 
id o l .  She rece ived  d a i ly  a small sum in  pennies.
I t  was c o n tr ib u te d ,  f o r  the  most p a r t ,  by persons 
who did not make t h e i r  homes in  th a t  v i c i n i t y .
Once, when a lady had dropped her purse on the 
sidewalk, the  gnarled  woman had grabbed i t  and 
smuggled i t  w ith g re a t  d e x te r i ty  beneath her 
c loak . When she was a r r e s te d  she had cursed the 
lady  in to  a p a r t i a l  swoon, and w ith her  aged' 
limbs, tw is ted  w ith  rheumatism, had kicked the 
b re a th  out of a huge policeman whose conduct 
upon th a t  occasion she r e fe r r e d  to  when she sa id ,
"The p o lic e ,  damn 'emî"°^

But d e sp ite  the lack  of beauty  communicated by the d e sc r ip t io n ,

the old woman b e fr ien d s  Jimmie, when he f l e e s  the  v io lence  of

h is  home, and o f fe r s  him a p lace to  s leep  fo r  the  n ig h t .  In

her  second appearance, she acco s ts  Jimmie w ith  the s to ry  of

Maggie's c ry ing  and begging Pete to  d ec la re  h is  love, an

a c t io n  which the  woman f in d s  "deh fu n n ie s '  t ' i n g  I  ever saw."^^

Although her d e s c r ip t io n  leads  Jimmie to  form h is  p lan  fo r

^^Ibid., X, 147.
6lIbid., X, 177.
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revenge, the  old woman, who c lo ses  her  s to ry  by em it t in g  "a

laugh th a t  was l ik e  a p rophetic  c r o a k , i s  both aware of the

danger and conscious of the  lu d ic rousness  of love in  the  Bowery

world. And then  a t  the f a m ily 's  f i n a l  r e j e c t io n ,  Maggie meets

"the gnarled old woman who possessed the music b o x ,"  ̂ and the

woman o f fe r s  her re fuge : "So , . , 'e r e  yehs a re  back again,

are  yehs? And dey 've kicked yehs out? Well, come in  an ' s ta y
64

wid me t 'n i g h t .  I  a in '  got no moral s t a n d i n ' . "  The woman 

o f fe r s  nothing hopeful to  emulate, but her r e j e c t io n  of the 

moral id e a ls  of r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  and her  humanity toward Jimmie 

and Maggie make her the only p o s i t iv e  fo rce  in  the novel.  Her 

presence, i t  seems to  me, r e s t r i c t s  the theme to  the world of 

the Bowery: the ug liness  and b r u t a l i t y  a re  in e v i ta b le ,  but

the ex erc ise  of human kindness and understanding, which can 

come only with th e  r e j e c t i o n  of the  r i g i d ,  f a l s e  id e a l  of 

"moral s t a n d i n ' , "  i s  u se fu l  in  t h i s  m il ie u .  The b a s is  of the 

moral c r i t i c i s m  of the novel i s  not the  values of s c i e n t i f i c  

ev o lu tio n  but the id e a ls  of bas ic  hum anitarianism . Crane had 

not y e t  become a commentator on the  cosmic questions  of h is  

poems or, perhaps. The Red Badge of Courage; h is  theme i s  as 

narrow as h is  s e t t i n g .

^^I b id . ,  X, 178 . .

^^I b id . ,  X, 204.

Ĝ Ibid.
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In su b je c t  m atte r ,  s t r u c tu r e ,  theme, and s e v e ra l  te c h ­

n iques , Maggie; A G ir l  of the  S t re e ts  i s  much l ik e  A Mummer's 

Wife and Liza of Lambeth. S tru c tu re  and o b jec t iv e  tone are  

fused to  c re a te  a p a t te rn  of moral shock whose e f f e c t  p resen ts  

th e  theme of the  r e j e c t i o n  of t r a d i t i o n a l  values w ith in  the 

environment of the  Bowery, C rane 's  f a i l u r e  to  achieve i n ­

congru ity  o f c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  se p a ra te s  him from h is  n a t u r a l ­

i s t i c  p redecessors  and th e  r e a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  in  which Howells 

was working and a lso  weakens the  novel.  This weakness and the 

absence of a d is c e rn ib le  ev o lu t io n a ry  e th ic  have caused 

se v e ra l  h i s to r i a n s  to  p lace the  novel o u ts ide  the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

t r a d i t i o n .  I  b e l iev e  the  novel e x h ib i ts  a c o n s is te n t  e f f o r t  

on Crane 's  p a r t  to  achieve e f f e c t s  through the  techniques 

used by the n a t u r a l i s t s ;  t h a t  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  f a i l s  through 

o v e r s im p l i f ic a t io n  simply proves t h a t  even genius re q u ire s  

t r a in in g .  For the  f i r s t  time in  America, r e a l i s t i c  p ro te s t  

l i t e r a t u r e  was c rea ted  in  which not economic or general 

s o c ia l  cond it ions  but t r a d i t i o n a l  moral p a t te rn s  a re  a t ta c k e d .

Crane was no t simply an im i ta to r ,  i f  he im ita ted  a t  

a l l ,  but a c o n tr ib u to r  to  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  He 

showed the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of gain ing  concreteness  of e f f e c t  in  

e s ta b l i s h in g  environment w ith  g re a t  economy—of c re a t in g  as 

v iv id  a world in  one hundred pages as Zola, G issing , and 

Moore had taken  f iv e  hundred pages to  c r e a te .  This economy 

in troduced a new problem, n o t so much fo r  the  n o v e l i s t  as fo r
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the l i t e r a r y  h i s to r i a n .  C rane 's  dual aim of economy and sense 

of r e a l i t y  could only be gained by c a r e fu l ly  s tru c tu re d  re p e ­

t i t i o n s  of a c t io n  and d e s c r ip t io n ,  making the  environment, in  

one sense, a very simple one c h a ra c te r iz e d  by a few simple 

t r a i t s .  This has led  to  two s c h o la r ly  problems: some s t u ­

dents  po in t  out t h a t  r e a l i t y  i s  no t so simple or p r e c is e ly  

s t ru c tu re d  as i t  i s  p ic tu red  in  Maggie, and th e re fo re  the  

novel i s  not a r e a l i s t i c ,  much le s s  n a t u r a l i s t i c ,  novel; and 

r e p e t i t i o n  in  a v a r ie ty  of con tex ts  tends to  make an o b je c t  

or an a c t io n  symbolic, and thus Maggie i s  symbolic, not 

n a t u r a l i s t i c .  There i s  no doubt t h a t  Maggie con ta ins  a d i s ­

t o r t i o n  of r e a l i t y  beyond th a t  which i s  in e v i ta b le  when 

r e a l i t y  i s  s tru c tu re d  in to  f i c t i o n ,  bu t as W alcutt po in ts  

out, the  r e a l i t y  "seems e x a c t , a n d  even n a t u r a l i s t s  w r i te  

f o r  e f f e c t s  r a th e r  than  l i t e r a l  t r a n s c r ip t io n s  of l i f e .  The 

d i s t o r t i o n  i s  necessary  fo r  economy; the  d i s t o r t i o n  of Liza 

of Lambeth i s  b a s ic a l ly  the same kind. The q ues tion  of sym­

bolism i s  more complex. The symbolic read ing  of the  book 

depends upon more than r e p e t i t i o n ;  the flamboyant s ty l e ,  the  

ou tstand ing  t r a i t  of which i s  th e  unusual s im ile s ,  o f te n  r e ­

peated in  a v a r ie ty  of co n tex ts ,  o f te n  lends i t s e l f  to  

sym bol-searchers. D espite  the  in h e ren t  i n t e r e s t  o f  these  

images, I  b e liev e  W alcutt i s  r i g h t  when he a s s e r t s ,  "E lse ­

where the  tone i s  complicated, beyond the  needs of h is  th e s i s ,

G^Walcutt, p. 72.
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in to  f u r th e r  impressionisms which demonstrate v i r t u o s i t y  of 

s u c to r i a l  im pression (and s ty le )  r a th e r  than e x p lo ra t io n  of 

the  s u b je c t ." ^ ^  D espite se v e ra l  a t tem pts ,  no s a t i s f a c to r y  

symbolic read ing  has been developed. I n c id e n ta l  symbolism does 

occur in  t h i s  novel as in  almost a l l  novels , n a t u r a l i s t i c  or 

n o t :  Maggie’s making the  lambrequin re p re s e n ts  her d e s ir e  fo r

r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  and beauty; the  bars  re p re se n t  a f u t i l e  a ttem pt 

to  escape from the unbearable; Chapter XVII i s  symbolic of 

Maggie's downward pa th  over a period of se v e ra l  months, not 

a s in g le  n ig h t .  But th e  presence of an o b je c t  or an a c t io n  

which takes  on a d d i t io n a l  meaning in  a novel does not make i t  

a symbolic nove l.  The goal i s  the  e f f e c t  of r e a l i t y  of en­

vironment and c h a ra c te r ,  no t an appeal to  a system of values 

o u ts id e  the  novel.

Maggie in troduced  n a t u r a l i s t i c  technique in to  America 

in  as i n t e r e s t i n g  a form as i t  had ye t achieved in  England.

As a n a t u r a l i s t i c  novel, Maggie, up to  the time of i t s  p u b l i ­

ca t io n ,  i s  b e t t e r  than anyth ing  produced in  England except 

A Mummer's W ife. Judged as a powerful and e f f e c t iv e  novel, i t  

i s  su p e r io r  to  most o f the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  f i c t i o n  which had ap­

peared in  England but s t i l l  i n f e r i o r  to  the  b e s t  work being 

produced in  the  a lread y  mature r e a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  For the 

f i r s t  time in  England o r America, a c re a t iv e  genius became

in te r e s te d  in  the  techniques of n a tu ra l ism . In Maggie, Crane 
. —

Ibid., p. 71.
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was a g i f te d  beginner experim enting; in  The Red Badge of Cour­

age he was a m aster using the  techniques but making these  

techniques gain  e f f e c t s  which e a r l i e r  w r i te r s  and l a t e r  

c r i t i c s  thought were beyond the  goals  of n a tu ra l ism .

Although not published u n t i l  1896, the  u n c e r ta in ty  

of the  date  of composition of George's Mother and i t s  r e l a ­

t io n sh ip  to  Maggie in  s e t t i n g  j u s t i f y  t r e a t in g  i t  a f t e r  

Maggie. Probably s ta r te d  in  l893 and perhaps f in ish e d  in  

l a t e  1894, George's Mother has rece ived  l i t t l e  but n eg lec t

from Crane c r i t i c s ,  a n e g le c t  which i s  s tran g e  in  view of

Crane 's  e s t im a tio n  of the novel: " I  have Ju s t  completed a

New York book t h a t  leaves Maggie a t  the  p o s t .  I t  i s  my b es t  

t h i n g . C r a n e ' s  judgment has not stood the t e s t  of tim e.

I t  seems th a t  the  n eg lec t  of the  novel can be explained in  one 

word; d e sp ite  the  charged s ty l e  and the  new su b je c t  m atte r ,  

the novel i s  d u l l .  C rane's  s t r u c tu r a l  i ro n ie s  f a i l  him; th e re

i s  no moral shock. This i s  r a th e r  odd s ince  h is  techniques of

c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  show some improvement over those of Maggie.

George and h is  mother l iv e  in  the  same tenement in  

Rum A lley which the Johnsons in h a b i t .  The world o u ts id e ,  the 

read er  i s  to ld ,  i s  inhab ited  by people who "were l ik e  animals 

in  a j u n g l e , b u t  t h i s  i s  never made concrete  as in  Maggie.

^ ^ L e tte r  to  Garland, November 15, 1894, in  Stallman 
and G ilkes, p. 4 l .

^^Work, X, 25 .
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The n a tu re  of the  ou ts ide  world i s  rep resen ted  by the brewery.

In the d is tan ce  the  enormous brewery towered 
over the o th e r  b u i ld in g s .  Great g i l t  l e t t e r s  ad­
v e r t i s e d  a brand of b ee r .  Thick smoke came from 
funnels  and spread near  I t  l ik e  v a s t  and powerful 
wings. The s t ru c tu re  seemed a g re a t  b i rd ,  f ly in g .
The l e t t e r s  of the  s ign  made a chain of gold hang­
ing from I t s  neck. The l i t t l e  old woman looked a t  
the  brewery. I t  vaguely In te re s te d  her, fo r  a 
moment, as a stupendous a f f a i r ,  a machine of
mighty s t r e n g th .

In c o n t ra s t  to  the brewery’s f ly in g  s tre n g th ,  which can even 

Impress Mrs, Kelcey d e sp ite  her s trong  avers ion  f o r  a lcohol 

and b a rs ,  the church of Mrs. Kelcey re p re se n ts  the  o th e r  s e t  

of fo rc e s .

In a dark  s t r e e t  the  l i t t l e  chapel s a t  
humbly between two towering apartm ent-houses. A 
red s tre e t- la m p  stood In f r o n t .  I t  threw a mar­
v e llo u s  r e f l e c t i o n  upon the wet pavements. I t  
was l ik e  the d e a th - s ta ln  of a s p i r i t .  F a r th e r  
up, the b r i l l i a n t  l i g h t s  of an avenue made a span 
of gold across  the b lack  s t r e e t .  A ro a r  of wheels 
and a clangour of b e l l s  came from t h i s  p o in t .  In ­
terwoven In to  a sound emblematic of the  l i f e  of
the c i t y .  I t  seemed somehow to  a f f r o n t  t h i s
solemn and a u s te re  l i t t l e  e d i f i c e .  I t  suggested 
an approaching b a rb a r ic  Invasion . The l i t t l e  
church, p ie rced , would d ie  w ith a f in e  I l l i m i t ­
ab le  scorn fo r  I t s  s l a y e r s . '0

The c i t y  and I t s  bars a re  fa ted  to  d e fe a t  the church and I t s  

G9 lb ld . ,  X, 25- 26 .

fOlbld ., X, 65 . The c l ty -c h u rch  c o n f l i c t  Is  noted by 
Stallman In Omnibus, p. 20, and the  symbolic e f f e c t  of the 
brewery by Ahnebrlnk. However, th e re  Is  no need to  see the 
church s ig n ify in g  C h r is t ,  as Stallman would have I t ,  and no
need to  t ra c e  the brewery to  Zola, as Ahnebrlnk a s s e r t s .
The brewery-church symbols seem to  sum up the c o n f l i c t  cen­
t e r in g  on George Kelcey more p re c is e ly  than the  c l ty -c h u rch  
p a t te rn  suggested by Stallman.
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a l ly ,  Mrs. Kelcey, and the  il l-m a tch ed  b a t t l e  i s  to  be i l l u s ­

t r a te d  by means of George Kelcey.

Although in  the  same tenement as the  Johnsons, the  

K elcey 's  apartment i s  a haven of c le a n l in e s s ,  peace, and love . 

From t h i s  secure background, innocent youth seeks personal 

fu l f i l lm e n t  and i s  d efea ted , supposedly by the  power r e p re ­

sented by the  brewery. The s t ru c tu re  of the  novel i s  more 

n e a r ly  dependent on ch rono log ica l order than Maggie, although 

the  in te r r e l a t io n s h ip s  o f p a r ts  depends upon a l t e r n a t in g  con­

t r a s t s  between the  church-home world and the  world of bars  and 

the  s t r e e t s .  Thus Chapter I  shows George's f i r s t  en try  in to  

a bar. Chapter I I  h is  m other 's  an x ie ty  a t  home, and Chapter I I I  

the  beginning of the  c o n f l i c t  between mother and son. Chap­

t e r s  V III ,  IX, and X p resen t a drunken orgy and the  concomi­

t a n t  hangover, and Chapter XI conta ins the  c o n t r a s t  of the 

church. The f in a l  chap ters  a l t e r n a t e  between scenes a t  home 

and scenes in  the o u ts ide  world. There i s  no a ttem pt to  gain 

the  panoramic e f f e c t s  of Maggie; the  c e n te r  of i n t e r e s t  r e ­

mains George Kelcey and h is  mother,

George Kelcey has been a good son to  h is  mother, who 

has l o s t  her husband and a l l  her o th e r  sons and thus has only 

George to  depend upon to  c a r ry  out her schemes of g re a tn e ss ;  

"she made p ic tu re s  in  which he appeared as a benign personage, 

b lessed  by f i l l e d  hands of the  poor, one whose b ra in  could 

hold massive thoughts and awe c e r t a in  men about whom she had
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r e a d . "71 George's d i s t a n t  dreams a re  no t very d i f f e r e n t ,  but 

George's dreams have escaped the  In fluence of the  church:

"he would have power, and he would enjoy having h is  bounty 

and h is  wrath a l ik e  f a l l  s w if t ly  on those below ."7^ But 

h is  more immediate dreams a re  romantic ones, a f fe c te d  by 

books read , of women (" th e re  was a goddess in  the  world 

whose business  i t  was to  w ait u n t i l  he should exchange a 

glance with h e r . "73), of knowledge, and of adm ira tion  from 

o thers  :

He had begun to  look a t  the  g re a t  world revo lv ing  
near  to  h is  nose. He had a v a s t  c u r io s i ty  concern­
ing t h i s  c i t y  in  whose com plexities  he was bu r ied .
I t  was an im penetrable mystery, t h i s  c i t y .  I t  was 
a blend of many e n t ic in g  co lo u rs .  He longed to  
comprehend i t  completely, th a t  he might walk un- 
d e rs tan d in g ly  in  i t s  g r e a te s t  m arvels, i t s  m ig h ti­
e s t  march of l i f e ,  s in .  He dreamed of a compre­
hension whose pay was the  admirable a t t i t u d e  of a 
man of knowledge. He remembered Jones. He could . 
no t but admire a man who knew so many b a r te n d e rs ,7^

The irony  between the  romantic a s p i r a t io n  and the  lu d ic ro u s ly  

l im ite d  means which he f in d s  to  lead  him to  h is  goal i s  p a r ­

a l l e l  to  Maggie's s i t u a t i o n .  George picks Maggie Johnson to 

s a t i s f y  h is  dreams of woman, but her f a i lu r e  to  recognize 

h is  "noble charac te r"75  causes him to  decide the e a s i e r  path

7^I b id . , X, 42-43.

7 ^ Ib id . , X, 43.

7 3 ib id . , X, 44.

7 ^ Ib id . , X, 43-44.

7 5 ib id . , X, 46.
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to  g lo ry  i s  to  ge t to  know b a r te n d e rs .  George's c h a ra c te r  

changes. He begins as a good boy l iv in g  a p lea san t  l i f e  

w ith  h is  mother and ends as a jo b le ss  member of a s t r e e t  

gang, capable of concern fo r  h is  mother only when she be­

comes i l l .  He i s  not r e a l l y  a complex human being, only a 

weak, confused one. His deg rada tion  i s  due to  the  weakness 

of h is  c h a rac te r ,  not to  ou ts id e  in f lu e n c e s .  D espite  the 

change of c h a rac te r  which Crane succeeded in  dram atiz ing ,

Crane never succeeded in  making George s u f f i c i e n t ly  valuab le  

to  care  about. The primary reason  fo r  t h i s  f a i l u r e  i s  Crane 's  

f a i l u r e  to  be im p a r t ia l  in  h is  p re se n ta t io n  of George. An­

o th e r  reason i s  the tru ism  of the  review ers th a t  to  have an 

i n t e r e s t i n g  psychological s tudy the  w r i te r  must c re a te  a 

c h a ra c te r  with an in t e r e s t in g  psyche. The c o n f l i c t  w ith in  

George's mind i s  r e a l l y  never very  in t e r e s t i n g .

Mrs. Kelcey, although more i n t e r e s t i n g  than George, 

i s  no t a completely su c cess fu l  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n .  She, l ik e  

the  l i t t l e  church, i s  a f ig u re  who r e s i s t s  the  encroachments 

of the c i t y  by m aintain ing  order a t  home, as the  fo llow ing 

passage d esc r ib in g  her house-c leaning  dem onstrates:

I t  was a p ic tu re  of indom itable courage.
And as she went on her way her  voice was o f te n  
r a ise d  in  a long cry, a s trange  war-chant, a shout 
of b a t t l e  and defiance , th a t  rose  and f e l l  in  
harsh  screams, and exasperated  the  ea rs  of  the 
man with the  red , m ottled fa ce .

"Should I  be' c a r -reed  tew t h '  sk ies  
0-on f lo w 'ry  be-eds of ee -e a se —"7°

7^Ibid., X, 25.
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But she, l i k e  George, has romantic dreams w ithout adequate 

means to  ca r ry  them o u t .  Her v is io n s  a re  b u i l t  upon the 

p a s t :  ’’Upon the  dead a l t a r s  of her  l i f e  she had builded

l i t t l e  f i r e s  of hope fo r  a n o th e r ."??  Her dying v is io n  i s  

of a scene from the p a s t  in  which she sought to  p ro te c t  

George. "A l i t t l e  swaggering n ic k e l -p la te d  c lo c k , ’’?® becom­

ing the  dominant o b jec t  in  the apartment through r e p e t i t io n ,  

s ig n i f i e s  not " l i f e  d is s ip a te d  and unconverted"?^ but simply 

the  passage of time which b rings  in e v i ta b le  d e fe a t  to  the  

re p re s e n ta t iv e  o f the  p a s t ,  Mrs. Kelcey. I t  i s  the passage 

of time which causes brewery and d iso rdered  c i t y  to  become 

dominant over the  l i t t l e  chapel.  Although the  s ig n if ic a n c e  

of Mrs. Kelcey i s  c le a r ,  the  r e a d e r 's  emotional a t t i t u d e  

toward Mrs. Kelcey remains b lu r re d .  Is  she, l i k e  George, a 

deluded c re a tu re  pursuing im possible dreams, thus p a th e t ic  

in  her d e s tru c t io n ?  Or i s  she, l i k e  the  church, a hero ic

c re a tu re  dying "with a f in e  i l l i m i t a b l e  scorn  fo r  /H e r /  
fin

s la y e r s ,"  thus t r a g ic  in  death? In o th e r  terms, i s  

George's d e fe a t  due, among o th e r  th in g s ,  to  h is  being " v ic ­

tim ized by . . .  an o v e rso l ic i to u s  mother" as Ahnebrink

? ? I b i d . ,  X, 43.

7®I b i d . ,  X, 25 .
70'^S ta llm an , Omnibus, p. 19.

®°Work, X, 65 .
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suggests ,  or i s  h is  d e fe a t  due to  h is  r e j e c t i o n  of h is  

m other 's  values?

Crane's  f a i l u r e  to  c l a r i f y  h is  in te n t io n  in  th e  c h a r­

a c te r  of the  mother c o n tr ib u te s  to  and p o in ts  up o th e r  prob­

lems in  the  novel.  I t  seems to  me c l e a r —even in  the  very 

dangerous realm of guessing a t  i n t e n t io n s —th a t  Crane i n ­

tended t h i s  to  be a study concerned w ith  the  weakening of old 

values (church, mother, apartm ent) w ithout any p rogression  

toward new values (brewery and c i t y  a re  powerful but v a lu e ­

l e s s ) ,  a process th a t  i s  in e v i ta b le  w ith  the  passage of time 

( the  swaggering c lo ck ) .  George, f reed  from the  old , i s  

trapped in  the  a lc o h o l ic  d iso rd e r  o f the  c i t y .  I f  t h i s  i s  

an o u t l in e  of C rane 's  p lan , George's weakness of c h a ra c te r  i s  

fu n c t io n a l  s ince  th e re  i s  no v i t a l  source of s t r e n g th  in  h is  

world. But in  symbolic s p e c i f i c a t io n  of environment r a th e r  

than the  r e a l i s t i c  p o r t ra y a l  he used in  Maggie, Crane l o s t  

the  e f f e c t  o f  i n e v i t a b i l i t y .  The source of George's weak­

ness seems in h eren t c h a ra c te r  r a th e r  than  m ilieu , and thus 

the  read e r  sees George as d esp icab le  r a th e r  than  h e lp le s s  in  

h is  r e fu s a l  of h is  m other 's  v a lu e s .  The them atic  s ta tem ent 

of the  novel becomes th a t  even the  b e s t  mother can produce 

a bad son r a th e r  than the  in tended shocking theme th a t  the 

in e v i ta b le  ev o lu tion  of values w i l l  d e s tro y  the  moral power 

of C h r i s t i a n i ty .

Ahnebrink, p. 98.
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T echn ica lly  t h i s  f a i l u r e  i s  p r im a r i ly  due n e i th e r  to  

Crane 's  inc reased  use o f symbolic method nor, as Booth might 

claim, to  the  f a i l u r e  in h e ren t in  o b je c t iv i ty  as an id e a l .

The major f a i l u r e  i s  C rane 's  la c k  of co n tro l  of h is  f a v o r i t e  

device, irony , both  in  h is  a n a ly s is  of c h a ra c te r  and in  h is  

s t r u c tu r e .  The r e a d e r 's  a t t i t u d e  toward George must be 

i r o n i c —a simultaneous sympathy w ith  him as a human trapped 

by o u ts ide  fo rces  and a moral re p u d ia t io n  of him because of
an

h is  re p reh en s ib le  a c t io n s .  Crane prevented the  f i r s t  pole 

of t h i s  irony  by h is  c o n s is te n t  sarcasm in  h is  a n a ly s is  of 

George, such as in  t h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  of George with a hangover:

Turning toward the o th e r  way, he saw th a t  
gold p o r ta ls  o f v ice  no longer en ticed  him. He 
could not hear the  s t r a in s  of a l l u r in g  music. The 
beckoning s i r e n s  of d r in k  had been k i l l e d  by t h i s  
pain  in  h is  head. The d e s ir e s  of h is  l i f e  suddenly 
lay  dead l i k e  m u l le in - s ta lk s .  Upon r e f l e c t i o n  he 
saw, th e re fo re ,  t h a t  he was p e r f e c t ly  w i l l in g  to  
be v ir tu o u s  i f  somebody would come and make i t  
easy fo r  him.°3

Rather than  o b je c t i v i ty  or im p a r t i a l i ty  toward c h a ra c te r .

Crane ' s contempt fo r  George i s  so obvious t h a t  sympathy

from the read e r  becomes im possib le . Having loaded h is  case

a g a in s t  George, Crane presented  Mrs. Kelcey more o b je c t iv e ly ,

but w ith such h in ts  as the  passage con ta in ing  "indom itable

courage" quoted above plus the  in h eren t c o n t ra s t  w ith  George

82As I  have attempted to  show e a r l i e r ,  t h i s  kind of 
irony  i s  e s s e n t i a l  to  the e f f e c t  of moral shock.

^■̂ Work, X, 59.
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as v i l l a i n ,  the  r e a d e r 's  sympathies f o r  the  mother become 

s tro n g e r  than they  should . In s tead  of two complex, confused 

c h a rac te rs  s tru g g l in g  w ith in  the  in e v i ta b le  fo rces  of time, 

the novel p resen ts  the  melodramatic p a t te rn  of good woman 

versus bad man.

The same o v e rs im p l i f ic a t io n  e n te rs  the  s t r u c tu r e  of 

the  novel in  the  trea tm en t of the d r in k in g  bouts,  the  new 

" f e s t i v a l  of re lig ion"® ^ which w i l l  r e p la c e  th e  r i t u a l  of 

the  church. The a n a ly s is  of the d r in k e r 's  m otivations  i n d i ­

ca te s  the  s a rc a s t i c  tone Crane assumed, but th e  tone i s  more • 

apparent in  the lo n g e r .d e s c r ip t io n s  of the  d r in k e rs :

Each man explained in  h is  way, t h a t  he was 
t o t a l l y  out of p lace in  the  before-mentioned world.

■ They were possessed of various  v i r tu e s  which were 
unappreciated  by those w ith whom they  were commonly 
obliged to  mingle; they  were f i t t e d  fo r  a tree -shaded  
land where every th ing  was peace. Now th a t  f iv e  of 
them had congregated i t  gave them happiness to  speak 
t h e i r  inmost thoughts w ithout f e a r  of being misun­
derstood .

The v ic iousness  and fu n c t io n le s sn e ss ,  even pain , of the  world 

of bar  and s t r e e t  become so apparent t h a t  t h i s  world lo se s  i t s  

fu n c t io n  of escape which i t  had in  Maggie. Thus in  the  r e ­

cu rren t  c o n tra s t  between home and bar  which i s  one of the  

s t r u c tu r a l  p r in c ip le s  of George's Mother, the  obvious u n s a t i s ­

fa c to r in e s s  of th e  o u ts ide  environment adds to  the  value of

° ^ Ib id . ,  X, 53.

85%bid., X, 35.
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the home environment, thus reducing the c o n tra s t  to  one of 

simple good and bad. The r e a d e r 's  contempt fo r  George i n ­

creases  as George obdura te ly  re fu se s  to  make the obviously 

r ig h t  cho ice . Although an o b jec t iv e  trea tm en t was, I  th ink , 

aimed fo r .  Crane f a i l e d  to  achieve i t ;  t h i s  o v e rs im p l i f ic a ­

t io n  brings  the e f f e c t  of the  novel dangerously c lo se  to  

temperance propaganda.

These f a i lu r e s  obscure the  e f f e c t  of what, in  i t s e l f ,  

i s  a powerful ending. George's confusion i s  s t r e s se d  in  h is  

being c a l le d  from a s t r e e t  f ig h t  to  be confronted w ith  h is  

dying mother, fo r  whom he shows a p a th e t ic  need. The dialogue 

between the  d e l i r io u s  mother and th e  su f fe r in g  George i s  sup­

posed to  sum up the theme of old b e l i e f s  and contemporary 

doubts :

Then she again  looked away. "Ah, th e re  
they come! There they  come! Ah, look—look—lo o -- "
She arose  to  a s i t t i n g  posture  w ithout the use of 
her arms,

Kelcey f e l t  h im self  being choked. When her 
voice pealed f o r th  in  a scream he saw crimson c u r­
ta in s  moving before  h is  eyes. "M other--oh,„ . 
mother—t h e r e 's  n o t h i n '—t h e r e 's  n o t h i n '—

George i s  r ig h t ,  the mother wrong, but the read er  lacks  f a i t h  

in  George; in s tead  of the  re c o g n it io n  of moral shock, the 

read er  may simply f e e l  t h a t  the  rep reh en s ib le  George i s  t a u n t ­

ing the t r u t h  of h is  mother even as she l i e s  on her death-bed . 

The penultim ate image of the book showing the o u ts id e  world

®^Ibid., X, 89.
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p resen t in  the apartment i s  symbolic of, the  c i t y ’s triumph 

over mother and church: "An endless  ro a r ,  the e te r n a l

trample of the marching c i ty ,  came mingled with vague c r i e s . "^7 

But in s tead  of the idea of the In e v i ta b le  triumph of d iso rd e r ,  

the image can e l i c i t ,  w ith  equal v a l i d i t y ,  the  sen tim en ta l 

response of " I s n ' t  i t  too bad th e  c i t y  triumphed over th i s  

good woman because of her p r o f l ig a te  son?" The f i n a l  scene 

of the  book should fu n c tio n  as a prophecy, g iv ing  u n iv e r s a l ­

i t y  to  the d e fe a t  of Mrs. Kelcey and the  degradation  of 

George and showing th a t  they  are  simply re p re s e n ta t iv e  

f ig u re s  caught in  the  evo lu tion  of v a lu es .

Over the  transom from the hallway came 
two vo ices .

"Johnnie I"
"Wot I"
"You come r ig h t  here t '  me! I  want yehs 

t ’ go t ’ d ’ s to re  f e r  me!"
"Ah, ma, send S a lly !"
"No, I  w i l l  no t!  You come r ig h t  here !"
"All r ig h t ,  in  a rainnet!"
"Johnnie!"
"In a minnet, I  t e l l  yeh!"
"Johnnie—" There was a sound of a heavy 

t re a d ,  and l a t e r  a boy squealed. Suddenly the 
clergyman s ta r t e d  to  h is  f e e t .  He rushed forward 
and peered. The l i t t l e  old woman was dead ."°

The ju x ta p o s i t io n  of death  and minor in c id e n t  emphasizes the

meaninglessness, in  moral terms, o f  dea th  and sums up the

mother-son c o n f l ic t ,  w ith  a l l  of i t s  moral im p lic a t io n s .

Crane 's  i ro n ic  mastery i s ,  however, wasted a t  t h i s  po in t in

'̂̂ Ibid., X, 90.
G^Ibid.
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the  novel, fo r ,  to  put i t  a t  i t s  most lu d ic ro u s ,  the  reader

has a le g i t im a te  r ig h t  to  read w ith  the thought, "Mind your

mother, Johnnie, or you w i l l  grow up to  be a mean drunkard and 

a disappointm ent to  your m other." The f a i lu r e  in  o b je c t iv i ty  

in  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  and s t ru c tu re  throughout the  e a r l i e r  

p a r ts  of the  novel obscures the  them atic  irony  of the  ending, 

and r a th e r  than  a theme of in e v i ta b le  moral change, w ith the 

m other 's  death  p resen tin g  the  shock of the death  of the old

v alues , the  ending can as e a s i ly  be read as support fo r  the

Fourth  Commandment.

There a re  some very good th in g s  in  George's Mother.

The study of d r in k in g , i t s  r e s u l t i n g  sense of escape, and, 

l a t e r ,  the  pain  of the  hangover a re  v iv id  and ex ac t .  De­

s p i t e  the  sarcasm expended on the  ba rs ,  the read e r  can p e r ­

ceive the  c i ty - d w e l le r s ' boredom and in s e c u r i ty  which make 

a lcoho l a n e c e s s i ty .  This a spec t of the  novel was new to  

American l i t e r a t u r e  and o ffe red  an admirable model fo r  l a t e r  

w r i te r s ,  i t s  trea tm en t being as e f f e c t iv e  as t h a t  of Moore 

and Zola. As Howells noted, a f t e r  the  f a c t ,  the  abandonment 

of amatory su b je c ts  in  favor of " t r e a t in g  some of the o ther  

im portant th in g s  of l i f e —the r e l a t i o n  of mother and son, of 

husband and wife, in  f a c t  a l l  those th ings  we l iv e  in  con- 

tinuously"®2-was a lso  a new f i e l d  fo r  American w r i te r s ,  and

^^Stephen Crane, "Howells Pears R e a l is ts  Must W a it ," 
Omnibus, p. 172.
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although the p re se n ta t io n  of the r e la t io n s h ip  between George 

and h is  mother i s  u l t im a te ly  in e f f e c t iv e ,  the  concreteness 

of the p re se n ta t io n  equals those s tu d ie s  of the d i s in t e g r a ­

t io n  of a marriage which were a f a v o r i te  w ith  English  r e a l i s t s .

Unlike Maggie, George's Mother i s  a sym bolically  

s tru c tu re d  novel. Church, brewery, c i ty ,  clock, b a rs ,  and 

c h a ra c te rs  assume a b s t r a c t  meanings which transcend  t h e i r  

value as ob jec ts  w ith in  a s to ry .  This symbolism, however, i s  

d i f f e r e n t  in  in te n t io n  and e f f e c t  from the correspondences 

searched fo r  by romantic and mystic w r i te r s ,  a correspondence 

between n a tu ra l  ob jec t  and su p e rn a tu ra l  v a lue .  The symbolism 

of George's Mother i s  used to  ga in  compression; the e f f e c t  of 

the  symbols i s  not to  superimpose a h igher  s e t  of values upon 

the a c t io n  of the novel but to  suggest, through the r e p e t i t i o n  

of o b jec ts  and a c t io n s ,  a complexity of values w ith in  the  en­

vironment. The l i t t l e  church, f o r  in s tan ce ,  does re p re se n t  

P ro te s ta n t  values, but the values rep resen ted  by the church 

are  e n t i r e ly  r e l a t iv e ,  simply ano ther asp ec t of the env iron­

ment which deserves psychological and so c io lo g ic a l  s tudy.

The symbolism i s  n e i th e r  th a t  o f  the  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  Ro­

mantics nor th a t  of the sym bolistes but a device fo r  e s ta b ­

l i s h in g  a complex m il ieu .  Those who f ind  symbolism and 

n a tu ra lism  m utually exclusive  accep t too narrow a d e f in i t i o n  

of both  terms.

I f  my read ing  of George's Mother i s  c o r re c t ,  i t  i s  a
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naturalistic novel in intention, I suspect Crane thought it 

superior to Maggie because it is a more complex study of the 

relation between man and his environment and because he had 

gone beyond the simple environmentalism of Maggie. Although 

there is finally no solution offered in Maggie, there is an 

explicit humanitarian theme and an implicit theme that if the 

conditions of the environment were changed the people would 

also change. Intended in George's Mother is a much broader 

theme, the inevitable evolution of values, an evolution which 

would be most destructive in Rum Alley because of its envi­

ronmental limitations but also an evolution which man in any 

environment is powerless to stop. Unfortunately, Crane 

failed in his intention. The cause of the failure, of course, 

could be explained biographically, philosophically, or tech­

nically. Berryman's biographical guess remains unenlighten- 

ing.^^ The philosophical critic would undoubtedly see the 

truth that the novel fails in its naturalism because Crane 

did not achieve his theme of determinism— both George and his 

mother exhibit free will. It seems to me more important to 

note that this failure is not necessarily due to any conflict 

within Crane concerning transcendentalism and philosophical 

naturalism but rather a failure in technique. By complicat­

ing the forces in the novel by his own entry by means of

^Ojohn Berryman, Stephen Crane (New York: William 
Sloane Associates, 1950), pp. 31Ü-319.
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sarcastic tone toward George and the values of the brewery, 

Crane prevented the forces of his environment acquiring the 

strength that they needed. George becomes morally responsible 

because Crane's technique creates the effect that George is 

wrong, an effect which, I tentatively suggest, was unintended. 

The novel which was 'intended to present the purest theme of 

evolutionary pessimism yet attempted in England and America 

was still-born because of Crane's failure to control his 

naturalistic techniques.

Harold Frederic, often linked with Crane both because 

of their friendship and their common literary ideals, pub­

lished in 1896 a novel which also dealt with the inadequacy 

of Protestantism for modern man. The Damnation of Theron 

Ware, published by Stone and Kimball, attracted more critical 

attention and readers at the time of its publication than did 

George's Mother, and although Carter's claim for it as "among 

the four or five best novels written by an American during 

the nineteenth century"^! i s  overstated, the novel is still 

widely respected, if not read. Except for The Damnation of 

Theron Ware and an earlier novel, Seth's Brother's Wife, com­

bining the esoteric appeal of local color with the realistic 

techniques of Howells, Conrad's summation of Frederic as a 

"notable Journalist . . . (who had written some novels

^^Everett Carter, Howells and the Age of Realism 
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., n. d.j, p. 239.

92Quoted in  Everett Carter, " In tro d u c tio n ," to
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would be adequate, since his other seven novels and his short 

stories are clearly products of a commercial purpose. The 

argument about the novellstlc tradition to which The Damna­

tion of Theron Ware belongs has been as diffuse, though cer­

tainly not so heated, as that centering on The Red Badge of 

Courage; Howellslan social realism, Jamesian psychological 

realism, naturalism, symbolism— each of these has been Iso­

lated as the dominant Influence. Perhaps a brief analysis 

of this novel In connection with the foregoing analysis of 

George's Mother will at least offer some new bases for 

argument.

Frederic, even more than Crane, was an admirer of

Howells, and as Carter points out, "the techniques employed

by Frederic /Tn The Damnation of Theron Ware/ were the

techniques of Howells." Yet Carter believes that In his

stress upon sex as a motivation Frederic went beyond Howells
ok

In subject matter,^ thus serving as a transitional figure 

leading toward the naturalism and psychological realism of 

twentieth-century American writers. The book Is a rather 

strange mixture of psychological and social study. The 

first chapter posits one of the primary social problems by

Harold Frederic, The Damnation of Theron Ware (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, I960), p. vlll.

93carter, Howells and the Age of Realism, p. 244.

9^1bld., p. 241.



310

presenting a contrasting picture of the older Methodist 

clergy, for whom faith was sufficient motivation for suffer­

ing the mental, physical, and social discomforts of the 

frontier, and the younger clergy, for whom faith is a means 

to a comfortable, secure livelihood. Within the context of 

the historical decline of fundamentalism under the pressures 

of new affluence, new comforts, new scientific ideas, and new 

criticism of the Bible, the young minister Theron Ware is 

sent to the provincial, predominantly Catholic community of 

Octavius to take over the Methodist Church. Again the fable 

concerns the failure of the innocent young man from the prov­

inces to achieve adjustment to a larger society.

Although all of the characters except Theron Ware 

are static and consistent--so consistent in fact that Carter 

finds, with some Justice, that they take on allegorical sig­

nificance— Ware has within him a series of conflicts which 

lead to a change of character, thus achieving the effect of 

incongruity. An apparently good, ambitious, competent 

Methodist minister, deeply in love with his wife, he is 

slowly transformed into a vain, cruel, conniving doubter.

One is tempted to see in the transformation of Ware the 

same kind of environmental experiment present in George's 

Mother; a product of a narrow fundamentalist environment is 

suddenly enveloped in a greatly expanded environment when he 

meets Father Forbes, the local Catholic priest who sees
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Christianity as a useful myth, Dr. Ledsmar, the cynical 

Darwinian scientist, and Celia Madden, the new free pagan 

woman. Attracted by the sensuality and beauty of Celia and 

the intellectual freedom of the two men. Ware loses his old 

values but is Incapable of understanding the new values. But 

this is not the contrast in the novel: the morality of the

Protestant and Catholic environments is really the same; 

their manners, the techniques of social intercourse, are 

different.

Inherent in the novel is a criticism of Methodist 

narrowness and lack of sophistication, but for the sophisti­

cates of Octavius, these qualities have value, as Celia 

Madden points out to Ware:

"You impressed us as an innocent, simple, 
genuine young c h a ra c te r ,  f u l l  of m other 's  m ilk . I t  
was l ik e  the  smell of e a r ly  sp ring  in  the country 
to  come in  co n tac t  with you. Your honesty of n a tu re ,  
your s in c e r i t y  ^n t h a t  absurd r e l ig io n  of yours, 
your genera l n a iv e te  of mental and s p i r i t u a l  get-up , 
a l l  p leased us a g re a t  d e a l ."95

Theron's failure in the society of the sophisticates is due

to his inability to understand their manners and morals, not

because their essential morality is different from that of

the Methodists but because their manners are. In an attempt

to be sophisticated, he becomes a seeker of scandal, a deni-

grator of his church and his wife, and, as Celia sums it up,

"we find that you are a bore."^^ But if Methodism is narrow,

95prederic, p. 331 .

9̂ l b i d .
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what is the reader supposed to make of a group of highly in­

telligent people who will endanger the stability of a young 

man simply because he seems to be "a real acquisition"^^ 

whose sole function for them Is to relieve the boredom of a 

small town? Are the new aesthetlclsm, the new science, and 

the new liberal religion represented by the sophisticated 

characters bad, not only for Theron but In terms of the 

values Inherent In the novel? They are. It seems to me, 

but Frederic's relative tentativeness In establishing this 

fact greatly weakens the novel as an example of social or 

ethical realism, the tradition to which It belongs.

The failure of Frederic to write an experimental 

study of values. If this was what he was attempting to do, 

springs from his failure to control the techniques of ob- 

Jectlvlty--the effect of Impartiality toward characters and 

values. First there Is the case of Theron. Walcutt points 

to the heart of the trouble: "One's Judgment of Theron can­

not be Impersonal because his lack of background Is not 

enough to account . . . for his contemptible weakness. This 

Is laid to some personal falling within him, a failure which 

every line of the book suggests he Is ethically responsible
q O

for." As Crane does with George, Frederic directs the 

reader's sympathy away from Theron so that when his Immoral

9? I b l d .
98

Walcutt, p. 51 .
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or unmannerly actions occur, there is not a sense of shock 

but rather a sense of fulfillment of expectations. The over­

all effect of this treatment of the central character is to 

oversimplify the reader's judgment of the other characters.

If Ware is vain, selfish, and morally dense, those who re­

ject him for these qualities become moral. The effect of 

this treatment is to support traditional values: since each

of Theron's actions is wrong, the reader finds it quite easy 

to decide what is right.

But this moral simplicity turns into a flaw. In 

terras of the structure of the novel, it becomes clear that 

Celia is a tease, Ledsmar an inhuman scientist who can equate 

a lizard with a human being, and Father Forbes a professed 

humanist who can coldly send Theron away when he needs help. 

The sophisticates are ultimately as hypocritical as the 

Methodists. Neither their manners nor their new ideas are 

any more efficient in coping with the complexities of life 

than the uncouthness or old ideas of the Methodists. But 

this point is obscured by the oversimplification of Theron.

The severity of Theron's punishment for his misdeeds com­

pared to the sophisticates' final problems (one Madden son 

dying, another in trouble) tends to make the sophisticates 

morally superior. This, I think, was unintentional.

The positive ethical statement of the novel is pre­

sented in the Soulbys, a man and woman with varied backgrounds
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in show business and confidence games, who have become pro­

fessional money-raisers for the Methodist Church. As Carter

notes, Brother and Sister Soulsby are "exuberant embodiments"
99of "pragmatic attitudes." Accepting what is and adopting 

the goal of helping people, they steer a steady moral course, 

compromising with means to gain the larger goals. Their 

position can be seen in the musical symbolism of the book: 

the traditional Methodist hymns sung by the people of the 

Octavius Church are marvels of ugliness; Chopin's music 

played by Celia is wildly sensuous; the songs sung by the 

money-raisers are a combination of traditional words and 

Chopin melodies, fused for the practical purpose of keeping 

the congregation quiet so that its pocketbook may be reached 

through emotional appeal. The Soulbys save Theron and send 

him on his way to a new career in Seattle.

In terms of technique and theme. The Damnation of 

Theron Ware offered little that had not been done by Howells. 

Frederic may have chosen sex as a motive from the naturalis­

tic tradition, but the ethical attitude exhibited toward 

sexual desire is certainly not that of Zola or Moore.

Flawed in much the same way as George's Mother, Frederic's 

novel emerges as a much better, book because it is less 

ambitious. Pull of incidental shocks, the novel would not

^^Carter, "introduction" to The Damnation of 
Theron Ware, p. xiv.
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be praised by the Methodists, but Its final thematic effect 

Is on the side of traditional moral goodness. Theron Is 

punished for being weak and Immoral, not because he Is 

trapped by an unjust and outmoded moral code or by an In­

evitable evolution of values.

To treat The Red Badge of Courage (newspaper version

1894; book 1895) Is simply to add to the critical redundancy

which has accumulated about the novel, but to omit It from 

a study of early American naturalism leads to gross distor­

tion. Perhaps the best compromise Is to treat the novel 

with relative brevity, avoiding a full analysis by allying 

myself with those who view the protagonist's final 

self-knowledge as simply another delusion In a complex pat­

tern of errors, an Interpretation which Is presented as 

effectively and succinctly by Walcutt^^^ as by anyone else.

The fable of the novel Is the same as that of Maggie

and George's Mother; Innocent youth In pursuit of romantic

dream encounters a world which offers no fulfillment of the 

dream. This fable Is again structured through a series of 

contrasting scenes, each throwing added Ironic light on the 

other. The greater complexity of the novel springs from 

Crane's virtual limitation of point of view to the protagonist 

Henry Fleming and Fleming's greater self-awareness and In­

congruity than that exhibited by any of the characters In the

^°°Walcutt, pp. 75-82.
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two novels already discussed. Crane's problem, like that of 

Flaubert in Madame Bovary, was to control tone and structure 

so that the reader's natural sympathy for the point-of-view 

character would be counterbalanced by a repugnance for the 

character's self-delusions and actions.

Perhaps as good a way as any to simplify the conflicts

in the novel and the complexity of Henry Fleming is to accept

the suggestion of Ray B. West, Jr., that the central conflict

in Crane's fiction is man against two forms of nature— external

nature and human n a t u r e . I n  Fleming's fight to become a

man, eighteen chapters show his struggle with his own human

nature— conflicts between love-hate, hope-despair,

courage-fear, as well as all the other central conflicts which

have been suggested— and that of his comrades, active upon

Fleming as castigation-acceptance-praise. Eight chapters,

devoted to his flight from his regiment, depict his struggle

with outward nature or, as stated in a canceled passage, "his
102grapplings and tuggings with fate and the universe," a 

struggle which is ironically symbolized by the squirrel and 

the grotesque forest chapel. Fleming's incongruous changes

l^^Ray B. West, Jr., "Stephen Crane: Author in
Transition," American Literature, XXXIV (May, 1962), 215-228.

102Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage, Omnibus, 
p. 317. This edition is used rather than that in Work be­
cause of Stallman's very useful collation of two manuscripts, 
a short version (SV) and a long version (LV), with the first 
American edition.
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of a t t i t u d e  occur w ith each change of environment, but In t h i s  

novel, un like  the  o th e r  two, the p r o ta g o n is t 's  environment Is  

determined by h is  own p e rcep tio n s .  Thus, w ithout change of 

physica l environment, Fleming Is  f i r s t  f i l l e d  with f e a r  of 

r id i c u l e  upon h is  r e tu rn  to  h is  regiment, but upon h is  com­

rades ' acceptance of h is  "red badge of co u rag e ," h is  f e a r  

d isappears  to  be rep laced  by pompous p r id e .  This p a t te rn  of 

v a c i l l a t i o n  c re a te s  the  I ro n ic  Incongru ity  of Henry Fleming, 

and s ince  the novel I s  about Flem ing's percep tio n  of h is  

p lace In  the world, the  p a t te rn  s t ru c tu re s  the novel.  Flem­

ing I s  c o n tro lle d  by h is  percep tions  of h is  place In the 

world, but I t  becomes obvious, I  th in k ,  th a t  Fleming has 

l i t t l e  co n tro l  over these  p e rcep tio n s .  In terms of ac t io n ,  

the  d e te rm in is t ic  e f f e c t  I s  s tr e s se d  In the  c ru c ia l  ep lso d es--  

Fleralng's f l i g h t ,  h is  re tu rn ,  and h is  courageous f ig h t in g .

Although th e re  a re  comments by the  au thor  In the 

novel, the few th a t  occur a re  u su a lly  q u a l i f ie d  by "seem" 

or "appear."  In f a c t ,  o b je c t iv i ty  toward c h a ra c te rs  and 

values Is  so n e a r ly  complete th a t  some c r i t i c s ,  d e sp a ir in g  

over the  I ro n ic  complexity of the  novel and the In e v i ta b le  

tendency of a g re a t  novel to  mean d i f f e r e n t  th in g s  to  d i f f e r ­

en t people, have decided th a t  o b je c t iv i ty  Is  a technique 

which ru in s  the  novel and makes the  a u th o r 's  In te n tio n s  

u l t im a te ly  unknowable. I t  seems to  me, however,. t h a t  the 

o b jec t iv e  technique gains the  e f f e c t  of c r i t i c i s m  of values.
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an incongru ity  c rea ted  between the  r e a d e r 's  ex p ec ta tio n s  and

the  presented r e a l i t y .  Crane i s  c a re fu l  to  s e t  up a s e r ie s

of s o c ia l ly  accep tab le  values e a r ly  in  the  novel and then

equa lly  c a re fu l  to  show man's f u t i l i t y  in  a t tem pting  to

adhere to  these  v a lu es .  To i l l u s t r a t e  a few of the most

im portant of these  values , I  have chosen courage, hum ility ,

and humane u n se lf ish n e ss .  The id e a l  o f  h u m il i ty  i s  presented

by Flem ing's mother: "Yer J e s t  one l i t t l e  f e l l e r  amongst a

h u l l  l o t  of o th e rs ,  an ' yeh 've got to  keep q u ie t  an ' do what 
103

they  t e l l  yeh." Henry's thoughts throughout the  novel 

form a p a t te rn  of r e j e c t io n  of those r e a l i t i e s  which lead to  

an a t t i t u d e  of hum ility  and a s e le c t io n  of those  which b o l ­

s t e r  h is  v an ity :  the  personal motive in  running, the ex­

pansion of v is io n  u n t i l  he becomes the  c e n t r a l  concern of 

the  un iverse , the  re v e rs a l  of r o le s  w ith  Wilson upon Henry's 

r e tu rn  to  camp so th a t  Henry becomes "the loud s o l d i e r , " and 

h is  f i n a l  b e l i e f  th a t  "In the  space-wide w h ir l  of events no 

g ra in  l ik e  him would be lo s t . " ^ ^ ^  The dual v is io n  of the 

reg im en t 's  lo sse s  d e sp ite  Flem ing 's e x e r t io n s ,  lead ing  only 

to  a l o s t  b a t t l e ,  and Flem ing's va in  show of h u m ili ty  under­

score h is  f a i lu r e  to  l e a rn .  Courage i s  p a r t  of Henry 's e a r ly  

dreams o f "G reek-like s trugg les"^^^  and a value of h is  mother

^°3%bid. ,  p. 231.
104

I b i d . ,  p. 369 . Restored from LV.
105

Ibid.,  p. 233.
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who t e l l s  him to  choose death  r a th e r  than "anything 'c e p t  

w hat 's  r i g h t . E v e n  those who d e te c t  a m orally  u p l i f t i n g  

le a rn in g  process in  Henry agree t h a t  th e  c u l tu r a l  and p e r ­

sonal id e a l  of courage becomes i r o n i c a l l y  reduced to  a m atte r  

of h a te - in sp ir e d  b e s t i a l i t y .  In b a t t l e  "a s t a t e  of frenzy" 

i s  developed, "perhaps because of fo rg o t te n  v a n i t i e s , "  and 

courage i s  equated w ith  lack  of consciousness, so th a t  a 

t h i r d  value, "an enthusiasm of u n se lf ish n e ss ,"^ ^ ?  i s  p resen t 

in  the  savage w astefu lness  of the  b a t t l e .  Henry F lem ing 's  

m ora li ty ,  as w ell as the  r e a d e r ' s ,  demands a humaneness, an 

id e a l  equ iva len t to  th a t  ex h ib ited  by "the gnarled  old 

woman" of Maggie. This goal of u n se lf ish n e ss  i s  not only the 

b a s is  of h is  m other 's  warnings but a lso  a p a r t  of Flem ing 's  

dream as "He . . . imagined peoples secure in  the  shadow of 

h is  eagle-eyed prowess." This value, too, i s  made mean­

in g le s s  because i t  i s  shown to  be a p a te n t ly  lu d ic ro u s  id e a l  

in  the  b a t t l e  and because Fleming c o n s ta n tly  b e tray s  t h i s  

id e a l .  Cowardice produces a show of u n se lf ish n e ss  w ith Jim 

Conklin and then cowardice leads  to  f l i g h t  from r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  

w ith  "the t a t t e r e d  s o ld ie r . "  Flem ing 's  ac t io n s  toward th i s  

man become a s in  which must be r a t io n a l iz e d  away in  h is  

process of mental coronation  in  the  l a s t  chap ter :

lo ^ ib id . ,  p. 231. 

10?Ib ld . ,  p. 360. 

lo^ ib id .,  p. 229.
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Yet g rad u a lly  he mustered fo rce  to  put the 
s in  a t  a d is ta n c e ,  ^ n d  then  he regarded i t  w ith 
what he thought to  be g re a t  calmness. At l a s t  he 
concluded th a t  he saw in  i t  quain t uses . He ex­
claimed th a t  i t s  importance in  the  a f te r t im e  would 
be g rea t  to  him i f  i t  even succeeded in  h indering  
the  workings of h is  egotism. I t  would make a 
sobering ba lance . I t  would become a good p a r t  o f  
him. He would have upon him o f te n  the  conscious­
ness of a g re a t  m istake . And he would be taught 
to  dea l g en tly  and w ith  c a re .  He would be a man.

This plan fo r  the  u t i l i z a t i o n  of a s in  did 
not give him complete joy but i t  was the  b e s t  
sentim ent he could form ulate under the  circum stances, 
and when i t  was combined w ith  h is  success, or pub lic  
deeds, he knew th a t  he was q u ite  c o n te n te d ^ /  And 
a t  l a s t  h is  eyes seemed to  open up to  some new 
ways. He found th a t  he could look back upon the 
b rass  and bombast of h is  e a r l i e r  gospels and see 
them t r u l y .  He was g le e fu l  when he discovered 
th a t  he now despised them.109

The dream of hum ili ty ,  i r o n i c a l ly  rep laced  by v an ity ,  allows 

the  knowledge of h is  own courage to  d isp la c e  the g u i l t  of 

s e l f i sh n e s s  dr inhumanity, thus p e rm it t in g  him to  be "q u ite  

co n ten ted ."  Even the  moral s ta tu r e  of Wilson, based upon 

h is  gain ing  hum ili ty  and h is  s e l f le s s n e s s  toward Fleming, i s  

reduced in  the l a s t  chap ter  when he r e c a l l s  t h a t  he had i n ­

tended to  ge t some water f o r  the  wounded Jimmie Rogers: " I

c lean  fo rg o t what I - - s a y ,  has anybody seen Jimmie Rogers." 

His comrades answer b r i e f ly ,  "He's dead."^^^

Most c r i t i c s  agree t h a t  C rane 's  sparing  use of

109
I b id . ,  p. 369 . The bracketed  p o r t io n  i s  a r e s t o ­

r a t io n  from LV.

^^^I b i d . ,  p. 366. This passage i s  omitted from the 
published v e rs io n  as p a r t  o f  C rane 's  a ttem pt to  tone down 
h is  ac id  re d u c tio n  of the  v i r tu e  of masculine s o l i d a r i t y .
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Flem ing 's  name was a conscious a ttem pt to  make him u n iv e ra l
111r a th e r  than  in d iv id u a l ;  t h i s  f a c t ,  combined with Crane's  

s h i f t s  from F lem ing 's  percep tions  to  those of the regiment 

as a uniform ly motivated group, e le v a te s  the  theme a t ta in e d  

through o b je c t iv e  p re se n ta t io n  of s t ru c tu re d  i ro n ie s  from 

simple re levance  to  a unique in d iv id u a l  to  re levance to  man­

kind in  b a t t l e . I  th in k  i t  probable t h a t ,  in  the  contex t of 

a sh o r t  paragraph in  which the  sentences preceding the  l a s t  

two a re  in troduced w ith "He f e l t "  and "He knew," the  reader  

i s  supposed to  sense the  movement away from Flem ing 's  mind to  

e x te rn a l  s ta tem ent of f a c t :  "He had been to  touch the g re a t

death , and found th a t ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  i t  was but the  g re a t  death  

^ n d  was f o r  o th e r s / .  He was a man." He i s  not only "a 

man" but man: the  search  fo r  the  moral d e f in i t i o n  of man

which has pervaded the  novel i s  complete. Man i s  th a t  c re a tu re  

whose v a n ity  i s  so complete th a t  he can take p ride  in  looking 

forward to  a f a l s e  hum ili ty ;  man i s  a c re a tu re  whose cowardice 

becomes bravery  only when a l l  human q u a l i t i e s  d isappear, 

leav ing  him a b eas t ;  man i s  a c re a tu re  whose s e l f i s h n e s s  i s  

so pervasive  th a t  h is  humane a c ts  a re  l im ite d  to  those m oti­

vated by cowardice and v a n i ty .  Man's moral id e a l  of hum ility , 

courage, and s e l f l e s s n e s s  i s  a t t a in a b le  but a t t a in a b le  only

111One of the c o n s is te n t  r e v is io n s  v i s ib l e  in  LV is  
the  c ro ss in g  out of Flem ing 's name.

^^^Omnibus, p. 369. Brackets again  in d ic a te  ad d it io n
from LV.
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in  the  d e s tru c t iv e  orgy of b a t t l e  when man has no chance to  

be conscious of h is  manhood. Thé e f f e c t  of t h i s  f i n a l  moral 

shock on the read er ,  the  r e a l i z a t i o n  th a t  Fleming i s  man, i s  

a p a in fu l  f e e l in g  th a t  i t  should, not be so . Crane would 

probably have agreed, but the theme of the novel i s  th a t  i t  

so . As in  the  o ther  n a t u r a l i s t i c  novels of the  period.

The Red Badge of Courage p resen ts  an in h eren t  theme of p ro ­

t e s t  ag a in s t  the emptiness of t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s . The f in a l  

irony of t h i s  novel, un like  th a t  of the novels of Maugham 

and Moore, i s  th a t  th e re  seems noth ing  to  s u b s t i tu t e  fo r  

th ese  t r a d i t i o n a l  va lues .  They remain va luab le ,  but man, a 

l im ite d ,  se lf-de luded  c rea tu re  l iv in g  in  a universe which i s  

t o t a l l y  im p a r t ia l ,  i s  incapable of a t t a in in g  them in  any 

meaningful s i tu a t io n .

Incongru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a t io n ,  o b j e c t iv i ty  toward 

c h a ra c te rs  and values , making p o ss ib le  the m anipulation of 

the p a t te rn  of moral shock, and the  in h eren t theme of r e v e la ­

t i o n  of the inadequacy of man's moral id e a ls  l i n k  The Red 

Badge of Courage no t only w ith  Maggie and George's Mother but 

a lso  w ith the novels of the n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  English  

n a t u r a l i s t s .  Crane's  techniques , b read th  and complexity of 

t rea tm en t,  i n t e n s i t y  of e f f e c t ,  and complexity of theme make 

The Red Badge of Courage su p e r io r  to  any o th e r  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

novel produced in  English  in  the N ineteenth  Century. The Red 

Badge of Courage may go beyond previous English  and American
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n a t u r a l i s t i c  novels both in  q u a l i ty  and in  k ind . Although 

S ta llm an 's  mythic reading , based upon a few curses  and a 

c e n t r a l  image, f a i l s  to  convince and f a i l s  to  exp la in  the 

fo rce  of the  novel, th e re  i s  probably much more to  the novel 

than any exegesis  has ye t shown. The u n iv e r sa l ly  acknowledged 

power of the novel tempts one to  seek an exp lana tion  in  some 

such theory  as Jung 's  c o l le c t iv e  unconscious. I  do not 

attem pt to  o f fe r  a f u l l  exp lana tion  of the novel but simply 

to  show th a t  in  technique and theme i t  belongs to  the 

n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .

Crane 's  w r i t in g  ca re e r  a f t e r  1896 i s  c h ie f ly  impor­

ta n t  fo r  occasional m asterp ieces in  sh o rt  s to ry  form. "The 

Monster" (1099) i s  u su a lly  c lassed  as a sh o r t  s to ry ,  but in  

terms of leng th ,  i t  almost equals Maggie or George's Mother. 

Although i t  has a r e s t r i c t e d  s u b je c t—the moral problem of 

personal p r in c ip le  versus the s o c ia l  p ressu res  centered  

around Henry, the burned N e g ro -- i ts  s t r u c tu re  shows tendencies  

of escaping the l im i ta t io n s  of the sh o r t  s to ry  form, leading  

some c r i t i c s  to  f ind  i t  d iso rgan ized . W alcutt connects the 

s to ry  w ith  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  by comparing i t  w ith

The Red Badge of Courage as presenting "the same grim Joke 
113

of the w orld ."  Although i t  poses the always in t e r e s t i n g  

and in so lu b le  problem of mercy k i l l i n g ,  I  do not f in d  th a t  

"The Monster" o f fe r s  such a shocking p ic tu re  of the world.

^^^alcutt, p. 82.
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People in  small towns can be h y p o c r i t ic a l  and inhumane, and 

a s to ry  which p resen ts  t h i s  t r u t h  as g ra p h ic a l ly  as "The 

Monster" does i s  a good s to ry .  But except fo r  a r a th e r  

p e s s im is t ic  view of the  humanity of a small town, I  see 

l i t t l e  to  l in k  t h i s  s to ry  to  the  themes and techniques of 

the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  No one has found The Third 

V io le t  (1897) j Active Service (1899), o r  The O'Ruddy (1903) 

worth much argument, and no one, so f a r  as I  know, has con­

nected them with the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  George' s 

Mother was Crane 's  l a s t  published novel in  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  

t r a d i t i o n .  In the  th re e  novels published by 1896, Crane 

had experimented with and mastered the techniques of 

na tu ra l ism .



CHAPTER VI

PRANK NORRIS: IDEA IN

SEARCH OF TECHNIQUE

The works of Frank N orris  (18/0-1902) have c o n s i s t ­

e n t ly  forced c r i t i c s  to  face  the problem in h eren t in  a d e f i -  

n i t i o n  of a l i t e r a r y  movement in  terms of philosophy. 

K n igh t 's  comments are  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of t h i s  c r i t i c a l  d i ­

lemma: "McTeague was the  f i r s t  fu l l - f le d g e d  n a t u r a l i s t i c

American novel . \  but i t  i s  marred "because McTeague 

i s  photographic w ithout being ph ilosophic  . . . and no t ru e  

p re se n ta t io n  of r e a l i t y  can d is reg ard  a philosophy . . . and 

because i t  has passages of b r u t a l i t y  and coincidence which 

impair b e l i e f , "  Remembering, as most commentators do, th a t  

the  t r a d i t i o n a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  between n a tu ra l ism  and rea lism  

i s  n a tu ra l is m 's  express ion  of a philosophy of s c i e n t i f i c  de­

terminism, a philosophy based upon the assumption of con­

s i s t e n t  cau sa tio n  and thus the  d e n ia l  of coincidence and 

chance, the  sch o la rs  have c o n s is te n t ly  t r ip p e d  on the  "usual 

stumbling block of N orris  as a n a t u r a l i s t . "  The f a c t s  make

^Knight, p. 161 .

^I b i d . ,  p. 162 .

^Donald P izer ,  "Evolutionary E th ic a l  Dualism in
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this central problem very complex. Norris is  the f ir s t  

avowed disciple of Zola in America, and yet those who accept 

Norris' placement of himself in the tradition of Zola often 

find themselves discussing his novels in terms of l is t s  of 

non-scientific elements. Norris' aligning himself with the 

anti-Romantic movement and then calling himself as well as 

Zola Romantic have brought most cr itics to the conclusion 

that Norris' published literary theories, which appeared 

posthumously as The Responsibilities of the Novelist ( I 903), 

are inconsistent hack-work which must be noted and then d is­

regarded. As i f  a ll this were not sufficiently confusing, 

Norris, the naturalist, wrote three overtly romantic novels 

in the time between his f ir s t  two naturalistic studies of 

degradation and his last two studies of economic and natural 

forces. Franklin Walker, Norris' biographer, warned the 

aspiring generalizer of the problems: "Call Prank Norris

rea list and ignore Moran of the Lady Letty; call him ro­

manticist and ignore McTeague; ca ll him romantic rea list and 

escape by begging the question."^

Frank Norris' l i f e ,  as has been noted by several 

writers, offers an interesting parallel to that of George

Frank Norris' Vandover and the Brute and McTeague," Publica- 
tions of the Modern Language Association, LXVII (December,
1961),  552 . ~

Ji
F rank lin  Walker, Frank N o rris :  A Biography

(Garden C ity : Doubleday, Doran and Co., 1932), p. 7 8 .
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Moore. Reared In a socially and economically secure environ­

ment, both went to Paris to study painting. Finding that 

their a rtistic  talents were limited, they turned to writing 

upon their return to their native countries. Both became 

searchers for novelistic truth, using Zola's method to de­

fine truth, and both became propagandists for naturalism, 

by example in their novels and by precept in their journal­

is t ic  writings. Interesting though they may be, these

parallels must not be relied on too heavily. As Moore in­

sisted, his residence in Paris was the great formative ex­

perience in his life ;  while there he discovered the ideals 

which were to control his art for over a decade. In contrast, 

Norris' Parisian experience seems to have been an immersion 

into the romantic past, the literature concerned with heroic 

knights and pure maidens; although i t  is  hard to believe, he 

seemed to disregard the dominant artistic  struggle in Paris 

in 1887- 88, the debate over naturalism. Upon Moore's return 

to England, he published A Modern Lover; upon Norris' return 

to San Francisco, he published the romantic poem Yvernelle 

(1891) .  Moore, upon his return to England, quickly became a 

major figure in the struggle for the serious novel; Norris,

upon his return from France, became a fun-loving fraternity

boy at the University of California and created hardly a 

literary ripple for ten years. Moore could return to a cos­

mopolitan center and make himself heard through publication
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in nationally-read magazines; Norris returned to a growing 

provincial town and, through The Wave, allied himself un­

easily with the weakening tradition of the local color move­

ment. But one parallel remains not only interesting but 

also important: both men discovered Zola and found in his

work something that appealed to their individual literary  

aspirations. The common inspiration was filtered  through 

different cultures and different personalities, and the d if ­

ferences in the works of these two writers can throw light 

not only on their artistic  individuality but also on cultural 

differences and the nature of naturalism.

The facts of Norris’ l i f e  offer only a few major 

problems to the biographer, but these few are among the 

things the student would most like to know. One of these 

problems is  the date and source of Norris’ interest in Zola. 

Although several writers on Norris in sist, with much logic, 

that he must have become aware of the nature of Zola's work 

during his two years in France, no proof of his reading of 

Zola before his years at the University of California has 

been found. The other major problem is  even more important— 

the chronology of the composition of his f ir s t  two novels. 

Walker assumes that Norris began McTeague while he was at 

Berkeley, and he proves that he wrote some of McTeague during 

his only year at Harvard because Norris submitted sections of 

i t  to Lewis E. Gates and finally  dedicated the novel to this
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writing teacher. Norris ceased to work on McTeague after he 

created the scene of Trina's death and wrote Vandover and

the  Brute during  t h i s  same year a t  Harvard (1894-95); he 

f in ish e d  McTeague in  1897.^ McTeague was not published 

u n t i l  February, l899, and Vandover was published posthumously 

in  1914. Thus N o rr is '  f i r s t  published novel was h is  most 

romantic, Moran of the  Lady L e tty  (1898), and while the 

horro rs  of McTeague were s t i l l  being pointed out by review­

e rs ,  he published the  innocuous love s to ry  B lix  (September, 

1899) .  Although I  have seen no proof, I  w i l l  assume with 

most modern scho la rs  t h a t  Vandover was h is  f i r s t  completed 

novel and McTeague h is  second, w ith  the th re e  minor novels 

being composed between the  completion of McTeague and the  be­

g inning of The Octopus.

Most sch o la rs  o f  N orris  and h is  works, faced with the 

many apparent c o n tra d ic t io n s  in  h is  theory  and h is  novels, 

have accepted the  t r u t h  of W alker's  suggestion : "Norris, in

id e n t i fy in g  h im self  w ith  the  n a t u r a l i s t s ,  revealed  a more 

profound understanding of Zola than he did n a tu ra lism  i t s e l f .  

Ju s t  as he missed i t s  underlying mood, he f a i l e d  to  accept in  

i t s  e n t i r e ty  the  philosophy back of n a t u r a l i s m . A l t h o u g h  

h is  novels rev ea l  th a t  N orris  was n e i th e r  so a n t i -p h i lo s o p h ic a l

5
^I b id . ,  p. 95 .
6

P izer ,  PMLA, LXVII, 554.

^Walker, p. 84.



330

nor so p h i lo so p h ic a l ly  in c o n s is te n t  as some would have i t ,  

he was not searching  f o r  ideas  but f o r  techniques in  Zola.

He summed up, in  The R e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  of the  N o v e l is t , h is  

te c h n ic a l  id e a l :  "And i t  seems as i f  th e re  in  a phrase one

could resume the  whole system of f i c t i o n  mechanics—
O

p re p a ra t io n  of e f f e c t . "  S c o tt ,  Dickens, Stevenson, K ipling, 

Zola, Huysmans—a r a th e r  incongruous group of in f lu e n c e s — 

were admired and im ita ted  by N o r r is ,^  and the  common denomi­

n a to r  which he found in  th ese  men was the  c re a t io n  of g re a t  

e f f e c t s .  I f  N orris  i s  to  be connected w ith the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

t r a d i t i o n ,  the  approach must be made through a study of h is  

techniques in  gain ing  h is  e f f e c t s .

The key N orris  i s o la te d  to  ex p la in  the powerful 

e f f e c t s  of the above-named group of w r i t e r s —h is  conception 

of the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  search  fo r  t r u t h —is  the  choice and 

trea tm en t of c h a ra c te rs  and the  p lo t  w ith in  which these  

c h a ra c te rs  o p e ra te .  In an unsigned e d i t o r i a l  in  The Wave 

in  1896, an e d i t o r i a l  which a l l  scho la rs  agree must have been 

w r i t t e n  by N orris ,  the  argument f o r  Zola as ro m a n tic is t  i s  

presented  :

I t  i s  curious to  note how p e r s i s t e n t l y  M. Zola i s  
misunderstood. . . . N aturalism , as understood by 
Zola, i s  but a form of romanticism a f t e r  a l l .  That

o
Prank N orris ,  Complete Works (Garden C ity : Double­

day, Doran & Co., I n c . , “ 1928), VII, I l b .

^Ahnebrink, passim.
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Zola should be quoted as a rea list, and as a real­
is t  of rea lists, is  a strange perversion. . . .  To 
be noted by M. Zola, we must leave the rank and 
f i le ;  . . .  we must separate ourselves; we must 
become individual, unique. The naturalist takes 
no note of common people, common in so far as their 
interests, their lives, and the things that occur 
in them are common, are ordinary. Terrible things 
must happen to the characters of the naturalistic 
ta le . They mpst be twisted from the ordinary, 
wrenched from the quiet, uneventful round of 
everyday l i f e  and flung into throes of a vast and 
terrible drama that works it s e l f  out in unleashed 
passions, in blood, and in sudden death. The 
world of M. Zola is  a world of big things; the 
enormous, the formidable, the terrible, is  what 
counts; no teacup tragedies here.

Everything is  extraordinary, imaginative, grotesque 
even, with a vague note of terror quivering through­
out like the vibration of an ominous and low-pitched 
diapason. It is  a ll  romantic, at times unmistak­
ably so, as in Le Reve or Rome, closely resembling 
the work of the greatest of a ll  modern romanticists, 
Hugo. We have the same high dramas, the same enor­
mous scenic effects, the same love of the extraor­
dinary, the vast, the monstrous and the tragic. . . . 
Naturalism is  a form of romanticism, not an inner 
circle of realism. . . . It is  a school by it s e lf ,  
unique, somber, powerful beyond words.

The reader may castigate the scholarship of Norris because 

he reduced romanticism to the love of the exotic, because he 

showed no knowledge of Zola's theoretical writings, and be­

cause he equated the broad movement of realism with Howells' 

realism of the commonplace, but he must also perceive that 

Norris has recognized the sensational element in naturalism. 

Norris developed an interest in Zola's techniques without 

any real knowledge of Zola's theoretical aesthetic and with­

out his belief in sc ien tific  method.

^^Quoted in Walker, pp. 82-84.
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This chap ter  w i l l  be devoted p r im ar i ly  to  the four  

novels in  which N orris  claimed he was fo llow ing the  n a t u r a l ­

i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n .  Techniques, no m atte r  how e f f e c t iv e  per se, 

must be organized in to  a them atic p a t te rn  i f  a novel i s  to  

have value, and s ince  the  themes which emerge from the 

n a t u r a l i s t i c  techniques d iscussed  so f a r  have a common 

element, I  must s tru g g le  w ith  the  o v e ra l l  them atic e f f e c t  

gained by N o rr is ' ad ap ta t io n  of n a t u r a l i s t i c  techn iques .

From 1899 onward, McTeague has been c a l le d  "meaningless"^^ 

or, a t  b e s t ,  c o n tra d ic to ry  in  i t s  theme; Vandover and the 

Brute i s  u su a lly  accorded even l e s s  them atic value than 

McTeague. To agree w ith  the c r i t i c s  i s ,  in  my es tim a tio n , 

to  c a l l  these  weak novels, and I  do agree th a t  th ese  novels 

lack  i n t e l l e c t u a l  cons is tency . I  th in k ,  however, th a t  the 

b e s t  way to  understand the f a i lu r e  of these  novels i s  in  

terms of technique r a th e r  than in  terms of an i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  

confused n o v e l i s t .

Vandover and the  Brute, according to  many c r i t i c s ,

i s  admirable in  i t s  conception but weak in  i t s  execution .

Marchand gives the  s tandard s ta tem en t: "Norris had /Tn Van-

doveiv  ̂ a powerful theme, conceived . . .  on more severe ly

n a t u r a l i s t i c  l in e s  than McTeague; but the execution  i s  le s s  
12good. . . . "  That the  novel i s  in  the n a t u r a l i s t i c

^^C arg il l ,  p. 99 .

^^Ernest Marchand, Frank N orris  : A Study (Palo Alto:
S tanford  U n iv e rs ity  P ress , 0 . 1942), p. b8. ' "
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tradition has been universally acknowledgedj i t  is  a study 

in physical and mental degradation, f illed  with horrible 

descriptions of disease, drunkenness, and poverty and con­

taining allusions to i l l i c i t  sexual activity . This, com­

bined with the unhappy ending, seems sufficient proof of 

its  naturalism. Structurally the book seems to be a study 

of the individual destroyed by unexplained forces within 

himself. But this traditional interpretation has been chal­

lenged: Walcutt sees the conflict as "an ordinary attractive 

young man . . . caught and crushed . . .  by social and per­

sonal forces which twentieth-century man knows a ll too well";^^ 

and Pizer asserts, "Vandover is  not simply the story of a de­

cline; i t  is  rather an account of a decline and a rise / that  

of Charlie Gear^ .̂"!  ̂ Both of these statements point toward 

what seems to me to be the structure of the novel, imperfectly 

achieved though i t  is: the structure is  panoramic, the story

of three young men from San Francisco—Vandover, Charlie 

Geary, and Dolly gaight—undergoing similar formative experi­

ences and facing two forces—"the vast fearful engine" asso­

ciated with "Nature" and "the brute"^  ̂ ^̂ d the valueless 

society of San Francisco which demands conformity. Vandover's 

outburst against society is usually interpreted as false

l^W alcutt, p. 123 .

^^P izer, PMLA, LXVII, 555.

l^ N o rr is ,  V, 213.
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se lf-justification  of his immorality, but his generalizations

are supported by the action of the novel.

"To a large extent I really believe i t ' s  the 
women's fault that the men are what they are.
If they demanded a higher moral standard the men 
would come up to it j  they encourage a man to go to 
the devil and then—and then when he's rotten with 
disease and ruins his wife and his children--what 
is  i t - - ' spotted toads'—then there's a great cry 
raised against the men, and women write books and 
a ll , when half the time the woman has only en­
couraged him to be what he is."^°

The conversation immediately follows Turner Ravis' rejection  

of the pure, dull Dolly Haight; the passage predicts 

Vandover's social fa ll and abandonment by Turner. The study 

of the three young men and their varying relationships to 

brute force and society works out almost geometrically.

Dolly Haight rejects a ll that is  brutish and becomes the 

complete social conformist, only to be destroyed (unbeliev­

ably) by venereal disease, the ironic revenge of the "ma­

chine" for Dolly's rejection of that facet of l i f e .  Geary 

succeeds by becoming the perfect hypocrite, enjoying those 

a ctiv ities associated with brutishness and even profiting 

through following the instincts whose source is  supernatural 

force but controlling both social conventions and brutish 

urges so that he rises in the social world. Vandover rejects 

conformity and surrenders himself to the brute, thus creat­

ing his own degradation.

The recognition of some such structural pattern as

l ^ I b i d . ,  V, 85.
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this Is necessary i f  much of the book is  not to be seen as 

superfluous. The delineation of the social background of 

San Francisco, including the seemingly tr iv ia l evening at 

the Ravises, becomes a functional part of the novel, Haight, 

often called an unnecessary and improbable figure, and Geary, 

seen by many as a simple plot device to further Vandover's 

fa ll, as well as E llis and the Dummy, are recognized as 

necessary, although certainly not consistently effective, 

elements of the novel. With such a conflict in mind, even 

the sensational boat wreck, seemingly included only because 

of Norris' love for the delineation of violence, takes on 

some relevance. The refusal of the people in the boat to 

save the drowning Jew is  explained as having survival value: 

"It was the animal in them a ll that had come to the surface 

in an instant, the primal instinct of the brute striving for 

it s  l i f e  and for the l i f e  of it s  y o u n g . T h e  conflict be­

tween force and society is  evident when Vandover learns 

that legal charges have been brought against the naval en­

gineer, who was instrumental in refusing the Jew's plea.

Repeated assertions prove that Norris was interested 

in environment as a force upon character: again and again

Vandover's "pliable character adapted it s e lf  to the new en-
1Avironment." But except in two instances—the social world

l? Ib id ., V, 122.

l^ ib id ., V, 157.
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of Turner Ravis and the world of pure force on the sinking 

ship and the small boat—the settings of the novel seem to 

be formed or chosen by Vandover rather than forming his 

character. The various environments of Vandover are pre­

sented as rooms or houses, ranging from the vivacious com­

fort of the Ravises' parlor to the f i lth  and poverty of 

Geary's Mission house,, which Vandover must clean. His de­

gradation is  symbolized by a series of habitats, each less 

reputable than the la st. Beginning his San Francisco l i f e  

in the luxury of his father's home, he next symbolically 

chooses a "charming"apartment rather than a functional 

studio, and he transforms this apartment into a place of 

luxurious dissipation and, finally , a place for playing cards, 

As his money disappears, his lodgings become more mundane, 

until the Reno House becomes Vandover's home. Vandoyer 

adapts each of these places to his particular stage of de­

gradation so that they become symbolic of his moral decline, 

but there is  never any feeling of causation, as implied by 

the repeated assertions. Paralleling his changes in resi­

dence are the places of leisure which he v is its . The Im­

perial Restaurant, symbolic of the demimonde to which fash­

ionable young men devote much of their leisure, is  the 

setting for some of Vandover's major errors. It is  here 

that he meets Flossie, the non-drinking prostitute, and

^ ^ Ib ld . ,  V, 153.
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t h a t  he seduces Ida Wade, the f a s t  but good g i r l .  The 

Im peria l i s  a world w ithout va lues , but i t s  s e m i- re sp e c ta b i l i ty  

must be abandoned fo r  the  more degrading p leasu res  of drunken­

ness and gambling. The Luxembourg i s  the  scene of the more 

d e s t ru c t iv e  d r in k in g  p a r t i e s .  Although th e re  i s  much con­

c re te  d e s c r ip t io n  of these  houses, rooms, and bars ,  the ex­

t e n t  to  which N orris  conceived of environment in  terms of 

people and moral s ta tu s  r a th e r  than th in g s  can be seen from 

the  d e s c r ip t io n  of Vandover's res id en ce  in  the  Reno House.

The Reno House, where Vandover had l iv ed  fo r  
some f i f t e e n  months, was a s o r t  of h o te l  on Sacra­
mento S t r e e t  below Kearney. The neighbourhood was 
low—j u s t  on the  edge of the Barbary Coast, abound­
ing in  s to re s  fo r  second-hand c lo th in g ,- s a lo o n s ,  
pawnshops, g u n -s to re s ,  b i r d - s to r e s ,  and the  shops 
of Chinese co b b le rs .  Around the corner on Kearney 
S t r e e t  was a concert h a l l ,  a d ive , to  which the 
admission was f r e e .  Near by was the  old P laza.

Underneath the h o te l  on the  ground f lo o r  
were two saloons, a barber shop, and a broom manu­
f a c to ry .  The lodgers  themselves were fo r  the most 
p a r t  " t r a n s i e n t s , "  s a i l o r s  lounging about shore 
between two voyages. Swedes and Danes, farmhands, 
g rap e -p ick e rs ,  and cow-punchers from d i s t a n t  p a r ts  
of the  s t a t e , a  few l o s t  women, and Japanese cooks 
and second-boys remaining th e re  while they adver­
t i s e d  fo r  p o s i t io n s .

Vandover sank to  the grade of these  people 
a t  once w ith  the  f a t a l  a d a p ta b i l i ty  to  environment 
which he had perm itted  him self  to  f o s t e r  throughout 
h is  e n t i r e  l i f e ,  and which had led  him to  be con­
te n te d  in  almost any circum stances. I t  was as i f  
the b ru te  in  him were fo rev e r  seeking a lower le v e l ,  
wallowing i t s e l f  lower and lower in to  the f i l t h  and 
in to  the mire, con ten t to  be fo u l ,  content to  be 
prone, to  be i n e r t  and su p in e . 20

"F a ta l  a d a p ta b i l i ty "  and the b ru te  "fo rever  seeking" show 

2 ° Ib id . ,  V, 278 .
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N o rr is '  u n c e r ta in ty  on the  whole q ues tion  of Vandover's w i l l  

and i t s  r e l a t io n  to  environment.

Although N o rr is '  i n t e r e s t  in  concre te , a ccu ra te  de­

t a i l  i s  obvious in  the  names of the  s t r e e t s  and the  now 

meaningless re fe ren ce  to  the  "old P l a z a ," the  most e f f e c t iv e  

d e sc r ip t io n s  of the book, the  ones which made i t  immediately 

recognizab le  as a n a t u r a l i s t i c  novel, do not e s ta b l i s h  a 

c o n t ro l l in g  environment but r a th e r  c re a te  a simple sensa­

t io n a l  e f f e c t .  Among these  a re  the  d e s c r ip t io n s  of excessive  

d r ink ing , of Vandover as wolf, of the people and a c t i v i t i e s  

on the  s ink ing  sh ip , and f i n a l l y  of the  f i l t h  of the house 

which Vandover must c lean .  I t  i s  c l e a r  th a t  N orris  was a t ­

tempting something he considered to  be new from a passage 

l ik e  the fo llow ing;

There was noth ing  p ic tu resque  about i t  a l l ,  
no th ing  h e ro ic .  I t  was un like  any p ic tu re s  he had 
seen of l i f e b o a t  rescues ,  un like  anything he had 
ever imagined. I t  was a l l  so rd id ,  m iserab le , and 
the  s ig h t  o f  the  h a l f - c la d  women, d i r t y ,  sodden, 
unkempt, s t i r r e d  him r a th e r  to  d isg u s t  than  to  
p i t y . 21

Vandover's f i n a l  degrada tion  i s  made shockingly  complete w ith  

a d e s c r ip t io n  of h is  c lean ing  under the  s in k  of the  Mission 

house :

The s in k  pipes were so c lose  above him th a t  
he was obliged to  crouch lower and lower; a t  len g th  
he la y  f l a t  upon h is  stomach. Prone in  the  f i l t h  
under the  s ink , in  the  sour water, the  g rease , the 
re fu se ,  he groped about w ith  h is  hand search ing

^^Ibid., V, 124.
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fo r  something gray th a t  the  b u rn is h e r 's  wife had 
seen. I t  was an old harabone covered w ith  a
g reen ish  f u z z . 22 

The g re a t  number of d e s c r ip t iv e  passages and N o rr is '  th e o r ie s ,  

developed l a t e r ,  show th a t  h is  conception of t r u t h  was one 

based upon the shocking na tu re  of experience. I  th in k  h is  

f a v o r i t e  device was one of r e l a t i v e l y  simple shock, an e f f e c t  

gained through d e s c r ip t io n s  of o f te n  grotesque scenes and 

a c t i v i t i e s .

But behind the  concrete  p ic tu re s  of San F rancisco  

and handover 's  rooms and the  simple shock e f f e c t s  o f  a v a r i ­

e ty  of d e s c r ip t io n s ,  N orris  c rea ted  a p a t te rn  of env iron ­

ments defined  by the  m o ra li ty  of t h e i r  in h a b i ta n ts .  At one 

po in t  Vandover reviews "the e te r n a l  s tru g g le  between good 

and e v i l  t h a t  had been going on w ith in  him since  h is  very 

e a r l i e s t  y e a r s . " T h o s e  in f lu en c es  t h a t  had tended to
oh

f o s t e r  and to  c u l t i v a t e  a l l  the  b e t t e r  p a r t  of him" include

h is  f a th e r ,  who f a i l e d  because he "was not s t r o n g " , T u r n e r
26Ravis, whose love "he had q u i te  destroyed"; pub lic  opinion, 

which "he had c a s t  from him";^"^ and r e l ig io n ,  which "had never

^ % b id . ,  V, 308 . 

23%bid.,  V, 188.

2̂ 1bid.

2 5 ib id . ,  V, 189 .

^^I b i d . ,  V, 190 .

^^Ibid.
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pQ
a ffe c te d  him very deep ly ."  With the e v i l  b ru te  lead ing  him, 

he had abandoned th ese  moral t i e s  to  e n te r  the immoral world 

of F lo s s ie ,  Ida, E l l i s ,  a world of sexualism, a lco h o l,  and 

gambling. "Conscience, remorse, repen tance, a l l  these  had 

been keen enough a t  f i r s t ,  but he had so p e r s i s t e n t ly  kicked 

a g a in s t  the  pricks  th a t  l i t t l e  by l i t t l e  he had ceased to  

f e e l  them a t  a l l . " ^ ^  With the  dea th  of conscience, he moves 

beyond the  immoral world to  e n te r  the  amoral n e th e r  world 

of l o s t  p r ide ,  hunger, and f i l t h .  T ra d i t io n a l  so c ie ty ,  

equated in  th i s  c ru c ia l  passage w ith  the good, i s  incapable  

of o f fe r in g  values which would a id  Vandover in  a t t a in in g  

s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  but the whole overs im p lif ied  moral scheme of 

the environments i s  no t c o n s is te n t  w ith  the n a r ra t iv e  s t r u c ­

tu re  and c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  of the novel.  The environmental 

s tudy, r a th e r  than r e f l e c t in g  the  theme of the equal inade­

quacy of fo rce  and c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  equates c i v i l i z a t i o n  with 

goodness and force  w ith  e v i l .  N orris  f a i l e d  to  in te g ra te  

h is  moral scheme with the  p a t te rn  in h e ren t  in  h is  panoramic 

s t r u c tu r e .

I t  should be apparent from the above th a t  N orris 

attem pted to  show change in  c h a ra c te r  r e la te d  to  change in  

environment. In the c re a t io n  of Vandover, he was a ttem pting  

"not the  Realism of mere e x te rn a ls  ( the  cop y is ts  have t h a t ) ,

^^Ibld .
29Ibid., V, 191.



341

but the rea lism  of motives and em otions."^0 N orris  simply 

s ta te d  as one of the f a c t s  of the novel the  bas ic  c h a ra c te r  

of Vandover: "a vague d i s t a s t e  f o r  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty " ^ ^  and

"the c e r t a in  p l i a b i l i t y  of h is  c h a r a c t e r , b o t h  of which 

determine the  outcome of the in t e r n a l  c o n f l ic t  between "the 

b ru te"  re p re se n t in g  "a m ultitude of perverse and v ic ious  

ideas"33 and h is  " a r t i s t i c  s ide"  s ince  he "seemed to  be a 

born a r t i s t . N o r r i s  o ffered  h in ts  th a t  the weakness of 

Vandover's c h a ra c te r  may be explained by e a r ly  environment— 

the weakness of the '"O ld  Gentleman" and the  lack  of "feminine 

in fluence"35—but these  in fluences  remain too vague to  be 

e f f e c t iv e .  I  b e liev e  the reader  i s  to  assume from the f a c t  

th a t  the novel begins as a study of th re e  s im i la r  young men 

th a t  Vandover w ith h is  in t e rn a l  c o n f l ic t  of b ru te  a g a in s t  

a r t  and m o ra li ty  i s  ty p ic a l  of  a l l  men; i t  i s  Vandover's 

weakness of c h a ra c te r  t h a t  i s  unique. Norris p resented  in  

the major p lo t  in  the  novel a c h a ra c te r  study, s t a r t i n g  with 

the above b as ic  assumptions about Vandover's c h a ra c te r  and 

pursuing thé  fo llow ing p lan: "In a s u i ta b le  environment

^^I b id . ,  VII, 15.

^ ^ Ib id . ,  V, 22.

3 ^ Ib id . ,  V, 23.

^^I b id . ,  V, 8.
34Ibid., V, 8-9.
^^Ibid., V, 8,
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Vandover might e a s i ly  have become an au thor, a c to r ,  or

m usician. . . .  As i t  was the merest chance decided h is  
1(36c a re e r .  ^

With the dual impulse w ith in  Vandover, he i s  almost 

in e v i ta b ly  an incongruous c h a ra c te r .  His s to ry  i s  organized 

around a s e r ie s  of r e v e r s a l s —Vandover a c t in g  in  terms of 

h is  praisew orthy a r t i s t i c  s ide  and Vandover a c t in g  in  terms 

of b ru t i s h  urge—Vandover the s e n s i t iv e  c re a to r  co n tras ted  

w ith Vandover the v ic ious  w olf. The bas ic  p a t te rn  of shock 

a r i s e s  from the r e a d e r 's  knowledge of Vandover's b as ic  worth 

perverted  in to  sub-human a c t io n s .  The technique reaches i t s  

climax in  Chapter XIV, when Vandover, having been in sp ired  

by l i s t e n in g  to  an opera, makes one f in a l  a ttem pt to  reform.

To be b e t t e r ,  to  be t ru e  and r ig h t  and 
pure, these  were the only th ings  t h a t  were worth 
while, these  were the th ings  th a t  he seemed to  f e e l  
in  the music. I t  was as i f  f o r  the moment he had 
become a l i t t l e  ch i ld  again , not ashamed to  be
innocent, ignoran t of v ice , s t i l l  b e l iev in g  in  a l l
h is  i l l u s io n s ,  s t i l l  near  to  the  g re a t  white gates  
of l i f e .

The appeal had been made to  what was b es t  
and s tro n g e s t  in  Vandover, and the answer was quick 
and overpowering. All the good th a t  s t i l l  survived 
in  him leaped to  l i f e  again  in  an in s t a n t ,  clamour­
ing fo r  reco g n it io n ,  p leading f o r  e x is te n c e .  The 
o th e r  Vandover, the b e t t e r  Vandover, w restled  with 
the b ru te  in  him once more, never before  so s trong , 
never so p e r s i s t e n t .  He had no t y e t  destroyed a l l
t h a t  was good in  him; now i t  had turned in  one more
r e v o l t ,  crying out a g a in s t  him, p ro te s t in g  fo r  the 
l a s t  time a g a in s t  i t s  own pervers ion  and d e s t ru c ­
t i o n .  Vandover f e l t  t h a t  he was a t  the g re a t

^Ibid., V, 9.



343

c r i s i s  of h is  l i f e . 37

But by the end of the chap ter,  the outcome i s  apparen t.  He

has t r i e d  to  work and f a i l e d .

But the curious experience repea ted  i t s e l f  
aga in  th a t  n ig h t  as soon as he t r i e d  to  work. Once 
more c e r t a in  shapes and f ig u re s  were born upon h is  
canvas, but they were no longer the t ru e  ch ild re n  
of h is  im agination, they were no longer h is  own; 
they were changelings, grotesque a b o r t io n s .  I t  
was as i f  the b ru te  in  him, l ik e  some m alicious 
w itch , had s to le n  away the t ru e  o f fsp r in g  of h is  
mind, p u t t in g  in  t h e i r  place these  deformed dwarfs, 
i t s  own hideous spawn.

Through the  numbness and g idd iness  th a t  
g rad u a lly  came in to  h is  head l ik e  a poisonous 
murk he saw one th ing  c le a r ly :  I t  was gone—h is  _
a r t  was gone, the  one th in g  t h a t  could save h im .3°

The c o n s is te n t  p a t te rn ,  up to  t h i s  po in t ,  has been the p re ­

s e n ta t io n  of Vandover's d e s ir e  fo r  good, h is  m otivation  

toward a r t i s t i c  growth, followed by the r e a l i t y  of h is  d i s ­

s ip a t io n ,  The p a t te rn  i s  a f a m il ia r  one, but the  technique 

of p re se n ta t io n  and the c le a r - c u t  moral c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of 

good and e v i l  prevent much of the  s u b t le ty  and fo rce  which

i t  achieves in  Madame Bovary or A Mummer's W ife.

Since N orris  asp ired  to  "Realism of motive and emo­

t io n ,  " a c e n t r a l  ques tion  posed concerning c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  

i s  th a t  of  motive or cause of Vandover's f a l l .  The most 

obvious cause, of course, i s  handover 's  weakness of c h a ra c te r .  

Indulgence through weakness of c h a ra c te r  leads  to  a c tu a l  

physica l and mental change, diagnosed by a docto r  as

^^Ibid., V, 187.,
38Ibid., V, 201.
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"Lycanthropy-Mathesls, which, as P izer  has suggested, was 

believed  to  be caused by excessive  d r i n k i n g . T h u s  Vandover's 

degradation  seems to  be explained as a bas ic  weakness whose 

indulgence brings  in s a n i ty .  But th e re  a re  a d d i t io n a l  explana­

t io n s ,  vaguely presented but n e v e r th e le ss  v i t a l  to  the under­

s tand ing  of the novel. Again in  Chapter XIV, one of these  

causes i s  explained:

I t  was n ig h t .  He looked out in to  a vas t  
b lue-g ray  space sown w ith  p o in ts  of l i g h t ,  winking 
lamps, and steady slow-burning s t a r s .  Below him 
was the  s leep ing  c i t y .  All the  l e s s e r  s ta c c a to  
no ises  of the day had long s ince  died to  s i le n c e ;  
th e re  only remained th a t  prolonged and s u l le n  
diapason, coming from a l l  q u a r te rs  a t  once. I t  
was l ik e  the b rea th in g  of some i n f i n i t e l y  g re a t  
monster, a l iv e  and p a lp i ta t in g ,  the s i s t o l e  and 
d ia s to le  of some g ig a n t ic  h e a r t .  The whole 
ex is ten c e  of the g re a t  slumbering c i t y  passed 
upward there  before him through the s t i l l  n igh t 
a i r  in  one long wave of sound.

I t  was L ife ,  the murmur of the g re a t ,  
m ysterious fo rce  th a t  spun the wheels of Nature . 
and th a t  sen t i t  onward l ik e  some enormous en­
gine , r e s i s t l e s s ,  r e l e n t l e s s ;  an engine th a t  
sped s t r a ig h t  forward, d r iv in g  before  i t  the 
i n f i n i t e  herd of humanity, d r iv in g  i t  on a t  
b re a th le s s  speed through a l l  e t e r n i ty ,  d r iv in g  
i t  to  no one knew w hither, crushing  out inexor­
ab ly  a l l  those who lagged behind the herd and 
who f e l l  from exhaustion, g r ind ing  them to  dus t 
beneath i t s  myriad iro n  wheels, r id in g  over them, 
s t i l l  d r iv in g  on the herd th a t  ye t remained, 
d r iv in g  i t  r e c k le s s ly ,  b l in d ly  on and on toward 
some f a r - d i s t a n t  goal, some vague unknown end, 
some m ysterious, f e a r f u l  bourne fo rev e r  hidden 
in  th ic k  darkness.

39i b i d . ,  V, 243.
4ôP izer ,  PMLA, LXVII, 555.
ill
^•"Norris, V, 201-202.
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Here i s  a fo rce  t h a t  demands th a t  man adapt to  I t .  This 

monster, L ife ,  i s  in  the  very terms of i t s  d e s c r ip t io n  

l inked  w ith  th e  b r u t i s h  fo rce  w ith in  Vandover, and y e t  by 

g iv ing  in  to  the b ru te ,  Vandover becomes one of those "who 

lagged behind the  herd" and i s  crushed. Vandover, whose 

weakness prevents  h is  ad ap ta t io n  to  L ife ,  i s  crushed by t h i s  

amoral fo rce  by means of a psychsomatlc d is e a se .  And f i n a l l y  

e n te r in g  in to  t h i s  formula in  some s trange  way i s  N o rr is ' 

intended p o r tra y a l  of environmentalism. How the  f a i lu r e  of 

the various  San Francisco  environments to  supply Vandover 

w ith  an adequate moral code w ith which to  a d ju s t  to  amoral 

L ife  f i t s  in to  t h i s  causal scheme remains a problem. I t  i s  

c le a r ,  however, t h a t  N orris  used most of the  s tandard 

n a t u r a l i s t i c  exp lana tions  fo r  the incongruous ch a ra c te r  of 

Vandover—b a s ic a l ly  weak c h a ra c te r ,  environment, and physi­

c a l  and mental I l l n e s s —plus some exp lanations  not a sso c ia ted  

w ith  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n —chance and l i f e  fo rc e .

Most of the  minor charac ters  remain c o n s is te n t .  Tur­

ner  Ravis i s  the  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of moral s o c ie ty ;  E l l i s  i s  

r e p re s e n ta t iv e  of the  immoral environment of a lcoho l and 

gambling; the  Dummy, who ta lk s  only when drunk, co n tr ib u te s  

macabre humor to  the  world of d i s s ip a t io n .  Dolly Haight r e ­

mains a moral a b s t r a c t io n ,  the  completely s o c ia l ,  moral man
ho

who meets an " u n ju s t i f ie d  f a t e . "  C harlie  Geary deserves 

^ % b id . ,  V, 268.
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more a t t e n t io n :  a s e lf - c e n te re d  young man, he i s  determined

to  become a su ccess fu l  lawyer. Combining se lf - in d u lg e n c e

w ith regard fo r  pub lic  opinion, he j u s t i f i e s  h is  l e g a l ly

u n e th ica l  and m orally  u n ju s t i f i a b l e  m anipulation of Vandover

w ith the  fo llow ing r a t io n a l i z a t i o n :  "Every man fo r  h im self ,

t h a t  was what he s a id .  I t  might be damned s e l f i s h ,  but i t

was human n a tu re ;  i f  he had to  s a c r i f i c e  Van, so much the

worse. I t  was ev ident th a t  h is  old co llege  chum was going

to  the dogs anyway. . . Geary recogn izes , in  much the

same terms, the fo rce  which Vandover has e a r l i e r  sensed;

Geary, un like  Vandover, i s  determined to  use the  fo rce

r a th e r  than  be crushed by i t .

Every man fo r  h im s e l f - - th a t  was h is  maxim. I t  
might be damned s e l f i s h ,  but i t  was human n a tu re :  
the weakest to  the  w all ,  the s tro n g e s t  to  the 
f r o n t .  Why should not he be in  the  f ro n t?  Why 
not in  the  very f ro n t  rank? Why not be even be­
fo re  the  f ro n t  rank i t s e l f - - t h e  lead e r?  Vast, 
vague ideas  passed slowly across  the v is io n  of 
h is  mind, ideas th a t  could hard ly  be formulated 
in to  thought, ideas of the  i n f i n i t e  herd of human­
i t y ,  d r iven  on as i f  by some enormous, r e l e n t l e s s  
engine, d r iven  on toward some f e a r f u l  d i s t a n t  
bourne, driven on r e c k le s s ly  a t  headlong speed.
All l i f e  was but a s tru g g le  to  keep from under 
those myriad spinning wheels th a t  dashed so c lose  
behind. .Those were happ ies t who were f a r t h e s t  to  
the  f r o n t .  To la g  behind was p e r i l ;  to  f a l l  was 
to  p e r ish ,  to  be r idden  down, to  be beaten  to  the  
d u s t,  to  be inexorab ly  crushed and b lo t t e d .o u t  be­
nea th  th a t  myriad of sp inning i ro n  wheels.

In  terms of the  p lo t ,  Geary i s  trium phant, being w ell on h is  

^^ I b id . ,  V, 220.

^^Ibid., V, 288-289.
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way to success due to  h is  using the  b ru te  w ith in  h im self 

r a th e r  than  being subdued by i t ;  h is  triumph, i f  intended 

to  have them atic  e f f e c t  on the  read er ,  i s  negated by both 

h is  a c t io n s  and the  e g o t i s t i c a l  fun c tio n in g  of h is  mind, 

which the  read er  i s  shown. Geary i s  a triumphant v i l l a i n ,  

and i t  i s  hard to  conceive of N o rr is '  allowing h is  technique 

to  be so m isleading  as to  have intended Geary as the  charac­

t e r  of value, su c c e ss fu l ly  a d ju s t in g  to  l i f e  by compromising 

between the  two fo rces  rep resen ted  by Haight and Vandover.

I t  might seem th a t  Geary i s  the p e r fe c t  example of moral 

shock, the  technique so c lo se ly  a l l i e d  w ith  the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  

t r a d i t i o n .  This may have been N o rr is '  in te n t io n ,  but again  

the  moral p a t te rn  of the  novel c o n f l ic t s  w ith the  s t r u c tu r a l  

p a t te r n  so t h a t  our f i n a l  judgment of Geary i s  in  moral 

terms r a th e r  than  in  terms of the values inheren t in  the  

s t r u c tu r e .

The flaw which has been pointed out most o f te n  in  

Vandover and the  Brute i s  th a t  N orris  was in c o n s is te n t  in  

h is  r e p re s e n ta t io n  of Vandover: Vandover i s  sa id  to  be h e lp ­

le s s  before  the  fo rces  in  which he i s  trapped, and y e t  he i s  

held m orally  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  h is  a c t io n s .  N o rr is ' o b je c t iv i ty  

toward c h a ra c te r  i s  almost n o n -e x is te n t .  Using the  th i rd  

person po in t  o f  view, N orris  combined a u th o r ia l  summation and 

g e n e ra l iz a t io n ,  p re se n ta t io n  of mental p rocesses, and drama­

t i c  scenes. N orris  achieved some good c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  a t
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times through allow ing h is  irony  to  c re a te  i t s  own e f f e c t s ,

as in  t h i s  passage in  which Vandover i s  recovering  from the

suicide of Ida Wade;

Vandover was no t given to  s e l f - a n a ly s i s ,  bu t now 
fo r  a minute he was wondering i f  t h i s  r e a c t io n  were 
due to  h is  youth, h is  good h e a l th  and h is  good 
s p i r i t s ,  or whether th e re  was something wrong w ith 
him. However, he dism issed th ese  thoughts w ith  a 
shrug of h is  shoulders as though f re e in g  him self  
from some d isag reeab le  burden. Ah, he was no worse 
than  the  average; one could g e t  accustomed to  a l ­
most anything; i t  was only in  the  books t h a t  people 
had t h e i r  l iv e s  ru ined ; and to  brood over such 
th in g s  was unna tu ra l  and morbid 1 He could not 
b r in g  Ida back, or m i t ig a te  what he had done, or 
be any more so rry  fo r  i t  by making h im se lf  m ise r­
a b le .  Well then! Only he would l e t  t h a t  s o r t  of 
th in g  alone a f t e r  t h i s ,  the  le sso n  had been too 
t e r r i b l e ;  he would t r y  and en joy .h im se lf  again , 
only i t  should be in  o th e r  ways.

The read er  recognizes th a t  handover 's  r a t io n a l i z a t i o n  i s  

ano ther s te p  toward moral degradation  r a th e r  than a moral 

recovery, and N o rr is '  r e fu s a l  to  make the  po in t  e x p l i c i t  

in c reases  the e f f e c t .  However, N orris  chose t h i s  method i n ­

f re q u e n t ly .  His more common method i s  to  serve as e v e r-p re sen t  

guide f o r  the  r e a d e r 's  judgment of Vandover. For example, as 

Vandover i s  recovering  from th e  shock of h is  f a t h e r ' s  death , 

he wonders, "Was h is  n a tu re  shallow?"^^ N orris  i n s e r t s ,  

"However, he was wrong in  t h i s  r e sp e c t ;  h is  n a tu re  was not 

shallow. I t  had merely become d e t e r i o r a t e d . B u t  whether

^5i b i d . ,  V, 104-105.

^^Ibid., V, 139.
^^Ibid.
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overtly commenting or leaving the reader In doubt as to 

whether he Is reporting Vandover's thoughts or giving autho­

rial Judgments, Norris presented his moral Judgment of 

Vandover, thus^classifying him at each step of the narrative 

for the reader. As a result, the reader agrees with Norris 

that Vandover has a chance to be good but becomes bad. Ac­

cording to Walcutt, this presents no problem: "Vandover Is

accepted for what he Is— not Judged— and the reader, I be­

lieve, Identifies himself with the struggling spirit of the 

protagonist as well as with the social and personal evil
2io

which destroys him." However, when an author acts as 

Judge and consistently condemns his protagonist as weak and 

Immoral, the reader finds It very difficult to Identify him­

self and sympathize with that character, and when the author 

consistently attaches such adjectives as vicious and evil to 

the antagonistic force. Identification becomes equally Im­

possible. Norris, through his lack of objectivity, prevents 

any emotional Involvement of any kind, except perhaps a feel­

ing of horror. There Is no moral shock but only a shock to 

one's sensibility elicited by the actions of Vandover and 

the other characters. If the reader does not Judge, as 

Walcutt suggests. It Is because most of the Judging Is done 

for him.. The effect Is that of "a series of nightmare

^^Walcutt, p. 123.
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pictures"^^ rather than a serious presentation of l i f e .

Objectivity toward values Is also apparently not a 

goal of Norris In this novel. His judgment of Vandover Is 

consistently.In terms of good and ev il. Ultimately It Is 

shocking that a Harvard graduate Is driven to cleaning 

workmen's houses to earn money, but It Is really a fate he 

deserves because of his evil actions. Throughout the novel, 

the author's morality Is made explicit: lechery, excessive

drinking, gambling, plus most of the other standard social 

transgressions are associated with ev il. The pattern of en­

vironments Is presented as support for this traditional 

morality. The overall effect upon the reader Is that he 

feels In complete accord with the ethical views of the 

writer. Yet In strange contrast to the judgments of the 

author on Vandover and on the environments Is the structure: 

Haight punished for Innocence, Vandover for sin, and .Geary 

rewarded for selfish  hypocrisy. The reader has become so 

dependent upon ethical guidance from Norris that Norris' 

failure to offer a moral explanation of the structural values 

Is bewildering. The basic Inconsistency of the novel Is 

much greater than Norris' failure to treat Vandover objec­

tively . A good novel—perhaps even a good naturalistic 

novel—could have been created with either Vandover as mor­

ally  responsible man or Vandover as hopelessly trapped. But

49,Taylor, p. 287.
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Norris' juxtaposition of a morally defined story of degrada­

tion with an apparently amoral panoramic structure can only 

cause confusion. The reader perceives this confusion as a 

failure in technique. If Norris is  to treat Vandover within 

a traditional moral frame of reference, he should be expected 

to Judge Geary and Haight by the same standards; or in other 

terms, impartiality toward characters and objectivity toward 

values must be consistent.

Pizer attempts to explain the inconsistency of the 

novel by tracing within i t  a pattern of ethical dualism, the 

source of which was Professor Conde of the University of 

California, one of Norris' instructors. In this system of 

evolutionary humanism, both human values and evolutionary 

force are necessary values; evolution progresses toward 

it s  ideal end through a complex interaction of soul and body. 

A man's exclusive commitment to body (force) or to soul 

(ideals) is  d es tr uct iv e . A l th ou gh  I think Norris at the 

time of the composition of Vandover was struggling toward 

some such intellectual position, I do not find i t  consist­

ently exhibited in the novel. Norris' intellectual problem, 

as i t  is  exhibited in the novel, is that he cannot reconcile 

his belief in traditional good and evil with amoral force.

He cannot adequately explain the relationship between the 

brute in Vandover, and a ll men, a monster which seems evil,

5°Pizer, PMLA, LXII, 552-555.
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and the monster which I s  "L ife ,"  a fo rce  which i s  no t e v i l .

I  th in k  th a t  the moral na tu re  of ev o lu t io n a ry  fo rce  r e ­

mained an i n t e l l e c t u a l  problem fo r  N orris  a t  l e a s t  through 

h is  f i r s t  four  nove ls .  Although N o r r is '  i n t e l l e c t u a l  con­

fu s io n  may be the  cause of h is  f a i l u r e  to  f ind  adequate t e c h ­

niques fo r  w r i t in g  a t o t a l l y  su c cess fu l  novel, the  immediate 

cause of the n o v e l 's  f a i lu r e  i s  inadequate n o v e l i s t i c  te c h ­

n iq u es .  N orris  found no b e l ie v a b le  way to  fuse  moral judg­

ment and super-moral fo rce  in  the  novel.  They e x i s t  as two 

sep a ra te  norms in  the novel, causing an unreso lvab le  c lash  

between most of the  elements of th e  novel and the  theme i n ­

h e ren t  in  the s t r u c tu r e .  The passages on "Life" have the 

e f f e c t  of improbable and fu n c t io n le s s  in t ru s io n s .  N orris  

f a i l e d  to  f in d  techniques w ith  which to  gain  a u n if ied  e f ­

f e c t  upon the read e r .

Entranced by the e f f e c t s  gained in  Z o la 's  novels,

N orris  attempted to  im ita te  them in  Vandover and the  B ru te .

He probably chose h is  su b jec t  from Z o la 's  La Bete humaine, 

using such Zolaesque devices as sexual m otivation , a lc o h o l­

ism, obsessive gambling, and the medical exp lana tion  fo r  

deg rada tion . He recognized Z o la 's  use of environment as an 

exp lana tion  of a c t io n  and r e i t e r a t e d  the environmental f o r ­

mula throughout the  novel, but he f a i l e d  to  f in d  a technique 

whereby environment and a c t io n  could be b e l ie v a b ly  i n t e r r e ­

l a t e d .  He used the techniques a v a i la b le  to  achieve incongru ity
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of c h a r a c te r iz a t io n .  He achieved, w ith  some s k i l l ,  the sen­

sa tio n a l ism  he recognized in  Zola in  the  shipwreck scene, 

the  d e s c r ip t io n s  of the  d rink ing  bouts, the  p o r tra y a l  of 

Vandover as wolf, and the  f i n a l  scene of deg rada tion . N orris  

may even have recognized the p a t te rn  of moral shock inheren t 

in  the n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n :  Geary’s triumph offends the

r e a d e r 's  moral sense . However, Ahnebrink must be speaking 

of in te n t io n  r a th e r  than  performance when he s t a t e s ,  "the 

novel conforms to  n a tu ra lism  in  theme, trea tm en t,  and de­

tachment";^^ the  detachment i s  m issing, and as a r e s u l t ,  

the  theme i s  u l t im a te ly  undeterm inable. An adequate summa­

t io n  of Vandover and the  Brute i s  t h a t  i t  i s  a n a t u r a l i s t i c  

novel which f a i l s  because of the a u th o r 's  f a i l u r e  to  master 

the  technique of o b j e c t i v i ty ,

McTeague i s  u su a lly  c a l led  a b e t t e r  book than 

Vandover and, in  f a c t ,  i s  o f te n  c a l le d  the b es t  of N o rr is ' 

n ove ls .  Because the  environment i s  depress ing  and the  au tho ­

r i a l  comment l e s s ,  McTeague is  considered the  most n a tu r a l ­

i s t i c  of N o r r is '  no v e ls .  But as in  Vandover, one of the 

primary c r i t i c i s m s  of the  novel i s  th a t  N orris  was incon­

s i s t e n t  in  h is  p re se n ta t io n  of b ru te  fo rce  : he seemed un­

c e r ta in  as to  whether i t  was a value fo r  good or f o r  e v i l .

There i s  l i t t l e  doubt about N o rr is '  in te n t io n  in  

McTeague. In  a l e t t e r  to  Howells, N orris  wrote, "Mr.

^^Ahnebrink, p. 110,
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Doubleday has now in  the  presses  a novel of mine, to  appear 

in  the  Spring, of an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  s ty l e  than  Moran.

I  th in k  i t  w i l l  be c a l le d  'The People of Polk S t r e e t '  Æ io7  

I t  i s  as n a t u r a l i s t i c  as Moran was romantic and in  w r i t in g  

i t  I  have taken myself and the work very s e r i o u s l y . "^2 &t 

l e a s t  as in t e r e s t in g  as h is  announcement of n a t u r a l i s t i c  

in te n t io n  i s  h is  proposed t i t l e ,  which e lu c id a te s  the  i n ­

te n t io n  of the much-argued q ues tion  of the  s t r u c tu r e  of the 

n ove l.  Almost everyone, from the  time of the n o v e l 's  p u b l i ­

c a t io n ,  has found Old Grannis and Miss Baker incongruous in  

the  nove l.  N o rr is '  proposed t i t l e  suggests  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  

p a r t  of h is  n a t u r a l i s t i c  in te n t io n  was t h a t  of gain ing  

"breadth of p re se n ta t io n  through a panoramic s t r u c tu r e  r a th e r  

than  th a t  of a study of a s in g le  in d iv id u a l .  J u s t  as 

Vandover, Haight, and Geary form the  s t r u c tu r a l  c e n te r  in  

h is  f i r s t  novel, so th re e  couples of Polk S t r e e t —McTeague- 

T rina , Old Grannis-Miss Baker, and Maria-Zerkow—define  the  

in tended s t r u c tu r e  of h is  second novel.  N orris  adopted the 

common device of the  apartment house as a way to  b r ing  the 

ch a ra c te rs  o f  h is  novel to g e th e r .  D espite  the  c o n s tr ic te d  

environment of Polk S t r e e t  and the  occasional in t ru s io n  of 

the world o u ts id e ,  the c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  of the  novel i s  not 

even so s o c ia l ly  o r ien ted  as t h a t  of Vandover; r a th e r  i t  i s

^^Pranklin  Walker ( e d .) .  The L e t te r s  of Frank N orris  
(San F rancisco : The Book Club o f C a l i fo rn ia ,  195b), p. 23.
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a s tru g g le  between in ex p licab le  b ru te  fo rce  and human va lues . 

McTeague and Trina e x h ib i t  the two primary forms in s t i n c t iv e  

fo rce  can ta k e —av ar ice  and animal pass ion—forms which are  

o f te n  modified in  these  c h a rac te rs  by a s tru g g le  toward 

human v a lu es .  Maria and Zerkow re p re se n t  greed so abso lu te  

t h a t  i t  causes in s a n i ty  w ith  no saving grace of humanity.

Old Grannis and Miss Baker, devoid of b ru te  fo rce ,  a re  not 

qu i te  so shocking in  t h e i r  pathos as Haight but, n e v e r th e le ss ,  

hard ly  o f fe r  any s o lu t io n  to  the c o n f l ic t  in  t h e i r  ab so lu te  

conformity to  outmoded s o c ia l  g races .

Superimposed on th i s  s t r u c tu r e  of c o n tra s ts  i s  the 

melodramatic p lo t ,  b u i l t  around a s e r ie s  of c a r e fu l ly  s t r u c ­

tu red  climaxes, of the f a l l  of McTeague. As in  Vandover, the 

a t t e n t io n  given to  McTeague tends to  obscure the la r g e r  

s t r u c tu r e ,  thus making the  o th e r  two couples seem superfluous 

to  the s to ry  of McTeague. McTeague's s to ry  i s  one dependent 

upon chance, not cause, and the  m u ch -c r i t ic ized  ending i s  such 

an overworking of chance th a t  i t  f a i l s  to  convince.

In the  f i r s t  chap ter ,  N orris  described  Polk S t re e t  

from sun-up to  midnight and co n tras ted  the scene on the 

s t r e e t  during the  week w ith  th a t  on Sunday. I t  i s  a s t r e e t  

of cheap businesses  and the homes of labo ring  people, but i t  

i s  not the  slum of Rum A lley. I t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a r e s p e c t ­

ab le  s t r e e t .  The apartment house, McTeague's d e n ta l  p a r lo r ,  

and the apartment of McTeague and Trina are  a l l  c a r e fu l ly
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presen ted . But d e s p i te  a l l  the  care expended on the  env iron ­

ment, i t  i s  r e a l l y  not v i t a l  to  the  novel.  The absence of 

r ic h e s  i s  im portant to  the  m o tiva tion ; th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of 

the  bar  i s  im portant to  the  t r a c in g  of McTeague's degrada­

t io n ;  c e r ta in  elements of the  environm ent--the dogs, the 

gold to o th  ou ts ide  McTeague's shop, the  canary and i t s  

cage—take on symbolic s ig n if ic a n c e ,  but th e re  i s  even le s s  

a ttem pt in  the  f i r s t  tw o - th ird s  of the  novel to  r e l a t e  the  

a c t io n s  of the  c h a rac te rs  to  th e  environment than  in  Vandover. 

N everthe less , the environment seems r e a l ,  and perhaps as 

Walcutt suggests ,  " i t s  ex is ten ce  i s  i t s  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  fo r  

being included in  the novel.

The apparent i s o l a t i o n  o f  the  Polk S t r e e t  environment 

i s  in te r ru p te d  o ccas io n a lly  by chance events from o u ts id e .

The winning of the l o t t e r y ,  the  p ro h ib i t io n  of McTeague to  

p ra c t ic e  d e n t i s t r y ,  and f i n a l l y  the law which pursues McTeague 

in  the  l a t t e r  p a r t  of the novel a re  a l l  vague and in e x p l ic a b le ,  

understood n e i th e r  by McTeague nor the  r e a d e r .  There i s  a lso  

v i s i b l e  an increased  b e s t i a l i t y  in  McTeague when he abandons 

Polk S t r e e t .  These elements remain so tenuous, however, t h a t  

t h e i r  e f f e c t  i s  th a t  of p lo t  m anipulation r a th e r  than meaning­

f u l  environmental fo rc e s .

The c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  of McTeague i s  more e f f e c t iv e  

than th a t  of Vandover, p a r t i a l l y  because McTeague i s  a much

^^Walcutt, p. 128.



357

l e s s  complex c h a ra c te r .  Described as "immensely s trong , 

s tu p id ,  d o c i le ,  o b e d i e n t , M c T e a g u e ' s  body and mind a re  

" h e a v y , a n d  d e sp ite  h is  animalism, " there  was nothing 

v ic io u s  about the  man."^^ A ltogether,  t h i s  i s  a unique con­

cep tion  of the p ro ta g o n is t  in  the American novel. But the 

unconscious Trina b rings  out the  c o n f l i c t  which has been 

l a t e n t  in  McTeague; "Below the  f in e  f a b r ic  of a l l  t h a t  was 

good in  him ran  the fo u l  stream of h e re d i ta ry  e v i l ,  l i k e  a 

s ew er."57 I t  i s  the b ru te ,  the  animal, the monster. McTeague 

i s  no t the  noble innocent corrupted  by so c ie ty ,  as suggested 

by Carvel C o l l i n s , b u t  a man who has in h e r i te d  "the e v i l  

of an e n t i r e  r a c e . "59 Torn between h is  human va lues , made 

up of love, tenderness ,  k indness, and a cap ac ity  fo r  f r i e n d ­

sh ip , and the b ru te  w ith in  h im self ,  McTeague i s  n a tu r a l ly  an 

incongruous c h a ra c te r .  As th ese  two impulses, symbolized 

by the canary and i t s  g i l t  cage, the concertina  and the 

golden to o th , become unbalanced by o u ts ide  f o r c e s - - T r in a 's  

m ise r l in e s s ,  lo ss  of p r a c t ic e ,  a lcoholism —McTeague changes 

from the  f r ie n d ly  g ia n t  to  the  scheming animal.

5^N orris , V III ,  3.

55ibid.

5^I b i d .

57l b i d . ,  V III ,  27.

5^Carvel C o ll in s ,  " in tro d u c tio n "  to  Prank N orris ,  
McTeague; A Story  of San Francisco (New York: Holt, Rine-
h a r t  and Winston, I n c . ,  I 96O), p. x iv .

59Norris, V III, 2 7 .
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Trina Sieppe, more intelligent than McTeague, has 

the same internal conflict in a slightly  different form. 

First seen as a sexual ambivalence, an aversion to McTeague 

until he crushes her in his arms and then a kind of maso­

chistic adoration of him, the animal in her ultimately takes 

the form of miserliness, a vice which her better nature re­

bels against but which she cannot avoid. She is  transformed 

from an attractive young woman into a destructive shrew.

Her movement, like that of McTeague, is  toward degradation, 

and hardship brings out the worst of both husband and wife.

Most of the other characters are more consistent 

than McTeague and Trina. Old Grannis and Miss Baker, ruled 

by timidity and the proprieties, are the element of Polk 

Street without animalismj their love, seemingly triumphant, 

is  really only pathetic. Maria Macapa, slightly  insane 

especially on the subject of the gold plate once owned by 

her parents, is  so convincing in her descriptions that 

Zerkow, the Jewish Junk dealer insane with lust for gold, 

marries her in hopes of possessing the gold plate. Ironi­

cally, the fruit of the marriage, the birth of a child, 

drives this memory from Maria's mind so that Zerkow finally  

k ills  her because of her failure of memory. Sensational in 

conception, these characters never achieve credibility and 

remain structural devices offering a contrast to the other 

two sets of lovers, Marcus Schouler, at f ir s t  friend and
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finally  enemy of McTeague, is  the character who is  used to 

bring successive reverses in the plot. It is  he who intro­

duces McTeague and Trina, who directs the romance, who turns 

viciously against-McTeague because of his own failure to 

get Trina's lottery winnings, who reports McTeague for 

practicing without a license, and who dooms both himself 

and McTeague to death in the desert by handcuffing them to­

gether. Despite his reversal from friend to enemy and de­

spite the presence in him of brutish avarice, he remains a 

device for forwarding the plot rather than an integral part 

of the structure of the novel.

Despite a great deal of authorial analysis in the 

novel and a consistent application of the adjective evil to 

the brutish motives of McTeague, Norris achieved an effect 

of objectivity in his treatment of his characters.. The tone 

is  that of sc ien tific  objectivity, and unlike the characters 

of Vandover, the personages of McTeague are so far removed 

from normal human motivations that both Norris and the 

reader share in the objective study of these specimens. 

L ittle sympathy is  demanded of the reader, and as a result 

the sensational effects gained by Norris must depend upon 

even more violence than in Vandover. The final effect of 

McTeague, powerful though i t  is , exists as a series of 

nightmarish scenes: the brutal fight between Marcus and

McTeague in the park, the murder of Maria, the climactic
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murder of Trina, and finally  the grotesque scene on the 

desert.

The effect of the impartiality toward characters in

McTeague is  different from that gained by Moore or even Zola.

Rather than a pattern of ironic shock dependent upon the

reader's sympathy for the goals of the protagonist and

revulsion at his actions, the effect remains a relatively  

simple shock, arising not out of sympathy but rather simple 

surprise that human beings can act in such a way. However, 

this lack of sympathy, this emotional distance from a ll the 

characters, is  the facet of the novel which is  instrumental 

in giving the book a deterministic effect. As Walcutt points 

out, the structure depends upon neither "internal forces 

nor . . . external pressures operating in their regular 

courses," and yet "the incidents seem inevitable as they 

o c c u r , U n l i k e  the empty assertions on the same subject 

in Vandover, generalization and effect coalesce so that the 

reader fee ls, when he finishes the novel, that the follow­

ing assertion is  true:

The very act of submission that bound the woman to 
him forever had made her seem less desirable in his 
eyes. Their undoing had already begun. Yet neither 
of them was to blame. From the f ir s t  they had not 
sought each other. Chance had brought them face to 
face, and mysterious instincts as ungovernable as 
the winds of heaven were at work knitting their 
lives together. Neither of them had asked that this 
thing should be—that their destinies, their very

GOwalcut, p, 131.
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so u ls ,  should be the sp o r t  of chance. I f  they 
could have knovm, they would have shunned the f e a r ­
f u l  r i s k .  But they were allowed no voice in  the 
m a tte r .  Why should i t  a l l  be?° l

The lack  of humanity in  the major c h a ra c te rs  makes the re a d ­

e r  w i l l in g  to  accep t the  f a c t  t h a t  these  c h a rac te rs  a re  ru led  

by chance and have no w i l l .  The read er  shares in  the a u th o r 's  

wonder expressed in  the f i n a l  question  in  the paragraph, but 

d e sp ite  the  vagueness of any answer, the read er  almost a c ­

cepts  the d e s tru c t io n  of McTeague and Trina as determined 

f a c t .

N orris  gained a d e te rm in is t ic  e f f e c t ,  but i t  was a t  

a r a th e r  high co s t  to  t r u th ,  fo r  as Howells noted, " I t  i s  a 

l i t t l e  i n h u m a n . H o w e l l s  was a lso  the  f i r s t  to  p o in t  out 

t h a t ,  even "w ith in  the a sc e r ta in e d  l im i ts "  of Polk S t re e t ,  

the  r e a d e r 's  b e l i e f  i s  s t r a in e d  in  "an an tic l im ax  worthy of 

D ickens ."^3 I  suppose in  terms of the law of averages, the 

ending in  the d e s e r t  i s  not much more improbable than T r in a 's  

t im ely  winning of the l o t t e r y ;  however, the read er  has been 

aware of the te n s io n  between h is  suspension of d i s b e l i e f  due 

to  la c k  of involvement w ith  the  ch a ra c te rs  and the in c r e a s ­

ing im p ro b ab il i ty  of a manipulated p lo t .  Having a lread y  

burdened the r e a d e r 's  b e l i e f  w ith  McTeague's amazing s ix th  

sense, N orris  des troys  t h i s  b e l i e f  w ith  the  s e r ie s  of

G^Norris, V III, 78.

^^Quoted in  Ahnebrink, p. I l 6 .

63Ibid.
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accidents leading to McTeague and Schouler's deaths in the 

desert. As in Vandover in which one of the inconsistencies 

was that between an experimental structure and the other e le ­

ments of the novel, McTeague exhibits a failure of fusion 

between the experimental structure centering on the three 

couples and the contrived plot centering on McTeague; this 

point is  most easily seen in the melodrama of the last third 

of the novel. Is Norris' sensationalism--his natural love 

of the grand effect—the cause of this weakness? Norris, 

writing to Howells concerning his review of the novel, de­

fended his ending with "I am sure that i t  has it s  place.

Is Norris here the author incapable of self-criticism  or is  

he the author with knowledge of his plan refusing to explain 

to those of limited vision?

I think a close reading of the section set in the 

mountains and desert shows that this section is  an attempt 

to save the basic theme of the novel, an attempt which fa ils  

because of Norris' failure to achieve a unified effect.

Norris had abandoned McTeague with the murder of Trina, and 

he finished i t  only after a v is it  to the mining country. In 

a book structured upon a series of contrasts—that between 

hereditary brute instinct and learned human values and the 

three couples who exhibit various combinations of these 

qualities—the natural setting offers a contrast to the con-

^^Walker, L e tte rs , p. 34.
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s t r i c t i o n s  of Polk S t r e e t .  In the mountains, "A tremendous, 

Immeasurable L ife  pushed s te a d i ly  heavenward without a sound, 

w ithout a motion. . . .  In P lacer  County, C a l i fo rn ia ,  /n a tu re / '  

Is  a v as t  unconquered b ru te  of the p liocene epoch, savage,
65su lle n ,  and m ag n if icen tly  I n d i f f e r e n t  to  man." McTeague 

has re tu rned  to  the  source of L ife  by "following a b lind 

and unreasoned I n s t i n c t , a n d  " in  the  midst of the  play 

of crude and simple f o r c e s , " t h e  l i f e  p leased the d e n t i s t  

beyond w o r d s . W i t h  the  r e tu rn  to  t h i s  world of r e l a t iv e  

s im p l ic i ty ,  the b ru te ,  which In the f i r s t  p a r t  of the novel 

was "h e re d i ta ry  e v i l , b e c o m e s  transformed In to  the  "strange  

s ix th  sense"^^ which I s  the I n s t i n c t  f o r  s e l f -p re s e rv a t io n
71from the  vaguely defined  fo rces  of so c ie ty  ca l le d  " 'T hey '"  

by McTeague. But l ik e  the b ird  In the g i l t  cage, which he 

d e sp e ra te ly  keeps w ith  him, McTeague I s  trapped by a fo rce  

a s so c ia ted  w ith  but g r e a te r  than the b ru te  w ith in  him. As 

In Vandover, McTeague e x h ib i ts  a s h i f t  In values from the 

b ru te  as e v i l  to  the  b ru te  as ben ef icen t fo rce  fo r  

s e l f -p re s e rv a t io n ,  both connected In some u n in t e l l i g ib l e

^ % o r r l3 ,  V III ,  322. 

G^i b l d .,  V III ,  327. 

G ?Ib ld .,  V III ,  328. 

Ĝ i b l d .,  V III ,  329. 

G^I b l d ., V III ,  27 . 

T^I b ld . ,  V III ,  348. 

f ^ I b ld . ,  V III ,  362.
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way with amoral "Life."

In the last part of the novel through the use of un­

stated contrasts and comparisons, Norris attempted to give 

Polk Street a power and meaning which i t  never achieved dur­

ing the earlier parts of the novel. In the early part of 

the novel, Folk Street is  a place lacking in culture and a 

place in which brutish passions are exhibited, but i t  is  

not the environment causing moral confusion as implied by 

the contrast with the mining country. Neither are the ex­

ternal forces which enter Folk Street during the early parts 

of the novel fe lt  as a unified force which can be summed up 

as a single "They." Norris, by implication, made demands 

upon the f ir s t  part of the novel for which he had not pre­

pared the reader. Again his techniques were insufficient 

to express his themes. The demand in the last part of the 

novel is  that the reader see Folk Street as a formative in­

fluence on the character of McTeague; Norris failed to show 

this interrelationship between environment and character.

The result is  confusion, inconsistency, and a feeling of 

incredibility on the part of the reader. Walcutt is  right 

when, echoing other cr itics, he says, "Norris expresses no 

teleology"^^ in this novel, but this fact results from f a i l ­

ure, not intention. Norris had to experiment with both his 

ideas and. his. techniques in the freer forms of the

^^Walcutt, p. 132.
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non-reallstlc novels, in which as he said of Moran, "I was

flying k ite s ,—trying to see how high I could get without
73breaking the string, . . . "  before he could achieve a more 

coherent statement of his theme in The Octopus.

Like Vandover, McTeague ultimately fa ils  as a coher­

ent work of art. The question remains as to why i t  has been 

consistently praised as a powerful book. Some of the e le ­

ments contributing to this power have already been discussed: 

the simple sensationalism, the ever-surprising turns of plot 

"that might be found in any novel of adventure and intrigue, 

and the inherent interest of the rea listic  portrayal of Polk 

Street, nineteenth-century dentistry, and the mines. Another 

fascinating element is  Norris' treatment of normal and ab­

normal psychology. His development of the corresponding in­

crease of Trina's love with domination and the decrease of 

McTeague's love with possession, apparently included because 

Norris believed i t  as psychological fact, is  a sign of the 

new psychology. The more functional development of Trina's 

masochism and McTeague's sadism is  part of the sensational 

element of the novel. And finally  the symbolism of the novel 

adds power despite it s  rather confusing inconsistency. The 

primary symbol is  gold, seen in the gold-tooth sign, the gold 

motif of the Maria-Zerkow story, the g ilt  canary cage, the

^^Walker, Letters, p. 23.
^^Nalcutt, p. 131.
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gold hoarded by Trina, and the gold of the mines. Gold is  

part of the brute forces of the novel, dominating Trina,

Maria, and Zerkow. Representing the other element of brute 

force is the animal imagery, obvious in the neighborhood 

dogs, the mousetrap, and McTeague himself. Apparently re­

presenting the standards opposed to avarice and animalism 

are McTeague's concertina, the canary, and, in extreme form. 

Old Grannis and Miss Baker. It is  significant that this 

symbolism is different in function from that which Crane 

used. Crane's symbols were a device to exhibit materialis­

tic  forces with economy; there is  nothing economical in 

Norris' symbolism. He is  striving to represent the inex­

pressible—the supernatural element of "Life." Thus his 

romanticism is not simply built upon a belief in unique e f­

fects but has that element of supernaturalism which is  sup­

posedly antithetical to naturalism.

Although Norris is  more effective in his sensational 

effects, most of them traceable to naturalistic practice, 

more objective in his treatment of characters and values, 

more typically naturalistic in his choice of milieu in 

McTeague than in Vandover, his theme is  ultimately undeter­

minable and his symbolism goes beyond that of Zola or any 

other naturalist I have discussed in the direction of attempt­

ing to express the supernatural. I f  McTeague is  the triumph 

of early American naturalism, i t  is  naturalistic in terms of
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techniques modified by o th e r  t r a d i t i o n s ,  not philosophy.

One of the  problems of N orris  apparent from an a n a ly ­

s i s  of h is  f i r s t  two novels Is  th a t  he was s tru g g l in g  with 

an ev o lu tio n ary  conception of fo rce  and a ttem pting  to  recon­

c i l e  I t  w ith  h is  b e l i e f  In the  t r a d i t i o n a l  concepts of good 

and e v i l .  One of the  unanswerable questions In  both Vandover 

and McTeague Is  th a t  of the r e la t io n s h ip  between In te rn a l  

b ru te  and e x te rn a l  L ife ,  both fo rces  p resen t In each novel. 

More simply the  ques tion  comes to  be, both fo r  N orris  and 

fo r  the  read er ,  whether l i f e  fo rce  Is  good or e v i l .  The 

th re e  romantic novels w r i t te n  between the completion of 

McTeague and the  beginning of The Octopus e x h ib i t  N o r r i s ' 

p rog ress ion  toward a d e f in i t i o n  of fo rc e .  I  th in k  th a t  a 

b r i e f  d isc u ss io n  of these  th re e  novels, Moran of the Lady 

L e tty , B l lx , and A Man's Woman, w i l l  not only a id  In under­

s tand ing  N o rr is '  purposes In  h is  l a s t  two novels but a lso  

I l l u s t r a t e  some c o n t in u i ty  w ith what he was a ttem pting  In 

h is  f i r s t  two nove ls .

D espite N o r r is '  r e p u ta t io n  as a n a t u r a l i s t ,  these  

th re e  novels a re  always c a l le d  n o n - n a tu ra l l s t l c  because of 

t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  p lo ts  and su b je c t  m atte r  and because a l l  

th re e  a re  s tu d ie s  of the opera tion  of the  human w i l l .  I  have 

noted before  t h a t  one of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the n a tu r a l ­

i s t i c  novel Is  the  search  fo r  an o rg a n iz a t io n a l  form th a t  

avoids the p lan of the  t r a d i t i o n a l  p lo t  w ith the  happy
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ending. In "The Mechanics of F ic t io n ,"  N orris  does not i n ­

d ic a te  th a t  he had any such re v o lu tio n a ry  conception of 

s t r u c tu r e ;  although h is  terminology v a r ie s  s l i g h t l y ,  h is  

conception of s t r u c tu r e  i s  in  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a t te rn  of 

ex p o s it io n , com plication, r i s i n g  a c t io n ,  climax ( "p iv o ta l  

ev en t" ) ,  and r e s o l u t i o n . Moran of the  Lady L e tty  i s  a 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  cons truc ted  adventure s to ry  except f o r  i t s  

unbelievable  avoidance of the happy ending; B lix  has the 

t r a d i t i o n a l  s t r u c tu re  of the  popular magazine love s to ry  

(boy has g i r l ,  boy lo ses  g i r l ,  g i r l  g e ts  boy); A Man's 

Woman i s  a s tandard  v a r ia t io n  of the  same love s to ry  (boy 

and g i r l  s e c r e t ly  love each o th e r ,  g i r l  admits love only to  

r e j e c t  boy, m arriage) .  Even in  h is  b e t t e r  novels, one of 

N o rr is '  c e n t r a l  weaknesses i s  h is  melodramatic p lo ts ;  in  

these  novels, the  melodramatic element i s  dominant.

The weakness of the  novels, however, i s  one of the 

th in g s  th a t  makes them u se fu l f o r  my purpose. Threaded, not 

fused, through these  t r a d i t i o n a l  p lo ts  i s  a n o n - t r a d i t io n a l  

theme. This theme can be s ta te d ,  in  o v e rs im p lif ied  form, as 

the m ale 's  d iscovery  or recovery of a kind of su p ern a tu ra l  

fo rce  through a matching or a fu s in g  of h is  fo rce  w ith th a t  

of an unconventional woman. In  Moran, Ross Wilbur, a 

San Francisco  fop, i s  shanghaied and meets Moran, a wild 

Scandinavian woman of the  sea; te s te d  by k i l l i n g  a man and

. ^^Norris, VII, 113-117.
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brought to  manhood by d e fea t in g  Moran in  an insane physica l

s t ru g g le ,  Wilbur suddenly has a new and a r ig h t ,  according

to  the values of the novel, p erspec tive  on l i f e :

Never had he conceived of such savage e x a l ta t io n  
as th a t  which mastered him a t  t h a t  i n s t a n t .  The 
knowledge th a t  he could k i l l  f i l l e d  him with a 
sense of power t h a t  was v e r i ta b ly  ro y a l .  He f e l t  
p h y s ic a lly  l a r g e r .  I t  was the Joy of b a t t l e ,  the 
h o rr id  e x h i l i r a t i o n  of k i l l i n g ,  the animal of the 
race ,  the human b ru te  suddenly aroused and domi­
n a t in g  every i n s t i n c t  and t r a d i t i o n  of c e n tu r ie s  
of c i v i l i z a t i o n .  The f ig h t  s t i l l  was going 
forward.

C iv i l i z a t io n  versus atavism i s  not the c o n f l i c t  r e f le c te d

in  the p lo t ,  but i t  i s  the  them atic c o n f l i c t .  The n a tu ra l

fo rc e s ,  d e sp ite  t h e i r  lead ing  to  b r u t a l i t y  and k i l l i n g ,  a re

the good fo rces  of the novel. In t a lk in g  to  h is  s o c ia l ly

prominent f r ie n d s ,  Wilbur makes c le a r  what the c i v i l i z a t i o n

side  of the s tru g g le  has to  o f fe r :

"Why, man. I 'v e  fought—fought w ith  a naked d irk ,  
fought w ith  a co o lie  who snapped a t  me l ik e  an 
ape—and you t a l k  to  me of dancing and func tions  
and german favours I I t  w ouldn 't  do some of you 
people a b i t  of harm i f  you were shanghaied your­
s e lv e s .  That s o r t  of l i f e ,  i f  i t  d o n 't  do any­
th in g  e l s e ,  knocks a b ig  b i t  of se rio u sn ess  in to  
you. You fe llow s make me s ic k .  . . .  As though 
th e re  w asn 't  anything e ls e  to  do but lead c o t i l ­
lons and ge t  up new f i g u r e s . "77

I t  seems a p r e t ty  uneven s tru g g le  i f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  to  be 

equated w ith  San Francisco foppery. The p lo t ,  the charac­

t e r s ,  the  techniques make the  theme s i l l y ,  but the b e l i e f

T ^ Ib id .,  I l l ,  286.

f^Ibid., Ill, 308.
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in  the n e c e s s i ty  of b ru te  i n s t i n c t ,  no t y e t  c l e a r ly  defined , 

to  counterbalance the emptiness o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s ,  I  should 

guess, the one se r io u s  th in g  th a t  N orris  put in to  the book.

In B lix  Condy R ivers, a m orally  weak young Jo u rn a l­

i s t  w ith  c re a t iv e  a s p i r a t io n s ,  i s  transformed in to  a respon­

s ib le  man by Travis Bessemer, " ju s t  a good, sweet, n a tu r a l ,  

healthy-minded, healthy-bodied  g i r l ,  honest, s trong , 

s e l f - r e l i a n t ,  and good-tempered."^^ The a n ta g o n is t  in  the 

novel i s  again immoral so c ie ty :

"You see t h i s  curd business  i s  only a p a r t  of th i s  
club l i f e ,  t h i s  c i t y  l i f e - - l i k e  d r ink ing  and— 
o th e r  v ices  of men. I f  I  d i d n ' t  have to  lead the 
l i f e ,  or i f  I  d i d n ' t  go with th a t  crowd--Sargeant 
and the  r e s t  of those men—I t  would be d i f f e r e n t ,  
e a s ie r  maybe .'79

Pursuing t h e i r  adventures ou tside  the  accepted San Francisco

so c ie ty ,  Condy and B lix  develop the  fo rce  which w i l l  rep lace

s o c ia l  emptiness: "The simple th ings  of the world, the

g re a t ,  broad, primal emotions of the  race  s t i r r e d  in  them."®®

With the  r e j e c t io n  of the  a r t i f i c i a l ,  B lix  becomes woman and

Condy man, and the whole process i s  given cosmic s ig n if ic a n c e :

The huge spaces of e a r th  and a i r  and w ater c a r r ie d  
w ith  them a fe e l in g  of k ind ly  bu t enormous fo rc e — 
elem ental fo rce ,  f re sh ,  un tu tored , new, and young.
There was buoyancy in  i t ;  a f in e  b re a th le s s  sense 
o f u p l i f t i n g  and e x h i l i r a t io n ;  a s e n sa t io n  as of 
b igness and a r e tu rn  to  the  homely, human, n a tu ra l  
l i f e ,  to  the p r im it iv e  old impulses, i r r e s i s t i b l e ,  
changeless, and unhampered; old as the ocean, s ta b le

f ^ ib i d . .  I l l ,  4.

T^^bid., Ill, 57.
®°Ibid., Ill, 123.
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as the  h i l l s ,  v a s t  as the  unplumbed depths of the 
sk y .o l

The b ru tish n e ss  of the  fo rce  in  Moran has disappeared in  

t h i s  novel, but again  th e re  i s  the  p ra ise  of cosmic n a tu r a l ­

ism, p rim itiv ism , in  p reference  to  th e  d i s s ip a t io n s  and 

a r t i f i c i a l i t i e s  of s o c ie ty .

N orris  continued and made s l i g h t l y  more complex the
QO

"apotheosis  of fo rce"  w ith in  a more unbelievab le  p lo t  in  

A Man's Woman. In t h i s  novel. Ward Bennett, f o rc e fu l  A rctic  

exp lo re r ,  i s  shown e x e r t in g  h is  w i l l  f o r  necessary  ends, 

even a t  the  co s t  of the  s a c r i f i c e  of human l i f e ,  in  the Arc­

t i c .  Pacing "the scarred  b a t t l e f i e l d  o f chao tic  fo rc e s ,  the 

savage d e so la t io n  of a p r e h i s to r ic  w o r l d , m a n  can only 

surv ive through h is  " I n s t in c t s - - t h e  p r im it iv e ,  elem ental 

impulses of the anim al. . . Bennett loves and i s  s e ­

c r e t l y  loved by Lloyd S ear ig h t,  a fo rc e fu l  nurse who i s  op­

pressed by "a shape of t e r r o r ,  form less, in ta n g ib le ,  and i n ­

v i s ib l e . " ^ ^  Both meet "The Enemy"®^ and d e fe a t  i t :  fo r

Bennett i t  i s  the n a tu ra l  d e s tru c t iv e  fo rces  of the  A rc tic ; 

fo r  Lloyd i t  i s  the  d isea ses  a f f l i c t i n g  her c l i e n t s .  In the

G^I b i d .,  I l l ,  169 .
Rp

Walker, N o rr is , p. 85 .

G^Norris, VI, 33.

G^i b i d . ,  VI, 18 .

G^i b i d .,  VI, 46.

G^lbid., VI, 60.
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horribly contrived "pivotal point" of the novel, the primi­

tive force of Bennett clashes with the feminine force of 

Lloyd, and Bennett’s triumph opens Lawrencian depths for 

the woman;

Lloyd saw deep down into the black, mysterious 
gulf of sex— down, down, down, where, immeasur­
ably below the world of little things, the 
changeless, dreadful machinery of Life itself 
worked, clashing and resistless in its grooves.
It was a glimpse fortunately brief, a vision 
that does not come too often, lest reason, 
brought to the edge of the abyss, grow giddy 
at the sight and, reeling, topple headlong."'

Force has lost some of its benevolence since Blix and is 

identified with some of the violence of Moran; Norris is 

still struggling with the moral nature of force. The primi­

tive forces of Bennett also collide with moral forces. In 

his will to conquer Lloyd, he sacrifices the life of his 

best friend; his choice of selfish love over honor causes 

self-doubt so that Bennett loses some of his force, but of 

course, as Lloyd subordinates her force to that of Bennett,

his force is modified so that "they were both working out
88their salvation along the same lines." Bennett's trans­

formation is described in the following terms:

Humanity entered into the gloomy, waste places of 
his soul; remorse crowded hard upon his wonted arro­
gance; generosity and the impulse to make amends 
took the place of selfishness; kindness thrust out 
the native brutality; the old-time harshness and

^^Ibld., VI, 120-121.
88

Ib id .,  VI, 206,
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imperiousness gave way to a certain spirit of 
toleration. ^

Thematically the book is still rather muddled, but it seems 

clear that what was intended is a reconciliation between the 

moral, humane force of Lloyd Searight and the primitive, 

brutal force of Ward Bennett to create in the union of the 

two a healthy balance between atavistic strength and civi­

lized values. Although society is a less dominant antagonist 

in A Man's Woman, "salvation" depends upon a set of values 

above or below or, at least, outside the artificial values of 

society.

Despite Norris’ failure to find adequate fictional 

forms or even adequate terms for his ideas in these three 

novels, there is an element of thematic consistency. Posit­

ing a conflict between natural forces and immoral, destruc­

tive civilization, he created an ineffective, if not down­

right silly, fictional conflict by confusing, at least 

symbolically, the values of civilization with the artifi­

cialities of high society in the first two novels. The 

nature of force is also left unfortunately vague: sometimes

it is primitivism inherent in the individual and sometimes 

a cosmic machine with which the individual must align him­

self, Although often frightening and even brutal, natural 

force is essential to the complete human being. In the last 

of these novels, Norris recognized the conflict between

G^Ibid., VI, 205-206.
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force and traditional values and attempted to reconcile 

them, keeping the best of both atavism and humanism.

In these three novels, Norris shifted fictional tra­

ditions but adhered to his evolutionary theme which was 

barely perceptible in his first two novels. I think that 

the conflict between civilization (society) and force evi­

dent in Moran and Blix is that which was intended to control 

Vandover and that which explains the intention of the last 

part of McTeague. In Moran and Blix, Norris exhibited the 

same confusion about whether force was good or evil that he 

had exhibited in his first two novels. In A Man's Woman, 

he repeated the conflict which structures McTeague, that 

between human values and atavistic force, and found a tenta­

tive solution which was to be developed in his last two 

novels.

With the encouraging, if partial, success of his 

published novels and with some financial security, Norris' 

plans, like his plots always rather grandiose, turned toward 

a project in which he could develop a more congenial form 

for his newly defined ideas on force. Interested as much in 

classical and Renaissance examples as in Zola, Norris 

planned the epic which he thought America lacked.

The plain truth of the matter is that we 
have neglected our epic— the black shame of it be on 
us— and no contemporaneous poet or chronicler thought 
it worth his while to sing the song or tell the tale 
of the West, because literature in the day when the 
the West was being won was a cult indulged in by
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c e r t a in  w ell-b red  gentlemen in  New England who 
looked eastward to  the Old World, to  the legends 
o f England and Norway and Germany and I t a ly  fo r  
t h e i r  i n s p i r a t io n ,  and l e f t  the  g re a t ,  s trong , 
honest, f e a r l e s s ,  r e s o lu te  deeds of t h e i r  own 
countrymen to  be defamed and defaced by the 
nameless hacks of the "yellow-back" l i b r a r i e s . 90

In  March, l899> he wrote to  Howells of the  p lan  f o r  h is  e p i c .

I  have the idea  of ano ther novel or r a th e r  s e r ie s  
of  novels buzzing in  my head these  days. I  th in k  
th e re  i s  a chance fo r  somebody to  do some g re a t  
work w ith  the  West and C a l i fo rn ia  as a background, 
and which w i l l  be a t  the  same time thoroughly 
American. My idea i s  to  w r i te  th re e  novels around 
the one su b jec t  of Wheat. F i r s t ,  a s to ry  of 
C a l i fo rn ia ,  ( the  producer), second, a s to ry  of 
Chicago ( the  d i s t r i b u t o r ) ,  t h i r d ,  a s to ry  of 
Europe ( the  consumer) and in  each to  keep to  the 
idea of t h i s  huge, Niagara of wheat r o l l i n g  from 
West to  E as t .  I  th in k  a b ig  Epic t r i l o g y  could 
be made out of such a su b je c t ,  t h a t  a t  the same 
time would be modern and d i s t i n c t l y  American.

The idea i s  so b ig  th a t  i t  f r ig h te n s  me 
a t  times but I  have about made up ray mind to  have 
a t r y  a t  i t . 91

In a l e t t e r  to  Isaac  P. Marcosson in  November, 1&99, he r e ­

nounced the  s ty le  of h is  l a s t  th re e  novels in  o rder to  r e ­

tu rn  to  the  methods o f h is  f i r s t  two nove ls .

I  am going back d e f in i t e ly  now to  the  s ty le  of 
MacT. and s tay  w ith  i t  r ig h t  a long . I 'v e  been 
s o r t  o f  fe e l in g  my way ever s ince  the 'Moran' 
days and g e t t in g  a tw is t  of m yself. Now I  th in k  
I  know where I  am and a t  what game I  p lay the 
b e s t .  The Wheat s e r ie s  w i l l  be s t r a ig h t  n a t u r a l ­
ism w ith  a l l  the  guts I  can ge t in to  i t . 92

T rav e ll in g  e x ten s iv e ly  to  ca r ry  out the re sea rch  on h is  ep ic ,

90l b i d . ,  VII, 47.

^^Walker, L e t t e r s , p. 34.

9 2 i b i d . ,  p .  4 8 .
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Norris devoted the last two years of his life to the project, 

producing two of the three novels planned. The Octopus (l90l) 

and The Pit (1903).

The larger and better of the two works is The Octopus; 

A Story of California. The novel traces the struggle of the 

San Joaquin Valley against the all-powerful Pacific and 

Southwestern Railroad. With wheat as the central unifying 

conception of the book, Norris included in his attempt to 

gain breadth through panoramic structure so many characters 

and plots that one must search hard for the interrelationship 

of the parts. Donald Pizer has outlined the pattern of the 

novel :

The structural and thematic center of The 
Octopus is the growth of a crop of wheat. This 
cycle of growth, from October to July, contains 
two large substructures of conflict, both of which 
are resolved within the forward thrust of the 
wheat's growth. The first substructure deals with 
three young men--the poet Presley, the ascetic 
shepherd Vanamee and the rancher Annixter— each of 
whom undergoes a transformation of v lues and belief 
following a perception of the meaning of the process 
of growth. The second substructure is that of the 
struggle for the wheat by the ranchers and the rail­
road, each seeking the largest possible profit from
its growth.93

Fitting into this structural pattern only slightly, if at all, 

are other characters and plots, such as the Hooven family and 

the Dyke family. Norris attempted to organize this mass of 

material through a pattern of comparison and contrast. The

93Donald Pizer, "Nature in Norris' The Octopus," 
American Quarterly, XIV (Spring, 1962), j 6 .
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three young men exhibit the familiar pattern of difference 

in relationship to force, in this case the force of the sym­

bolic wheato Obvious are the contrived contrasts between 

the social events of the farmers, the dance and the rabbit 

drive, and the power struggle with the railroad. Norris' 

technique for interrelating the various parts of the novel 

is best illustrated in the last two chapters where he aban­

doned all attempts at subtlety of counterpointing. In 

Chapter VIII Presley's talks with the men of power, Cedar- 

quist and Shelgrira, and attendance at a luxurious dinner 

party are interspersed with scenes depicting Minna Hooven's 

turning to prostitution and Mrs. Hooven's descent to begging 

and, finally, starvation. Chapter IX counterpoints the 

triumph of S. Behrman, the railroad representative, over 

Magnus Derrick and the triumph of the force of the wheat 

over Behrman as he is buried in the wheat being loaded on a 

ship, with a scene intervening in which Vanamee, the mystic 

unconcerned with the economics of wheat, joins his loved one. 

Although this relationship through comparison and contrast 

is evident throughout the novel, the multiplicity of plots 

which Norris set in motion often caused him to abandon this 

traditional organizational principle of the panoramic novel 

in order to summarize the progression of one or more of these 

story lines.

Despite much description devoted to wheat, flowers, 

and other aspects of nature in the San Joaquin Valley, the
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primary environment which believably acts upon the charac­

ters is economic. The most dramatic transformations of 

character occur in Dyke, the good man who becomes an es­

caped criminal and is finally destroyed by the economic 

power of the railroad, the female Hoovens, changed from 

proud, moral women into prostitutes and beggars, and Magnus 

Derrick, changed from a natural leader into a snivelling 

shell. A kind of moral environment also acts upon) character. 

In a world where the immoral acts of the railroad forces are 

consistently successful, the farmers lose sight of moral 

value and resolve to act with the same weapons the railroad 

uses. Ambitious Lyman Derrick betrays friends and family 

because moral action seems foolish in his environment,

Magnus Derrick, famous for his morality, loses his principles 

in this moral wilderness and is transformed from a leader of 

men into a weakling. The transformation of the three young 

men, especially that of Annixter, is a moral process. But 

intended to be the controlling environment is the natural 

growth process, symbolized by wheat and flowers. Unfortunate­

ly, this environmental force is demonstrated only on the 

level of assertion and not in terms which convince the read­

er. Despite a magnificently wordy attempt, Norris failed 

once more to find a technique through which his concept of 

force as environment could be effectively communicated to 

the reader. This failure in technique can be illustrated
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through the scene portraying Annixter's transformation. 

Alone in the fields, trying to reconcile his desire for 

Hilma Tree with his aloof, independent nature, Annixter ex­

periences a wonderful insight:

Out of the dark furrows of his soul, up from the 
deep rugged recesses of his being, something rose, 
expanding. He opened his arms wide. An immense 
happiness overpowered him. Actual tears came to 
his eyes. Without knowing why, he was not ashamed 
of it. This poor crude fellow, harsh, hard, nar­
row, with his unlovely nature, his fierce trucu- 
lency, his selfishness, his obstinacy, abruptly 
knew that all the sweetness of life, all the great 
vivifying eternal force of humanity had burst into 
life within him.

The little seed, long since planted, gather­
ing strength quietly, has at last germinated.

Then as the realization of this hardened 
into certainty, in the growing light of the new day 
that had just dawned for him, Annixter uttered a 
cry. Wow, at length, he knew the meaning of it all.
\ "Why— I— I, I love her," he cried. Never 

until then had it occurred to him. Never until 
then, in all his thoughts of Hilma, had that great 
word passed his lips.

There it was, the Wheat, the Wheat I The 
little seed long planted, germinating in the deep, 
dark furrows of the soil, straining, swelling, sud­
denly in one night had burst upward to the light.
The wheat had come up. It was there before him, 
around him, everywhere, illimitable, immeasurable.
The winter brownness of the ground was overlaid 
with a little shimmer of green. The promise of the 
sowing was being fulfilled. The earth, the loyal 
mother, who never failed, who never disappointed, 
was keeping her faith again. Once more the strength 
of nations was renewed. Once more the force of the 
world was revivified. Once more the Titan, benignant, 
calm, stirred and woke, and the morning abruptly 
blazed into glory upon the spectacle of a man whose 
heart leaped exuberant with the love of a woman, and 
an exulting earth gleaming transcendent with^the ra­
diant magnificence of an inviolable pledge.

S^Norris, II, 8I-83.
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There is no doubt what is intended here: spring, dawn, risen

wheat, natural rebirth is equated with the realization of 

love and spiritual and moral rebirth. Norris attempted here 

to communicate the working of the unconscious mind and to 

show the interrelationship between the character of Annixter 

and the natural environment. The first problem is that no 

causal relationship between the processes of nature and the 

realization of love by Annixter is established; the fact 

that Annixter's rebirth occurs on the night that the wheat 

comes up seems coincidental. Second, Annixter's new humanity, 

his new moral system, remains unbelievable because it exists 

simply as Norris' assertion: the reader wants to know how

love transforms a man completely. The adjective-laden 

prose not only seems strained but fails to communicate the 

psychological process. The major point to be made here is 

that, despite the painfully apparent attempt to equate 

natural process and psychological process, the natural pro­

cess, the environment, remains nonfunctional in terms of 

Annixter's character. When one considers that Annixter's 

transformation is relatively believable when compared to 

that of Vanamee, the failure of Norris to integrate environ­

mental force, other than the economic aspects of the wheat, 

and character becomes a major flaw in the novel.

This failure, a failure in the central intention, is 

also visible in the techniques of characterization. Instead
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of the usual pattern of one or two incongruous characters 

surrounded by a number of consistent types, The Octopus de- 

picts a change in almost a ll of the major characters, ex­

cept for the v illa in s. Dyke, the Hoovens, Annixter, Vanamee, 

Presley, Magnus and Lyman Derrick, and Hilma Tree develop 

new characteristics giving them an incongruous pattern of 

action. Of f ir s t  importance are the three young men, a ll  

searching for their place in the world and a ll undergoing a 

learning process leading to an understanding of nature. The 

three are f ir s t  presented with three different attitudes: 

Vanamee, disillusioned because of the rape and death of his 

f ir s t  love, is  searching nature intuitively to find answers,* 

Annixter is  thoughtlessly and se lfish ly  exploiting nature 

for his own profit; Presley is  in tellectually  searching 

nature and studying people for "the True R o m a n c e , "95 vanamee 

becomes reconciled to the world and a thematic spokesman in 

the novel through mystic communication with nature and through 

love for the dead Angela's daughter; Annixter's transformation 

is  a moral one, brought by love and an unconscious recognition 

of natural force; Presley comes to an intellectual understand­

ing of "FORCE, but  because he has not discovered love, he 

remains a personally insecure wanderer. Thus the three men 

are changed, each through a different kind of apprehension

95lbid., I, 11.

9^Ibid., II, 343.
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of nature. Presley, the least changed of the three, Is the 

most effectively characterized. Since his approach to the 

world is  intellectual and since the theme of natural force 

as a pattern of rebirth exists in the novel only in in te llec­

tual, assertive form, or at best symbolic form, his learning 

process is  believable. The link between nature and the 

other two young men is  supposed to be deeper than in te l­

le c t—mystic in Vanamee's case and moral in Annixter's case. 

An inevitable question is  how these two are transformed by 

this force; Norris found no technique to answer this question, 

The two have a developed attitude; then something happens; 

the men are different. Despite the many words devoted to 

wheat, seed, flowers, and mystic forces, the changes are as 

vague and unbelievable as that. The change in the almost 

always passive Vanamee must be registered through Presley:

Instantly Presley was aware of an immense 
change. Vanamee's face was s t i l l  that of an ascetic, 
s t i l l  glowed with the rarefied intelligence of a 
young seer, a half-inspired shepherd-prophet of 
Hebraic legends; but the shadow of that great sad­
ness which for so long had brooded over him was 
gone; the grief that once he had fancied deathless 
was, indeed, dead, or rather swallowed up in a 
victorious joy that radiated like sunlight at dawn 
from the deep-set eyes, and the hollow, swarthy
cheeks.97

The nature of Annixter's change is  slightly  more specific, 

and although the change is  reflected in some of his actions, 

his early death leaves the proof of his transformation to

^ I b l d . ,  I I ,  344.
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N o rr is '  a s s e r t io n s .  In "an in v i s ib l e  atmosphere of Love, 

A n n ix te r 's  moral tran sfo rm atio n  i s  promised.

Where once Annixter had thought only of him­
s e l f ,  he now thought only of Hilma. The time when 
t h i s  thought of ano ther should broaden and widen 
in to  thought of O thers, was ye t to  come; but a lready  
i t  had expanded to  include the unborn c h i ld — 
a lread y , as in  the  case o f Mrs. Dyke, i t  had 
broadened to  enfold  another c h i ld  and another 
mother bound to  him by no t i e s  o th e r  than those 
of humanity and p i t y .  In  time, s t a r t i n g  from t h i s  
p o in t ,  i t  would reach  out more and more t i l l  i t  
should take  in  a l l  men and a l l  women, and the  i n ­
to l e r a n t  s e l f i s h  man, while r e ta in in g  a l l  of h is  
n a t iv e  s tre n g th ,  should become to le r a n t  and gener­
ous, kind and f o rg iv in g .99

Only Presley's new intellectual awareness, which must become

something deeper as he wanders through l i f e ,  i s  b e l ie v a b le .

Except for Hilma Tree, who through the influence of 

Annixter's love becomes a woman instead of a g ir l, the other 

incongruous characters of the novel are relatively success­

ful in comparison to the three young men. The economic de­

feat of Dyke and the Hooven women, forcing upon them im­

moral or degrading actions, exists as a device to show the 

inhumane power of the railroad, but these characters are 

portrayed as caught in understandable forces, and they 

e l ic i t  the pathos for which they were designed. However, 

the simple moral framework in which their destruction is  

traced and the overly dramatic nature of their fa lls  make

9Gibid., 11, 209.

^̂ Ibid., 11, 209-210. The combination of strength 
and humanity is  precisely that gained by Ward Bennett in 
A Man's Woman.
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their stories melodramatic rather than fu lly  effective. 

Lyman Derrick is  a weak, morally confused young man who be­

lieves in success at any cost and betrays his family and 

friends out of this inherent weakness. Magnus Derrick, 

moral giant, sacrifices his honesty for what he believes a 

worthwhile goal and is  destroyed. Although his change is  

quite credible, again the primary technique is  te lling  

rather than rendering.

Ah, the bitterness of unavailing regret, the 
anguish of compromise with conscience, the re­
morse of a bad deed done in a moment of excite­
ment. Ah, the humiliation of detection, the 
degradation of being caught, caught like a 
schoolboy pilfering his fellows' desks, and, 
worse than a ll, worse than a ll, the consciousness 
of lost self-respect, the knowledge of a prestige 
vanishing, a dignity impaired, knowledge that the 
grip which held a multitude in check was trembl­
ing, that control was wavering, that command was 
being weakened. Then the l i t t l e  tricks to de­
ceive the crowd, the l i t t l e  subterfuges, the 
l i t t l e  pretences that kept up appearances, the 
l ie s , the bluster the pose, the strut, the 
gasconade, where once was iron authority; the 
turning of the head so as not to see that which 
could not be prevented; the suspicion of suspicion, 
the haunting fear of the Man on the Street, the 
uneasiness of the direct glance, the questioning 
as to motives—why had this been said, what was 
meant by that word, that gesture, that glance?100

In a world of uncontrolled economic forces and a world of 

moral confusion, these people are destroyed, except for 

Lyman, who is  rewarded for his treachery, and Hilma, who 

w ill continue to develop her ability  to love. Unlike the 

three young men, whose incongruity depends upon increased

lOOlbid., II, 171-172.
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apprehension of truth with l i t t l e  believable relationship 

between their actions and their environment, the people in 

the "substructure" of the novel controlled by economic and 

moral environment are both credible and presented with the 

techniques of characterization associated with naturalism.

From the above quotations, i t  is  obvious that Norris 

made l i t t l e  attempt to create an effect of impartiality 

toward characters. The Octopus is  a book with a thesis, and 

plot, character, and authorial comment are manipulated to 

present this thesis. In the handling of the characters 

most actively involved in the farmer-railroad struggle,

Norris failed to be consistent in his attitude. The r a il­

road i t s e l f  is  "the soulless Force, the iron-hearted Power, 

the monster, the Colossus, the O c t o p u s , a n d  S. Behrman, 

usurious banker and heartless representative of the railroad 

in the San Joaquin Valley, has both the ugliness of body and 

cruel shrewdness to make the perfect v illa in . Surrounding 

him are a group of ill-defined but typical subvillains. On 

the farmers' side are complex and often confused but basic­

ally  good heroes. Through most of the novel, this black-white 

moral pattern determines the reader's attitude toward the 

characters and creates sympathy for even the immoral actions 

of the farmers. But near the end of the book, Presley 

v is its  Shelgrim, the president of the railroad, and is

lOljbid., I, 48,
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convinced by his argument that the representatives of the 

railroad are as innocent of ev il intent as the farmers.

"Believe this, young man," exclaimed 
Shelgrim, laying a thik, powerful forefinger on 
the table to emphasize his words, "try to be­
lieve th is—to begin with—that railroads build 
themselves. Where there is  a demand sooner or 
later there w ill be a supply. Mr. Derrick, does 

• he grow his wheat? The Wheat grows i t s e l f .  What 
does he count for? Does he supply the force?
What do I count for? So I build the railroad?
You are dealing with forces, young man, when you 
speak of Wheat and the Railroads, not with men.
There is  the Wheat, the supply. It must be car­
ried to feed the People. There is  the demand.
The Wheat is  one force, the Railroad, another, and 
there is  the law that governs them—supply and de­
mand. Men have only l i t t l e  to do in this whole 
business. Complications may arise, conditions that 
bear hard on the individual—crush him maybe—but 
the Wheat w ill be carried to feed the people as in­
evitably as i t  w ill grow. If you want to fasten the 
blame of the affair at Los Muertos on any one person, 
you w ill make a mistake. Blame conditions, not men."

"Control the Road! Can I stop it?  I can go into 
bankruptcy i f  you like. But otherwise i f  I run my 
road, as a business proposition, I can do nothing.
I can not control i t .  It is  a force born out of 
certain conditions, and I--no man—can stop i t  or 
control i t .  Can your Mr. Derrick stop the Wheat 
growing? He can burn his crop, or he can give i t  
away, or se ll i t  for a cent a bushel—just as I 
could go into bankruptcy—but otherwise his Wheat 
must grow. Can anyone stop the Wheat? Well, then, 
no more can I stop the R o a d . "102

That this is  a plea for Presley and, through him, the reader

to see Shelgrim, and by implication the other representatives

of the railroad, as innocent actors driven by all-powerful

forces is  shown by Presley’s stage of development at the

time and by the scene in which Shelgrim generously doubles

^^^Ibid., I I , 285-286,
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the salary of a drunken employee as an experiment in improve­

ment. However, this attempt to infuse complexity into the 

novel comes too late, for the reader has been fully  convinced

by the preceding action and comments that the railroad is  an 
101evil force. Norris presented the farmer-railroad group 

of characters, up until the chapter in which this quotation 

appears, within a good-evil frame of reference, complicated 

by the heroes having to sacrifice their high ideals to con­

trol the forces of ev il, and then he attempted to sh ift the 

standard of judgment so that not ethics but force becomes the 

basis. Because of his failure to present both characters 

and values objectively, Norris makes i t  impossible for the 

reader to make this sh ift. Therefore, the defeated charac­

ters do not seem to be creatures caught in the power of an 

amoral machine but pathetic individuals destroyed by human 

ev il.

think Pizer in "Nature in Norris' The Octopus" 
attempts to make this a better novel than i t  is  by arguing 
that "Presley is  taken in by Shelgrim's defense because he 
has an incomplete awareness at this point of the relation­
ship of individuals to natural law" (79n.). I find Wal- 
cutt's comparison of The Octopus with Germinal much more 
convincing; Zola "makes i t  clear that both his miners and 
mine owners are caught up in the strangling grip of the 
cap ita listic  system. . ." (p. l4 8 ) .  Norris, always drawn 
to Zola's effects, tried to achieve the same sense of 
all-encompassing force, but his attempt comes only after 
a ncn-objective presentation of the struggle. After care­
fully  directing the reader's sympathies throughout the 
novel, Norris' lack of comment in this scene leaves only 
confusion. Again he has failed to control his techniques.
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Annixter, Presley, and Vanamee are presented sympa­

thetically by Norris. All three make mistakes, Annixter and 

Presley in terms of action and Vanamee in terms of idea, but 

ultimately, as I have suggested above, they are Idealized 

figures divorced from the forces of the novel. These three 

young men are derived from a tradition outside naturalism. 

Their stories are the familiar one of the education of the 

young man about the nature of reality . The ironic technique, 

inherent in naturalistic characterization, is  almost totally  

lacking in the presentation of these characters. Flaubert's 

L'Education Sentimentale exhibits the naturalistic irony of 

characterization in the education of Frederic Moreau; Norris 

did not attempt to make these characters part of the natural­

is t ic  pattern of the novel except for the possible exception 

in Annixter's death.

The general avoidance of objectivity of characteriza­

tion leads inevitably to failure to give the effect of ob­

jectiv ity  toward values. The moral basis of the novel is  

visib le in Norris' comments, the comments of his spokesmen— 

Vanamee, Presley, and Cedarquist--and in the poetic justice 

of the plot. The farmers who have participated in the bri­

bery plot to pack the Railroad Commission are killed or 

mentally ruined, as in the case of Magnus Derrick; S. Behr­

man is  killed by the wheat; Dyke is  given l i f e  imprisonment. 

Hints of a pattern broader than simple moral reward and
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punishment are seen in the continuing success of Lyman

Derrick, the continued affluence of Shelgrim and the other

railroad officers, and the destruction of the innocent

Hoovens. This pattern transcending the traditional moral

framework of the novel is Norris' thesis of natural force,

which includes both the economic law of supply and demand

and the pattern of natural rebirth. Thus the force can be

"benignant, c a l m , o r  as Presley recognizes, force really

transcends man's moral sense. After his talk with Shelgrim,

he sees the element of cruelty:

This new idea, this new conception dumbfounded him. 
Somehow, he could not deny i t .  It rang with the 
clear reverberation of truth. Was no one, then, to 
blame for the horror at the irrigating ditch?
Forces, conditions, laws of supply and demand— 
were these then the enemies after all? Not enemies; 
there was no malevolence in Nature. Colossal in­
difference only, a vast trend toward appointed goals. 
Nature was, then, a gigantic engine, a vast Cyclopean 
power, huge, terrible, a leviathan with a heart of 
steel, knowing no compunction, no forgiveness, no 
tolerance; crushing out the human atom standing in 
it s  way with nirvanic calm, the agony of destruction 
sending never a jar, never the faintest tremor 
through a ll that prodigious mechanism of wheels 
and cogs.

And in the last lines of the novel, Presley achieves "the 

larger view, what contributed the greatest good to the great­

est n u mb e r s , a n d  he realizes that "good issued from this

lO^Norris, II, 83 .

lO^I b id ., II, 286.

lO^ibid., II, 360.
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c r i s i s a n d  thus that nature too is  moral, although 

nature's good is  so far removed from man's ideas of morality 

that i t  appears to be immoral.

Men—motes in the sunshine—perished, were 
shot down in the very noon of l i f e ,  hearts were 
broken, l i t t l e  children started in l i f e  lamentably 
handicapped; young g irls were brought to a l i f e  of 
shame; old women died in the heart of l i f e  for lack 
of food. In that l i t t l e  isolated group of human 
insects, misery, death, and anguish spun like a 
wheel of fire .

But the WHEAT remained. Untouched, un­
assailable, undefiled, that mighty world-force, 
that nourisher of nations, wrapped in Nirvanic 
calm, indifferent to the human swarm, gigantic, re­
s is t le ss , moved onward in its  appointed grooves.
Through the welter of blood at the irrigating 
ditch, through the sham charity and shallow phil­
anthropy of famine-relief committees, the great 
harvest of Los Muertos rolled like a flood from the 
Sierras to the Himalayas to feed thousands of 
starving scarecrows on the barren plains of India.

Falseness dies; injustice and oppression in 
the end of everything fade and vanish away. Greed, 
cruelty, selfishness, and inhumanity are short-lived; 
the individual suffers, but the race goes on,
Annixter dies, but in the far-distant corner of the 
world a thousand lives are saved. The larger view 
always and through a ll shams, a ll wickednesses, d is­
covers the Truth that w ill, in the end, prevail, and 
a ll things surely, inevitably, resistlessly  work 
together for good.lOo

In this evolutionary utilitarianism, "Norris affirms the im­

mediacy and reality of the moral order immanent in nature.

, , . both natural and supernatural. . . Norris had

finally  defined Force, the theme with which he had been

l°?Ibid.

lOGibid,, II , 360-361.

^^^Pizer, American Quarterly, XIV, 80.
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struggling since his f ir s t  novel, as clearly as he was ever 

to define i t .  It seems to me that Pizer is  correct in de­

scribing the evolutionary theism which is the basis of this 

theme but incorrect in seeing this theme as gaining unity 

for the n o v e l . N o t  the consistency of the philosphy but 

its  effect through the novel on the reader is  my primary 

concern. Although the thematic passage quoted above should 

not have the effect of a tacked-on moral conclusion because 

natural force has been a major element in the novel since 

the beginning, i t  does have this effect because, as I have 

suggested, nature, except for it s  economic aspects, remains 

only an element of assertion in the novel, not an active 

force. Theme and action are never successfully fused. The 

effect of this final passage, i f  the reader chooses to 

peruse i t  carefully, is  to deny the effects of the novel. 

The emotions of pathos and even, sometimes, the near-tragic 

stasis which one experiences in reading the novel are made 

unimportant because the characters for whom these emotions 

were fe lt  are made unimportant. The characters' failures 

and successes, which the reader has been led to care about, 

are made meaningless by this transcendent view of human 

actions. If taken seriously, the idea of divine natural 

forces relieves the reader from any sense of emotional in­

volvement or responsibility. Most of the novel progresses

l l ° I b i d . ,  73-80.
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within a pattern of traditional good and ev il, more or less  

successfully causing the reader to respond to events and 

characters in terms of these values; then suddenly at the 

end of the novel the reader is  told that the question of 

good and evil is  not important because nature is  working 

toward an inevitable higher good. This inconsistency 

arises from Norris' failure to integrate natural force as 

anything but a stated force in the novel. The "cycle of 

growth" which Pizer notes as the "structural and thematic 

center of The Octopus" is  never fu lly  realized except as 

symbol. Symbolic force and rea listic  action are never uni­

fied in the novel. With this failure of the central unify­

ing principle, the novel naturally fa ils  to attain a unified 

effect.

Again Norris u t i l i z e d  the s u p e r f i c i a l  techniques of 

the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  w ithout in te g ra t in g  them in to  a 

c o n s is te n t ly  e f fe c t iv e  p a t te rn .  The panoramic s t r u c tu r e ,  

the inco n g ru ity  of c h a ra c te r iz a t io n ,  the  unhappy endings, 

the  economic and p o l i t i c a l  themes, and s p e c i f ic  scenes and 

e f f e c t s  were a v a i la b le  to  him from Zola. N orris  used them 

a l l .  Again o b je c t iv i ty  of p re se n ta t io n  i s  lack in g .  A book 

as s e r io u s ly  marred as The Octopus cannot be a g re a t  work of 

a r t ,  but I  agree w ith  Walcutt t h a t  " in  the  l a s t  a n a ly s is  The 

Octopus i s  one of the  f i n e s t  American novels  w r i t te n  before 

1910 . I t  towers immeasurably f a r  above the s ic k ly  sentim ent
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111of Norris's contemporaries." Its values are not those 

of the naturalistic tradition but those of the traditional 

novel of good and evil seen working in a set of characters 

who seem to matter. These values depend upon an ignoring 

of the theme of evolutionary force, and one can accomplish 

this with relative ease because the theme has l i t t l e  in­

fluence on character or action.

The Pit; A Story of Chicago is  usually recognized 

as of less value that The Octopus because of it s  reduced 

scope and Norriiw' failure to control the structure of the 

relatively simple story. In The Pit Norris abandoned pano­

ramic structure to focus on two characters, Curtis Jadwin, 

wheat speculator, and his wife Laura, sensitive new woman 

demanding a v ita l role in l i f e .  Again the force of wheat 

is  the central unifying element and the two substructures 

of the novel are the bull-bear conflict in the Chicago wheat 

market, controlled by economic forces, and the Curtis-Laura 

conflict, centering on Laura's demand for love. As in The 

Octopus, the characters are traced through a learning pro­

cess culminating in a transformation through the recognition 

of love. Two elements of the predominantly traditional love 

story exhibit techniques associated with naturalism: in­

congruity of characterization and the power of economic 

force to change character. Jadwin changes under the influence

lllwalcutt, p. 151.
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of speculating from a powerful, self-controlled, moral man 

into a cruel automaton as he tries to corner the wheat 

market. Although Jadwin repeatedly in sists upon his help­

lessness, such as "I simply stood between the two sets of
112circumstances. The wheat cornered me, not I the wheat,"

Norris does not succeed in attaining a sense of inevitab ility  

because the pit is  more nearly a symbol than a concretely 

active force. Again Norris has failed to attain a believable 

interrelationship between environment and character. The 

changes in Laura Jadwin are so numerous and so detailed that 

the reader should understand her changes thoroughly, but 

Walcutt notes the weakness: "her character is  . . . in te llec ­

tually rather than emotionally apprehended. One feels that 

Norris thinks of new things to do with her as he proceeds 

with the story. . . . Because no relationship exists 

between the forces that control jadwin and the forces that 

control Laura and because Laura's search for love is  never 

really emotionally meaningful to the reader, the story of the 

pit and the romance never coalesce into a single unit. One 

of the principles of selection in the story is  a continuing 

contrast between the world of business and the world of love 

and art, but the basis of the contrast is  never made clear.

Because of the omission of a set of v illa in s, Norris

^^^Norris, IX, 402.

ll^Walcutt, p. 154.
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came closer to achieving impartiality toward characters in 

The Pit than he did in The Octopus. Everyone, except a minor 

character named Crookes, is  neither morally black nor white. 

However, the focus on Jadwin as hero and Laura as heroine 

directs the reader’s sympathies to these two, and even when 

Jadwin disregards the hungry people of Europe and Laura 

contemplates adultery with the artist Gorthell, the reader 

senses that these are temporary errors in moral judgment 

which w ill be quickly rectified .

Pervading the novel is  Norris' sense of traditional 

morality, leading the reader to judge the characters accord­

ing to their humanitarian actions and their adherence to a 

str ic t sexual code. No sense of moral irony is  developed 

because of the poetic justice inherent in the plot, Jadwin 

sins and is  punished by business failure, and although Laura 

has been tempted, she has suffered from her husband's neglect 

so that the final love scene is  a reward for her patience.

But coexistent with the evident morality of the judgments 

of the author and the plot is  again the transcendent morality 

of natural force. The trading pit, in which petty men a t­

tempt to control the distribution of wheat, is  the evil force 

of the book. Ultimately controlling the pit is  the supply of 

wheat:

There in the centre of the Nation, midmost 
of that continent that lay between the oceans of the 
New World and the Old, in the heart's heart of the 
affairs of men, roared and rumbled the Pit, It was
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as i f  the Wheat, Nourisher of the Nations, as i t  
rolled gigantic and majestic in a vast flood from 
West to East, here, like a Niagara, finding it s  flow 
impeded, burst suddenly into the appalling fury of 
the Maelstrom, into the chaotic spasm of a world-force, 
a primeval energy, blood-brother of the earthquake 
and the glacier, raging and wrathful that it s  power 
should be braved by some pinch of human spawn that 
dared raise barriers across its  courses.

Even the pit, unconvincing as i t  is  as a determining force

on the actions of Jadwin, seems more believable than the

force of the wheat. The grand natural force again is

asserted but not integrated.

Both the popularity and the failure of The Pit are 

due to its  effect being that of a traditional love story. 

Curtis Jadwin, torn between love and business, finally  

chooses love as the higher good. The posited natural force 

of wheat is easily ignored, and the economic forces repre­

sented by the pit seem a device to resolve the conflict in 

favor of love, thus leading to the traditional happy ending, 

The lesser a rtistic  value of The Pit is  not due to its  con­

taining fewer naturalistic techniques than The Octopus but 

due to its  sacrificing the theme of complex good and evil 

which gave strength to The Octopus.

In summarizing the work of Norris, I agree with 

Walker, Marchand, and Walcutt that, to use Walcutt's wordsT ' 

"/Norri^y was attracted by the sensational aspects of 

naturalism . , . and he imitated the spectacular effects of 

Zola without much thought for the underlying implica-

ll^Norrls, IX, 74.
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tions,"^^^ The technique which he was not consistently at­

tracted to was Zola's use of objectivity; despite Charles 

Norris' assertion that "no one, /Frank Norris/ believed, 

could become a writer until he could regard l if e  and people, 

and the world in general, from the objective point of 

view . . most of Norris' problems of inconsistency

in his major novels can be traced to his failure to be con­

sistent in terms of objectivity, both towards characters 

and values. In my view of his career, Norris was constantly 

struggling, without ever achieving total success, to discover 

techniques adequate to fuse his ideas on force and his por­

trayal of actions. This struggle toward an effective tech­

nique was complicated by the fact that in his f ir s t  five 

novels he was attempting to define for himself the nature 

of force. Being in the romantic American tradition with a 

deep-seated belief in good and ev il, he had to decide the 

nature of natural force in these terms. Having decided in 

favor of optimistic evolution, he created his last two 

novels to exhibit his thesis, but again his techniques were 

inadequate for the achievement of his intentions.

Norris' consistent recognition as a naturalistic 

writer despite his lack of belief in pessimistic determinism 

or materialism of a ll values seems to prove that i t  would be

ll^waioutt, p. 155.

^^̂ Quoted in Marchand, p. 4%.
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safer to define literary naturalism in terms of techniques

rather than philosophy. His philosophy exhibits much more

kinship with that of Hawthorne and Melville and, in certain
117aspects, Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman ' than i t  does with 

philosophical naturalism. His techniques, however, are a 

modification of those associated with literary naturalism. 

Ultimately, Norris is  a naturalist only superficially be­

cause he adopted only the superficial sensationalism of the 

naturalistic tradition, not the moral sensationalism central 

to that tradition. One may look at Norris' career and ex­

plain his limitations in terms of the irreconcilable con­

f l ic t  between American moral optimism and amoral naturalistic 

pessimism; more pertinent, i t  seems to me, is  the fact that 

Norris never really mastered the essential techniques of 

naturalism, and the resulting fusion of traditional tech­

niques (melodramatic plot and authorial involvement) with 

naturalistic techniques (incongruity of character, panoramic 

structure, interrelationship of character and environment) 

produced novels with confusing effects. But Norris' unsuccess­

ful attempt to fuse the techniques of two novelistic tradi­

tions remains important in American literature; the only way 

the problem of placing such writers as Anderson, Hemingway, 

and Faulkner into a literary tradition may be to coin some 

such incongruous term as romantic naturalism,

^^^See Richard Chase, The American Novel and Its 
Tradition (Garden City: Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1957),
pp. 19W-204, and Warren French, Frank Norris (New York:
Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1962) ,



CONCLUSION

The causes of the coming of literary naturalism to 

America seem to differ slightly from the causes of its  in­

troduction into England. Although Gissing experienced 

personal disillusionment, he, Moore, and Maugham turned to 

new fictional techniques from France because of a desire to 

create a new art form rather than because of any profound 

disillusionment with English culture. Moore and Maugham 

especially were more interested in new art than in new 

ideas. The reaction to the past by American writers ap­

pears to be more serious and more widespread than that of 

the English writers. Underlying the literature of the 

later local color movement, of the rea listic  movement, and 

of the early writers exhibiting naturalistic tendencies 

is , as Knight suggests, a general disillusionment with the 

social and moral rea lities of America, Seeing the American 

dream of individual perfectability failing of fruition, 

these writers sought literary forms in which to make their 

dissatisfaction clear. Eggleston, Howe, and Kirkland in­

troduced the theme of disillusionment; they presented the 

disparity between dream and reality . Howells presented the 

same disparity, developing cr itica l realism in America on a

399
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foundation of traditional morality fused with evolutionary 

optimism and, finally , a program of social action. Garland 

and Norris developed a belief in evolutionary optimism which 

was sufficient to restore their faith in the future despite 

the ugly rea lities which surrounded them. Only Crane 

failed to find in some form of the evolutionary hypothesis 

a means of reconciling the American dream and current rea li­

t ie s , The relationship between disillusionment and the be­

l ie f  in the new ideas derived primarily from biology remains 

complex. Whether these disillusioned men turned to the 

theory of evolution as a final hope or whether the new ideas 

contributed to their disillusionment seems impossible to 

ascertain. The point is  that the connection between d is­

illusionment and new scien tific  ideas—Positivism, Darwinism, 

Spencerianism—made the struggle for a new art a much more 

personal and emotional one for the American writers than i t  

was for the writers in England.

One of the basic sim ilarities among the six writers 

who exhibit naturalistic tendencies is  that they were moti­

vated by a desire to find new forms and techniques for f ic ­

tion. However, perhaps because of the American authors' 

immediate desire for reform of current conditions, a d iffer­

ence between the American writers' statements on the function 

of fiction  and that of the English writers ex ists, Gissing, 

Moore, and Maugham arrived at the common opinion that the
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function of the novel is  purely aesthetic. The three Ameri­

can writers were more uncertain in their statements on the 

relationship between the novel with a purpose and the novel 

as an art form. Garland, whose practice is  like that of 

Gissing in his consistent insertion of his ideals in one 

form or another, never advocated the idea that the novel 

should be pure art but believed that the theme should be 

inherent rather than overt. Norris struggled with the same 

problem; he asserted that the novel "must (l)  t e l l  some­

thing, (2) show something, or (3 ) prove something"  ̂ and 

that the best fiction  must do a ll of these things. But he 

insisted that "The preaching, the moralizing, is  the result 

not of direct appeal by the writer, but is  made--should be
p

made--to the reader by the very incidents of the story." 

Norris' consistent failure to integrate his purpose or 

theme with "the story . . . the one great object of atten­

tion"^ illustrates that both his ideal and his practice 

were much like Garland's. Crane's early statements about 

Maggie illustrate his belief in the novel with a purpose, 

but his later statements indicate a purely aesthetic goal 

akin to that of the English writers. Although the gap be­

tween theoretical statement and practice is  noticeable in

^Norris, VII, 21,

^Ibid., VII, 23.
3 lb id .
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in a ll six writers, they shared a common reaction against 

the older moralizing novel and the current romantic escape 

fiction . Both realists and early naturalists stressed the 

fact that the novel was a serious art form. Realist and 

naturalist also believed that the theme should exist in a 

structured pattern rather than comments by the author.

The writers who exhibited naturalistic tendencies 

shared many goals with the realists of the time: both

naturalist and rea list were striving to express truth in 

fiction; both reacted against the forms and techniques of 

the novelists who preceded them; both groups were interested 

in foreign models. One of the purposes of this study is  to 

suggest some of the ways in which naturalistic practice d if­

fered from rea listic  practice. Both the naturalists and the 

realists took as their basic subject the relationship of the 

individual to society. A reading of the early novels which 

are usually discussed in terms of influence from French 

naturalism shows that most of these novels are built upon 

a basic fable centered upon the relationship of individual 

and society. The repeated fable is  that of the innocent 

character or characters, equipped with a set of socially  

acceptable ideals, setting out to attain self-development 

within the established society. One of the elements which 

distinguishes this fable from one often encountered in 

rea listic  fiction  is  that the protagonist never participates
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in a meaningful learning process. If learning occurs, i t  is  

false learning such as that portrayed in L'Education Senti­

mentale . The innocent is  destroyed or maimed by the com­

bination of his inadequate ideals and the force or forces 

of society. Gissing used this fable of degradation only in 

his sub-plots. The pattern is  dominant in A Mummer's Wife 

and Esther Waters. Maugham exhibits i t  in Liza of Lambeth 

and Mrs. Craddock.

Among the American writers the same pattern is  v is ­

ib le. The story of Jason Edwards, which finally  exists 

only as sub-plot, is  in this tradition. Equipped with the 

social ideal of success and adhering to the American dream 

of the West, Jason is  destroyed by the economic forces of 

society, aided by impersonal nature. Maggie Johnson and 

George Kelcey, equipped with romantic ideals of social 

accomplishments, are destroyed or hopelessly maimed by, in 

one case, the ideal of respectability in Rum Alley society 

and, in the other, the lack of meaningful values in society. 

Henry Fleming, struggling to learn the nature of manhood in 

the destructive environment of battle, achieves his ideals, 

but these ideals are shown to be perverse and meaningless. 

Vandover and McTeague, both guilty of inherent evil but 

both social innocents in the beginning, are unable to find 

any meaningful pattern of l i f e  in modern society; their 

final destruction, however, seems to be caused by something
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other than social forces. Magnus Derrick, Dyke, and the 

Hoovens seek economic goals sanctioned by society but are 

destroyed by the manipulator of the economy, the railroad, 

and by the moral wilderness which society represents. 

Annixter, Vanamee, Presley, and Curtis Jadwin are trans­

formed through a meaningful learning process which has no 

analogue in any naturalistic novel written during the 

Nineteenth Century.

Closely related to the fable of degradation was the 

goal of new subject matter—a study of characters who are 

economically repressed, socially excluded, morally degraded, 

Although this new source for fictional characters was f ir s t  

demonstrated by the French naturalists and was one of the 

primary elements of French influence, it s  adoption by 

English and American writers did not make these writers 

naturalistic. Gissing and Garland's use of the new subject 

matter, important to the growth of the naturalistic tradi­

tion in their respective countries, does not place them in 

the naturalistic tradition. The use of new subject matter 

had a powerful influence in broadening the p ossib ilities of 

the English and American novel.

Concomitant with the choice of lower class charac­

ters was the choice of a new setting in which these charac­

ters acted. Since the basic fable was the destruction of 

the character by society, the society had to be represented
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as a concrete force. Society was usually equated with 

environment—a combination of a few simple moral charac­

ter istics  and a rea listic  description of place. Complica­

tions of society in the broader sense--distinctions of 

class and problems of manners—were usually excluded in 

the purest naturalistic novels. The naturalistic setting 

was a distant world in which the middle class reader could 

believe that economic deprivation, sex, alcohol, and bru­

ta lity  were the dominant forces. Thus the new subject mat­

ter of the novel was not only an end in i t s e l f  but a 

necessary means of simplifying one pole of the central 

struggle--society.

Despite Gissing, Moore, and Maugham's insistence 

upon purely a rtistic  goals, inherent in the choice of the 

fable of the destruction of the individual by social forces 

and codes and the choice of ugly environments is  the theme 

of protest against the destructiveness and ugliness of the 

environment. Thus protest--the novel with a purpose--was a 

consistent trait of nineteenth-century naturalism from 

Flaubert, the Goncourts, and Zola through their English and 

American imitators. But the protest--the theme--must be 

inherent; the novelist, according to Zola, must be objective. 

The new techniques with which to present the theme of protest 

with the effect of authorial objectivity are the primary d is­

tinctive features of early English and American naturalism.
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One of the requirements of the fable of degradation 

was to show change of character,—not simply a change In 

social position but a basic change of personality. The de­

velopment of Incongruity of character not only made possible 

an effect of greater realism but also presented character 

change under the Influence of social forces. The story of 

decline rather than growth necessitated an Interrelation­

ship of character and environment In which character change 

would seem lnevltable'--determlned—rather than a product of 

choice. Unlike the realists who were also developing the 

technique of presenting the character Incongruously, the 

naturalists had to find some device to show the effect of 

environment on character. I have traced the struggle of 

the early writers to find such a device which would explain 

how environment determines character. It Is significant 

that In this tra it the early experimenters with naturalistic 

techniques failed more often than they succeeded.

One of the elements necessary to create the effect 

of change of character was the author's development of Im­

partiality toward character. This step toward objectivity  

was a reaction against the old hero-centered novel. Again 

the transition from the old to the new was accomplished by

Moore, Maugham, and Crane, but Gissing, Garland, and Norris 
-

Of course, determinism as a philosophy played a 
part In the adaptation of this Interrelationship of charac­
ter and environment, but my approach here Is In terms of 
technique.
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never consistently achieved this effect, Norris, however, 

in his f ir s t  two novels abandoned the traditional hero-heroine 

pattern to make his protagonists much like the v illa ins of 

older fiction .

Impartiality toward characters was only one device 

for achieving a larger ideal—objectivity toward a ll values-- 

the apparent sc ien tific  objectivity favored by Zola. This 

was a technique which would allow the attainment of the goal 

of authorial withdrawal, thus completing the reaction to the 

older moralistic novel. It made possible that ideal of both 

naturalist and rea list—rendering rather than te llin g . This 

objectivity was not intended to create and did not have the 

effect of creating a novel without a theme. It simply made 

the intended theme inherent in the structure.

These techniques of impartiality toward characters 

and objectivity toward values combined with the central 

fable of degradation made possible the effect which I find 

to be distinctive in the naturalistic tradition—the effect 

of moral shock which culminates in a theme attacking current 

values. Sensationalism has been noted as a favorite device 

of the naturalist since the distinction between naturalist 

and realist was f ir s t  made, ' The more obvious kind of sensa­

tionalism springs from the naturalist's choice of new subject 

matter and his desire to t e l l  the whole truth—ugly.as i t  

may be. This simple sensationalism consists of that action
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or description which shocks the reader's sen sib ilities but 

raises no real moral issues. Every author whom I have d is­

cussed exhibits this kind of sensationalism. The more im­

portant and more elusive sensationalism is  one of complex 

irony. It is f ir s t  an irony of situation in which the 

reader's sympathy for the protagonist and the reader's 

sense of morality are attacked by the protagonist's parti­

cipation in an immoral action. Of these early writers, 

only Crane achieved a method showing the discrepancy., be­

tween motive and action through an objective tone which can 

be compared to the success of Flaubert in Madame Bovary.

The second element of this complex irony depends upon the 

abandonment of any system of moral rewards and punishments 

so that the ironic attack upon current values is  presented 

in terms of the action.

I have already noted how few of the English novels 

of the period achieved this effect of moral shock. With the 

exception of the works of Crane, this effect remains vague 

in the works of American writers before 1900. Garland's 

early novels are both traditional in structure and overtly 

moral in theme. Only in the handling of Jason Edwards, the 

good man maimed: by outside forces, does Garland approach the 

technique of moral shock, and even in this novel the final 

effect is  that of protest against current economic conditions, 

not moral norms. Norris sacrificed any meaningful moral
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shock in Vandover and McTeague by his failure to show im­

partiality toward characters, thus preventing the reader's 

experiencing any sympathy for the protagonists. His primary 

effects are those of simple shock. Only the stories of 

Magnus Derrick, Dyke, and the Hoovens exhibit this effect 

in The Octopus. Only Crane achieved this effect to any 

fu ll extent, partially in Maggie and fu lly  in The Red Badge 

of Courage; in the former the theme is a protest against 

respectability in a vicious environment, and in the latter  

i t  is  a protest against the moral ideals of man. A Mummer's 

MjÇe, Liza of Lambeth, and The Red Badge of Courage, of a ll 

the novels discussed in this study, are the only ones in 

which the technique of moral shock is  effective. This small 

number of novels exhibiting a ll of the techniques of natural­

ism simply proves that in both England and America before 

1900 naturalism was a tendency, a sign of a struggle toward 

an ill-defined goal rather than the triumph of a foreign 

influence.

These are the sim ilarities uniting the early natural­

is t ic  writers in England and the United States: a ll  experi­

mented with a new subject matter, attempted to achieve com­

plexity of characterization, and exhibited to some extent 

the objective methods which led to the development of a com­

plex moral irony. Gissing and Garland experimented tenta­

tively  with the techniques of naturalism, but they remained
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■within the rea listic  tradition, neither ever finding a tradi­

tion which was fu lly  adequate for the achievement of his 

a rtistic  ideals. Moore and Norris, both conscious imitators 

of Zola, attempted to broaden the subject matter inherited 

from the French naturalists to include the more complex 

world of middle class respectability, but neither had much 

success in this effort. A Mummer's Wife, Esther Waters, 

and McTeague, studies of the nether world, are s t i l l  identi­

fied as their most naturalistic works, Maugham and Crane 

showed the possibility of creating the effect of reality of 

environment with economy. Only Moore, Maugham, and Crane 

succeeded in creating an ironic criticism of currently ac­

cepted values, a theme central to the naturalistic tradition.

The question of significant differences between the 

three English writers and the three American writers remains. 

One of the most obvious of these differences is  the greater 

reticence of the Americans in the treatment of sexual motives. 

Garland's use of this motivation makes even Gissing seem 

brave by comparison. Despite Crane's use of sexuality as a 

major force in Rum Alley, his treatment is  vague in compari­

son to that of Moore in A Mummer's Wife or Esther Waters.

In Maggie prostitution is  an abstract social problem rather 

than a fictionally  realized fact. Only Norris went beyond 

hints of sexual motivation to use seduction, venereal disease, 

sadism, and masochism as major elements in Tandover and
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McTeague. Norris, however, is like Garland and Crane and un­

like Moore and Maugham in his portrayal of sexual passion 

as a degrading motive; absent from the American writers' 

works is  the idea that sexual passion should be reevaluated, 

should be considered not i l l i c i t  but a healthy aspect of 

reality . Rose of Butcher's Coolly and The Pit, both of 

which contain portrayals of the new, freed woman, present 

sexual passion as a trap to be avoided, not a fulfillment 

for these women. Both Norris and Garland equate love in 

the traditional ideal sense with that which is  good. Thus 

the American works exhibit more conservative presentation 

and more conservative moral attitudes concerning sex than 

their English counterparts.

This conservatism goes beyond attitudes toward sex 

to include traditional attitudes toward morality. Garland, 

Crane, and Norris, despite their belief in new scien tific  

ideas, seldom exhibit any belief in new sc ien tific  values 

equivalent to the values inherent in A Mummer's Wife, Liza 

of Lambeth, or, more obviously. The Hero. Garland opposed 

economic and po litica l repression on traditional moral 

grounds. In Maggie Crane attacked the norm of respectability 

and, by implication, the Christian ethic, but his theme is  

limited to an attack upon these values within an environment 

which by it s  nature makes the exercise of these values an 

act of hypocrisy. The positive values, presented ironically.
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are  based not upon th e  new sc ience  but upon a b as ic  humani- 

ta r ia n ism . In G eorge's Mother th e  theme of in e v ita b le  evo lu ­

t io n  of values i s  b a re ly  p e rc e p tib le , bu t r a th e r  than  a sug­

g e s tio n  th a t  a new s e t  of values w i l l  develop, the  book 

co n ta in s a symbolic p ic tu re  of th e  fu tu re  as moral chaos. 

T ra d itio n a l values a re  again  po rtrayed  as f u t i l e  in  The 

Red Badge of Courage, and a lthough  an adm ira tion  of humani- 

ta r ia n ism  is  one of the  r e s u l t s  o f read ing  the  novel, man 

i s  p resen ted  as incapable  of adhering  to  th i s  hum anitarianism . 

N o rris ' w ritin g  ca ree r  e x h ib its  a s tru g g le  to  re c o n c ile  the 

concept of ev o lu tio n  w ith  t r a d i t io n a l  good and e v i l .  The 

view of man becomes dual: he must s t r iv e  to  be good in

the t r a d i t io n a l  sense, but i f  he f a i l s ,  i t  does no t make 

much d iffe re n c e  because ev o lu tio n ary  fo rce  i s  lead in g  to  

good re g a rd le ss  of what man does. Only Crane developed 

ideas and techniques adequate to  p ro te s t  a g a in s t cu rren t 

moral norms, and f a i l in g  to  develop any new stan d ard s  fo r  

man, he despaired  of man's c a p a b i l i ty  to  be m oral.

Another d iffe re n c e  between the e a r ly  E ng lish  n a tu r a l ­

i s t s  and n e a r -n a tu r a l is ts  and th e  American w r ite rs  working 

w ith in  the  same t r a d i t io n  i s  perhaps the  most im portan t.

The E nglish  w r ite rs  r e s t r i c t e d  the c o n f l ic t  w ith in  t h e i r  

novels to  th a t  between the  in d iv id u a l and the  s o c ia l  w orld.

In A Drama in  M uslin and Mike F le tc h e r  Moore included h in ts  

of a cosmic fo rce  approxim ately eq u iv a len t to  th a t  which
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Shaw was to  c a l l  l i f e  fo rc e , but in  both books th e  idea seems 

te n ta t iv e ,  experim ental, w ithout f i c t io n a l  and in te l l e c tu a l  

fo rc e . The more u sual lim ite d  c o n f l ic t  between th e  in d iv id u a l 

and so c ie ty  had been borrowed from the French w r i te rs ,  e s ­

p e c ia l ly  Zola; d e sp ite  th e  symbolism of Germinal and 

La T e rre , the  d e s tru c tiv e  fo rces  a re  s o c ia l ,  no t cosmic.

As noted above, th e  E nglish  w r ite rs  c rea ted  urban s e tt in g s  

o r, more in fre q u e n tly , s o c ia l ly  s tru c tu re d  r u ra l  s e t t in g s .

In c o n tra s t ,  the  th re e  American w r ite rs  in troduce  n a tu ra l  

fo rces  having no re la t io n s h ip  to  s o c ia l  p a t te rn s :  the  de­

s tr u c t iv e  storm in  Jason Edwards, the question  of the  r e l a ­

tio n sh ip  between man and the  un iverse  in  The Red Badge of 

Courage, and the theo ry  of cosmic fo rce  in  a l l  o f N o rris ' 

work. Nature becomes a com plicating  fo rce  in  the  works 

of each of th e  American w r i te r s .  In the  works of Crane and 

N o rris , n a tu re  i s  no t simply an e x te rn a l f a c t  which man must 

a d ju s t  to  but an im personal cosmic fo rce  which s h i f t s  the 

c o n f l ic t  of th e  novel from th a t  of in d iv id u a l-s o c ie ty  to  

th a t  of in d iv id u a l-n a tu ra l  fo rc e . Although th i s  new con­

f l i c t  does not rep lace  th a t  between in d iv id u a l and so c ie ty  

in  th e  novels of th ese  two w r i te rs ,  th i s  new c o n f l ic t  is  

o u ts id e  th e  c e n tr a l  n a tu r a l i s t i c  t r a d i t io n  as I  have t r i e d  

to  o u tlin e  i t .  I t  i s  the c o n f l ic t  p resen t in  H ardy 's works 

r a th e r  than  those of the French and E nglish  n a tu r a l i s t s .

This introduction of a new force by the American
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w rite rs  assumes a d d it io n a l  im portance i f  placed w ith in  the  

con tex t of the g e n e ra liz a tio n  th a t  comedy d ea ls  w ith  man's 

r e la t io n s h ip  to  s o c ia l  law and tragedy  w ith  man's r e l a t io n ­

sh ip  to  n a tu ra l  law. That G issing, Moore, and Maugham in ­

cluded elem ents of s o c ia l  s a t i r e  in  t h e i r  novels in d ic a te s  

how e a s i ly  the comic p a tte rn  became a p a r t  o f th e  fa b le  in  

which they  were working. When Crane in  The Red Badge of 

Courage and N orris  in  h is  fou r le s s  rom antic novels p o s it  

cosmic fo rces  and q u estio n  man's r e la t io n s h ip  to  th ese  

fo rc e s , they  a re  moving toward t r a g ic  questions and t r a g ic  

p a t te r n s . The p ro ta g o n is t i s  changed from th e  type of the  

p i t i f u l  in v e rte d  hero toward the man who i s  la rg e r  than  

l i f e  because he i s  fac in g  fo rces  g re a te r  than  those  which 

th e  re ad e r  i s  conscious of fa c in g . Henry Fleming i s  no t a 

t r a g ic  hero , but Magnus D errick  and C u rtis  Jadwin a re  h e ro ic , 

no t sim ply p a th e t ic .  Perhaps the  s tre n g th  of the  n a tu r a l i s ­

t i c  t r a d i t io n  in  tw en tie th -c en tu ry  America as opposed to  i t s  

r e la t iv e  weakness in  England i s  due tq  th i s  e a r ly  fu s io n  of 

n a tu r a l i s t i c  techn iques w ith  a n o n -n a tu ra l is t ic  theme which 

makes the moral q uestion  no t a r e la t iv e  one but one of the 

re la t io n s h ip  to  ab so lu te  good and e v i l .

N a tu ra l is t ic  techn iques, emanating from France to  

England and America, in te re s te d  a few w r ite rs  who considered  

th e  c u rre n t techniques of the novel in  t h e i r  own co u n tr ie s  

outmoded. Young r a d ic a ls  l ik e  Moore and Maugham were ab le
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to  fuse th ese  borrowed techniques w ith n a tiv e  m a te r ia ls .  

G issing  and Garland experim ented l ig h t ly  w ith the  new te c h ­

n iq u es. Crane and N o rris , adopting  many of the  n a tu r a l i s t i c  

tech n iq u es , borrowed what they  wanted from n a tu ra lism  but 

never became "pure" n a tu r a l i s t s .  Crane borrowed the  ob­

j e c t i v i t y  c e n tr a l  to  the  t r a d i t io n ,  but N orris remained 

s a t i s f ie d  w ith  the  s u p e r f ic ia l  sen sa tio n a lism  o f the t r a d i ­

t io n .

The use of n a tu r a l i s t i c  techniques produced few 

f i r s t - r a t e  novels during  th i s  e a r ly  period  in  England and 

A raerica--only one, in  f a c t .  The Red Badge of Courage. How­

ever, the  p roduction  of one m asterp iece  and a t  l e a s t  s ix  

novels which, a lthough  co n ta in in g  se rio u s  flaw s, n e v e rth e le ss  

r e t a in  a r t i s t i c  power a t  th e  p resen t time i s  not a bad record  

fo r  a t r a d i t io n  which had to  s tru g g le  no t only a g a in s t o ld e r 

f i c t i o n a l  t r a d i t io n s  but a lso  a c tiv e  p ub lic  d en u n c ia tio n . 

E arly  n a tu ra lism  i s  more im portan t than  the  number of good 

n a t u r a l i s t i c  novels produced. The in tro d u c tio n  of th e  new 

su b je c t m a tte r broadened the  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of the  novel.

The technique of o b je c t iv i ty ,  lead in g  to  complex iro n ic  e f ­

f e c ts ,  o ffe red  l a t e r  w r i te rs  a m ajor te c h n ic a l device w ith  

which to  experim ent. Frank N o rr is ' recommendation th a t  

Doubleday, Page and Company p u b lish  S is te r  C arrie  i s  symbolic 

of e a r ly  n a tu ra lism  in  both England and America, The o ld e r 

g en era tio n  had alm ost won the b a t t l e  fo r  freedom of s u b je c t .
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had g rop ing ly  transform ed a fo re ig n  t r a d i t io n  in to  a n a tiv e  

one, and had dem onstrated the  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f moral shock 

as a means to  a r t i s t i c  achievem ent. These e a r ly  w r ite rs  

made p o ss ib le  much of th e  v a lu ab le  a r t i s t i c  in v e s t ig a t io n  

of moral norms which i s  c e n tra l  to  th e  modern novel.
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