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The Modern Library has played a significant role in American cultural life for the better part of a century. The series was founded in 1917 by the publishers Boni and Liveright and eight years later acquired by Bennett Cerf and Donald Klopfer. It provided the foundation for their next publishing venture, Random House. The Modern Library has been a staple of the American book trade, providing readers with affordable hardbound editions of important works of literature and thought. For the Modern Library’s seventy-fifth anniversary, Random House redesigned the series, restoring as its emblem the running torchbearer created by Lucian Bernhard in 1925 and refurbishing jackets, bindings, and type, as well as inaugurating a new program of selecting titles. The Modern Library continues to provide the world’s best books, at the best prices. 
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SINCLAIR LEWIS

Sinclair Lewis, the first American novelist to be awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, was born on February 7, 1885. The son of a country doctor, he grew up in his birthplace of Sauk Centre, Minnesota, the prairie village that inspired many of his acerbic portrayals of American life and manners. In 1903 he entered Yale University, where he wrote for the Yale Literary Magazine. Lewis briefly interrupted his studies to live at Helicon Hall, Upton Sinclair’s abortive utopian community in New Jersey, but graduated from Yale in 1907. Afterwards he roamed the United States working as a freelance editor and journalist, eventually settling in New York City to search for employment in the publishing business. Lewis’s earliest fiction—Our Mr. Wrenn (1914), The Trail of the Hawk (1915), and The Job (1917)—seemed to announce the appearance of a new and original talent on the American literary scene. But reviewers were disappointed by his other apprentice novels, The Innocents (1917) and Free Air (1919).

The publication of Main Street in 1920 brought Lewis immediate acclaim. An extraordinary critical and commercial success, this sardonic novel about life in Gopher Prairie, Minnesota, exposed the complacency and provincialism of small towns everywhere. “What Mr. Lewis has done for myself and thousands of others is to lodge a piece of a continent in our imagination,” said E. M. Forster. “Whether he has ‘got’ the Middle West, only the Middle West can say, but he has made thousands of people all over the globe alive to its existence, and anxious for further news.”

Lewis enjoyed an even greater triumph with Babbitt (1922), a lampoon of middle-class values as championed by an archetypal businessman, the robust but pathetic George F. Babbitt. “I know of no American novel that more accurately presents the real America,” remarked H. L. Mencken. “As an old professor of Babbittry I welcome him as an almost perfect specimen. Every American city swarms with his brothers. He is America incarnate, exuberant and exquisite.” Writing in the Saturday Review, Virginia Woolf judged Babbitt to be “the equal of any novel written in English in the present century.”

Lewis won the Pulitzer Prize for Arrowsmith (1925), a best-selling exposé of the medical profession. It was regarded by many as his most mature and well-rounded picture of American society. But he refused to accept the award, claiming it was intended only for champions of wholesomeness. Lewis further enhanced his reputation as national gadfly with two more popular satires: Elmer Gantry (1927), a controversial attack on the hypocrisy of fundamentalist religion as practiced by flamboyant Bible Belt evangelists, and Dodsworth (1929), the tale of a Babbitt-like businessman abroad. “Sinclair Lewis could in one sense be considered the first American novelist,” observed Alfred Kazin, “for in his unflagging absorption of detail and his grasp of the life about him Lewis caught the tone, the speech, of the pervasive American existence.” But his other novels of the period, Mantrap (1926) and The Man Who Knew Coolidge (1928), failed to reach a wide audience.

In 1930 Lewis was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature “for his powerful and vivid art of description and his ability to use wit and humor in the creation of original characters.” In his acceptance speech titled “The American Fear of Literature,” which he delivered before the Swedish Academy in Stockholm, Lewis spoke for a whole generation of writers involved in the revolt against gentility in literature. He stated: “I had realized in reading Balzac and Dickens that it was possible to describe French and English common people as one actually saw them. But it had never occurred to me that one might without indecency write of the people of Sauk Centre, Minnesota, as one felt about them. Our fictional tradition, you see, was that all of us in Midwestern villages were altogether noble and happy; that not one of us would exchange the neighborly bliss of living on Main Street for the heathen gaudiness of New York or Paris or Stockholm. [Once] I discovered that Midwestern peasants were sometimes bewildered and hungry and vile—and heroic—I was released; I could write of life as living life.”

Critics agree that Lewis’s subsequent novels are uneven and often undistinguished. Alfred Kazin noted: “As his characters became public symbols, he came to seem more a public influence than a novelist [and] some part of Lewis’s usefulness seemed to be over.” During the 1930s he turned out Ann Vickers (1933), a flawed feminist saga; Work of Art (1934), a novel about the hotel business; and The Prodigal Parents (1938), a disappointing satire that pokes fun at the radical offspring of another Babbitt-like hero. It Can’t Happen Here (1935), his most celebrated novel of the decade, imagines a fascist takeover of America. Clifton Fadiman deemed it “one of the most important books ever produced in this country.” In addition Lewis brought out Selected Short Stories of Sinclair Lewis (1935), a collection of short fiction originally published in The Saturday Evening Post and other magazines.

In the final decade of his life Lewis managed to write six more novels. In Bethel Merriday (1940) he told the story of a stage-struck young actress, and in Gideon Planish (1943) he skewered organized philanthropy and the activities of liberal do-gooders. Cass Timberlane (1945), a bestseller about American marriage, landed Lewis on the cover of Time magazine. “The book . . . made me realize that Sinclair Lewis, in spite of his notorious faults, is one of the people in the literary field who do create interest and value,” wrote Edmund Wilson in The New Yorker. “He is, in fact, at his best—what I never quite believed before—one of the national poets.” Kingsblood Royal (1947), another bestseller, addressed the subject of race relations in the United States, and The God-Seeker (1949) formed the first part of a projected trilogy about labor intended as a history of America.

Sinclair Lewis died of heart disease in Rome on January 10, 1951, two months before the appearance of his last novel, World So Wide. From Main Street to Stockholm, a collection of his letters, was published in 1952, and The Man from Main Street, a compilation of essays and other writings, came out in 1953. “Like his master, Dickens, [Lewis] created a gallery of characters who have independent life outside the novels, with all their obvious limitations, characters that live now in the American tradition,” wrote Mark Schorer in Sinclair Lewis: An American Life (1961). “In any strict literary sense, he was not a great writer, but without his writing one cannot imagine modern American literature.”


INTRODUCTION

BY SINCLAIR LEWIS






I MUST, SAYS THE PUBLISHER OF THIS EDITION* of Main Street, write an introduction; and what, he suggests, with the blandness characteristic of all publishers urging slothful writers to their task, would I like to say about the opus? What would I like to say? Nothing whatever! To me (and I think to most writers) there is no conceivable subject so uninteresting as one’s own book, after you have finished the year of ditch-digging and bricklaying, read the proofs with the incessant irritation of realizing how much better you might have said this or that if you had had another year, then fretted over the reviews—equally over those in which you are hoisted to the elevation of world master, and those in which you are disclosed as a hypocritical illiterate.

*The Limited Editions Club published an edition of Main Street, with illustrations by Grant Wood, in 1937.

And years later, when a couple of million people have read your two-hundred-thousand-word essay on what you think of small towns, your laurels, weekly renewed, will be this letter:

“Our teacher in literature [sic] has set us a task we should each write to his favorite author please send me a signed photograph and write me by hand What do you think about small towns?”



II


Back in 1905, in America, it was almost universally known that though cities were evil and even in the farmland there were occasional men of wrath, our villages were approximately paradise. They were always made up of small white houses under large green trees; there was no poverty and no toil worth mentioning; every Sunday, sweet-tempered, silvery pastors poured forth comfort and learning; and while the banker might be a pretty doubtful dealer, he was inevitably worsted in the end by the honest yeomanry. But it was Neighborliness that was the glory of the small town. In the cities, nobody knew or cared; but back home, the Neighbors were one great big jolly family. They lent you money, without questioning, to send Ed to business college; they soothed your brow in sickness—dozens of them, twenty-four hours a day, kept charging in and soothing your brow without a moment’s cessation; and when you had nevertheless passed beyond, they sat up with your corpse and your widow. Invariably they encouraged youth to go to bigger and nobler things.

And in 1905, I returned to my own Minnesota village for vacation after my Sophomore year in Yale, and after two months of it, after two months of overhearing the villagers none too softly wonder, “Why don’t Doc Lewis make Harry get a job on a farm instead of letting him sit around readin’ and readin’ a lot of fool histories and God knows what all?” I was converted to the faith that a good deal of this Neighborliness was a fake; that villages could be as inquisitorial as an army barracks. So in the third month of vacation, fifteen years before it was published, I began to write Main Street.

But the title, then, was The Village Virus, and the chief character was not Carol Kennicott but Guy Pollock, the lawyer, whom I depicted as a learned, amiable, and ambitious young man (altogether, you see, in the image of Doc Lewis’s youngest boy, Harry) who started practice in a prairie village and spiritually starved. I must have written about twenty thousand words of that script, but I remember nothing whatever about the details, and the script is as clean gone and vanished away as the script of my first play, which was the libretto for a musical comedy called President Poodle, composed in 1911, with a zealous joy and an ignorance of the stage which I suppose rarely to have been equaled.

Then, perhaps two or three years before 1919, when the final Main Street was started, I made another effort to tackle the book, now under 
the final title. I must have endured about thirty thousand words, this time, and, preserving that script, I was later to use about ten thousand in the final book.

I felt that I wasn’t up to it yet. (Whether I was up to it in 1919, either, I must leave to critics less prejudiced.) But that this was to be the book, I was determined during the four years when, after quitting the publishing-house grind in New York, I wandered all over the United States (New York to Florida to Minnesota to Seattle to California to New Orleans to New York) making my living by writing short stories, mostly for The Saturday Evening Post. I spent a good deal of time in Midwestern villages and, though I was now free of the inquisition, having a trade that was considered nearly as choice as medicine, law, the ministry, or even manufacturing, I still felt that the ghetto-like confinement of small towns could be—not always was but so easily could be—a respectable form of hell.

The sudden sale of a Post serial called Free Air to the movies gave me the chance to take a year of freedom and write Main Street. I hastened to that ampler and pleasanter village, Washington, D. C., and in the fall of 1919 I began the thing in a furnished room, somewhere or other near the present Mayflower Hotel. I took the room as an office because my three-story residence up on Sixteenth Street was rather less stately and commodious than the description sounds. There were only six rooms in the three stories, and they were considerably too small for free, joyous, uninhibited cat-swinging.

I finished the 200,000 (maybe it was 180,000) words of Main Street on a particularly hot afternoon in early summer of 1920, and that night took the script up to Alfred Harcourt. But I had managed to do so only by working eight hours a day, seven days in most weeks, though a normal number of daily hours of creative writing is supposed to be about four. . . . I never worked so hard, and never shall work so hard, again. . . . That is, I mean, unless Comes the Revolution and I am driven from writing to real work, like bricklaying or soldiering or being a nursemaid.



III


I suppose the book has sold a lot. I haven’t the slightest notion how much, and not for years have I asked. But I do know that it is in the class of Anthony Adverse, Fannie Farmer’s Cook Book, and the lesser-selling of the contract-bridge manuals. What more could an author ask? Even when my publishers of that day first had the MS, Harcourt agreed with me that, with luck, it had a very good chance of selling 15,000 copies. The sales manager, A. H. Gehrs, went mad and believed he could palm off 25,000—given a couple of years—but Alf and I smiled and let him rave.



IV


When the sale started and my first fan letters came—letters denouncing me for having sinned against the Holy Ghost; letters thanking me for having shown up the signator’s neighbors—there appeared one on the stationery of a Salt Lake City hotel. That meant, of course, a traveling salesman, a little bored and killing time by correspondence. Opened, the manner of the letter seemed singularly distinguished, full of praise that was as discerning as it was cordial; and, looking back for the signature, I found that of a man whom I had never seen, never dreamed of seeing—John Galsworthy.



V


I have read, here and there, satisfying proof that Main Street was cribbed completely from The Spoon River Anthology. I have seen even more satisfying proof that it is a transcript of Madame Bovary. I am no critic. I wouldn’t know. I also recall happily an article—in The Saturday Evening Post, if I remember—which informed my ignorance that small towns in Europe are quite as narrow-minded as in America. True, I had myself said precisely the same thing in Main Street, years before, but it is always comforting to be corrected. Even more helpfully I remember an article—I think it was by Mr. Struthers Burt—which confided to the world that it was a tremendous joke on me that Carol wasn’t of as good stuff as her husband. As I had most painstakingly planned that she shouldn’t be—that she should be just bright enough to sniff a little but not bright enough to do anything about it—I was delighted to have Mr. Burt compliment me by indicating that he must have read my book before giving judgment on it.

It is gratifying still to be put in one’s place. How unhappy I shall be when, sitting under my Vermont fig tree, no Mr. Struthers Burt takes the trouble to put me in my place. Perhaps in that barren time, twenty years from now, I shall become so desperate that I may even be willing to write about an ancient book called Main Street.
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E. M. FORSTER



“I would like to see Gopher Prairie,” says the heroine of Mr. Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street, and her husband promptly replies: “Trust me. Here she is. Brought some snapshots down to show you.” That, in substance, is what Mr. Lewis has done himself. He has brought down some snapshots to show us and posterity. The collection is as vivid and stimulating as any writer who adopts this particular method can offer. Let us examine it; let us consider the method in general. And let us at once dismiss the notion that any fool can use a camera. Photography is a great gift, whether or not we rank it as an art. If we have not been to Gopher Prairie we cry: “So that’s it!” on seeing the snap. If we have been we either cry: “How like it!” or “How perfectly disgraceful, not the least like it!” and in all three cases our vehemence shows that we are in the presence of something alive.

I have never been to Gopher Prairie, Nautilus, Zenith, or any of their big brothers and sisters, and my exclamations throughout are those of a non-American, and worthless as a comment on the facts. Nevertheless, I persist in exclaiming, for what Mr. Lewis has done for myself and thousands of others is to lodge a piece of a continent in our imagination. America, for many of us, used to mean a very large apron, covered with a pattern of lozenges, edged by a frill, and chastely suspended by a boundary tape round the ample waist of Canada. The frill, like the tape, we visualized slightly; on the New York side it puckered up into sky-scrapers, on the farther side it was a blend of cinemas and cowboys, and more or less down the middle of the preposterous garment we discerned a pleat associated with the humour of Mark Twain. But the apron proper, the lozenges of pale pink and pale green—they meant nothing at all: they were only something through which railways went and dividends occasionally came from, and which had been arbitrarily spattered with familiar names, like a lunar landscape. As we murmured “Syracuse, Cairo, London even Macon, Memphis, Rochester, Plymouth,” the titles, so charged with meaning in their old settings, cancelled each other out in their new, and helped to make the apron more unreal. And then Sinclair Lewis strode along, developed his films, and stopped our havering. The lozenges lived. We saw that they were composed of mud, dust, grass, crops, shops, clubs, hotels, railway stations, churches, universities, etc., which were sufficiently like their familiar counterparts to be real, and sufficiently unlike them to be extremely exciting. We saw men and women who were not quite ourselves, but ourselves modified by new surroundings, and we heard them talk a language which we could usually, but not always, understand. We enjoyed at once the thrills of intimacy and discovery, and for that and much else we are grateful, and posterity will echo our gratitude. Whether he has “got” the Middle West, only the Middle West can say, but he has made thousands of people all over the globe alive to its existence, and anxious for further news. Ought a statue of him, camera in hand, to be erected in every little town? This, again, is a question for the Middle West. . . .

For all his knowingness about life, and commercially-travelled airs, Mr. Lewis is a novelist of the instinctive sort, he goes to his point direct. There is detachment, but not of the panoramic type: we are never lifted above the lozenges, Thomas Hardy fashion, to see the townlets seething beneath, never even given as wide a view as Arnold Bennett accords us of his Five Towns. It is rather the detachment of the close observer, of the man who stands half a dozen yards off his subject, or at any rate within easy speaking distance of it, and the absence of superiority and swank (which so pleasantly characterizes the books) is connected with this. Always in the same house or street as his characters, eating their foodstuffs, breathing their air, Mr. Lewis claims no special advantages; though frequently annoyed with them, he is never contemptuous, and though he can be ironic and even denunciatory, he has nothing of the aseptic awfulness of the seer. Neither for good nor evil is he lifted above his theme; he is neither a poet nor a preacher, but a fellow with a camera a few yards away. . . .

His likes and dislikes mean less to him than the quickness of his eye, and though he tends to snapshot muscular Christians when they are attacked with cramp, he would sooner snap them amid clouds of angels than not at all. His commentary on society is constant, coherent, sincere; yet the reader’s eye follows the author’s eye rather than his voice, and when Main Street is quitted it is not its narrowness, but its existence that remains as a permanent possession.

His method of book-building is unaffected and appropriate. In a sense (a very faint sense) his novels are tales of unrest. He takes a character who is not quite at ease in his or her surroundings, contrives episodes that urge this way or that, and a final issue of revolt or acquiescence. In his earlier work both character and episodes are clear-cut. . . .

Carol Kennicott, the heroine of his first important book, is a perfect medium, and also a living being. Her walks down Main Street are overwhelming; we see the houses, we see her against them, and when the dinginess breaks and Erik Valborg arises with his gallant clothes and poet’s face, we, too, are seduced, and feel that such a world might well be lost for love. Never again is Mr. Lewis to be so poignant or to arrange his simple impressions so nearly in the order of high tragedy; “I may not have fought the good fight, but I have kept the faith” are Carol’s final words, and how completely are they justified by all she has suffered and done!


From “Our Photography: Sinclair Lewis,”New York 

Herald Tribune Books, April 28, 1929                                                                                                                                                                                                                        



DOROTHY PARKER


I have been one who has for years marched under a banner inscribed “Sinclair Lewis for Pope.” I think he is of vast importance. To my mind Main Street and Babbitt are invaluable historical documents. It seems to me that Arrowsmith belongs with the few American novels that have real magnificence. And Elmer Gantry—well, they say it’s great. I never told anybody this in my life before, and please, for Heaven’s sake, don’t get it around; but I couldn’t read Elmer Gantry. I simply could not read it.


From “Mr. Lewis Lays It On with a Trowel,” The New Yorker, April 7, 1928 



H. L. MENCKEN


This Main Street I commend to your polite attention. It is, in brief, good stuff. It presents characters that are genuinely human, and not only genuinely human but also authentically American; it carries them through a series of transactions that are all interesting and plausible; it exhibits those transactions thoughtfully and acutely, in the light of the social and cultural forces underlying them; it is well written, and full of a sharp sense of comedy, and rich in observation, and competently designed. Superficially, the story of a man and his wife in a small Minnesota town, it is actually the typical story of the American family—that is, of the family in its first stage, before husband and wife have become lost in father and mother. The average American wife, I daresay, does not come quite so close to downright revolt as Carol Kennicott, but that is the only exaggeration, and we may well overlook it. Otherwise, she and her Will are triumphs of the national normalcy—she with her vague stirrings, her unintelligible yearnings, her clumsy gropings, and he with his magnificent obtuseness, his childish belief in meaningless phrases, his intellectual deafness and nearsightedness, his pathetic inability to comprehend the turmoil that goes on within her. Here is the essential tragedy of American life, and if not the tragedy, then at least the sardonic farce; the disparate cultural development of male and female, the great strangeness that lies between husband and wife when they begin to function as members of society. The men, sweating at their sordid concerns, have given the women leisure, and out of that leisure the women have fashioned disquieting discontents. To Will Kennicott, as to most other normal American males, life remains simple; do your work, care for your family, buy your Liberty Bonds, root for your home team, help to build up your lodge, venerate the flag. But to Carol it is far more complex and challenging. She has become aware of forces that her husband is wholly unable to comprehend, and that she herself can comprehend only in a dim and muddled way. The ideas of the great world press upon her, confusing her and making her uneasy. She is flustered by strange heresies, by romantic personalities, by exotic images of beauty. To Kennicott she is flighty, illogical, ungrateful for the benefits that he and God have heaped upon her. To her he is dull, narrow, ignoble.

Mr. Lewis depicts the resultant struggle with great penetration. He is far too intelligent to take sides—to turn the thing into a mere harangue against one or the other. Above all, he is too intelligent to take the side of Carol, as nine novelists out of ten would have done. He sees clearly what is too often not seen—that her superior culture is, after all, chiefly bogus—that the oafish Kennicott, in more ways than one, is actually better than she is. Her war upon his Philistinism is carried on with essentially Philistine weapons. Her dream of converting a Minnesota prairie town into a sort of Long Island suburb, with overtones of Greenwich Village and the Harvard campus, is quite as absurd as his dream of converting it into a second Minneapolis, with overtones of Gary, Ind., and Paterson, N.J. When their conflict is made concrete and dramatic by the entrance of a tertium quid, the hollowness of her whole case is at once made apparent, for this tertium quid is a Swedish trousers-presser who becomes a moving-picture actor. It seems to me that the irony here is delicate and delicious. This, then, is the end-product of the Maeterlinck complex! Needless to say, Carol lacks the courage to decamp with her Scandinavian. Instead, she descends to sheer banality. That is, she departs for Washington, becomes a war-worker, and rubs noses with the suffragettes. In the end, it goes without saying, she returns to Gopher Prairie and the hearth-stone of her Will. The fellow is at least honest. He offers her no ignominious compromise. She comes back under the old rules, and is presently nursing a baby. Thus the true idealism of the Republic, the idealism of its Chambers of Commerce, its Knights of Pythias, its Rotary Clubs and its National Defense Leagues, for which Washington froze at Valley Forge and Our Boys died at Château-Thierry—thus this genuine and unpolluted article conquers the phoney idealism of Nietzsche, Edward W. Bok, Dunsany, George Bernard Shaw, Margaret Anderson, Mrs. Margaret Sanger, Percy Mackaye and the I.W.W.

But the mere story, after all, is nothing; the virtue of the book lies in its packed and brilliant detail. It is an attempt, not to solve the American cultural problem, but simply to depict with great care a group of typical Americans. This attempt is extraordinarily successful. The figures often remain in the flat; the author is quite unable to get that poignancy into them which Dreiser manages so superbly; one seldom sees into them very deeply or feels with them very keenly. But in their externals, at all events, they are done with uncommon skill. In particular, Mr. Lewis represents their speech vividly and accurately. It would be hard to find a false note in the dialogue, and it would be impossible to exceed the verisimilitude of the various extracts from the Gopher Prairie paper, or of the sermon by a Methodist dervish in the Gopher Prairie Wesleyan cathedral, or of a speech by a boomer at a banquet of the Chamber of Commerce. Here Mr. Lewis lays on with obvious malice, but always he keeps within the bounds of probability, always his realism holds up. It is, as I have said, good stuff. I have read no more genuinely amusing novel for a long while.


From “Consolation—I—An American Novel,” The Smart Set, January, 1921



LEWIS MUMFORD


The award of the Nobel Prize to Mr. Sinclair Lewis has sent many of us back to his novels for a fresh view of them. How far was the Swedish Academy right in setting Mr. Lewis’s work ahead of Eugene O’Neill’s in the drama, Sherwood Anderson’s and Theodore Dreiser’s in the novel, Robert Frost’s and E. A. Robinson’s in poetry, Paul Elmer More’s in criticism. Putting aside for the moment a certain political bias in both the award and the chorus of European approval that has gone up in favor of it, one finds that Mr. Lewis’s novels survive a reappraisal rather better than one had expected. At the end of the decade that brought forth his major works—I exclude such trial flights as Free Air and The Job—he remains the most effective satirist our country has produced. His achievement is no small one; and it merits a closer examination.

The two decades before the appearance of Main Street had been noteworthy for a succession of purely propagandist novels, inspired by a righteous indignation over the evils of American political and economic life. Although able pens had lent themselves to this literature, including writers like Frank Norris, Robert Herrick and Upton Sinclair, the total effect upon our life had been very small. Propaganda, agitation, reform—these were mere ripples of the wind upon the complacent bosom of our national life. Even Mr. Finley Peter Dunne’s penetrating comments upon our follies and vices never quite struck home.

In 1920 Mr. Sinclair Lewis published Main Street. For the first time all the nebulous criticism and dissatisfaction, which had been accumulating over a long period, had found a voice, and what is more important, had been embodied in creatures of flesh and blood. The combat of Carol Kennicott with the stodgy, self-satisfied society of Gopher Prairie was symbolic of an underlying conflict that was going on all over the country. “Main Street,” said Mr. Lewis in a brief introduction, “is the climax of civilization. That this Ford car might stand in front of the Bon Ton Store, Hannibal invaded Rome and Erasmus wrote in Oxford cloisters.” The gossip of Main Street, the political beliefs of its bankers and grocers, the architecture of its railway station, the art of its movie palace—all this was for its inhabitants the essence of sound wisdom, the path of duty and progress.

What did Mr. Lewis show? He showed a dreary collection of hovels lined haphazardly along a shabby thoroughfare; a hard, pushing, aggressive economic life, in which the only admirable and spiritually independent figure was the town outcast, Miles Bjornstam; and upon the muddy surface of this society, like a few planks thrown desperately across the slippery ooze, a handful of wistful ignorant souls who aspired to gentleness and culture, but who were all too easily swallowed up in a vast and overpowering banality. The effectiveness of Mr. Lewis’s portrait of Main Street was due to the fact that he was not an alien in this environment; his essential foreignness consisted in his ability to see Main Street for what it was, not for what it thought it was. Was it satire or was it portraiture? Plainly it was both; and the strength of the satire was in proportion to the universal reality of the portrait.

In Main Street an American had at last written of our life with something of the intellectual rigor and critical detachment that had seemed so cruel and unjustified when it had appeared in Dickens’s Notes or in Arnold’s Civilization in the United States. Young people had grown up in this environment, suffocated, stultified, helpless, but unable to find any reason for their spiritual discomfort. Mr. Lewis released them. He challenged the comfortable traditions and sure faiths of Main Street; he set its youths to speculating “whether there may not be other faiths.” By piling up the details of this flat, commonplace, spiritually unleavened life, Mr. Lewis showed that it was humanly as monstrous as a nightmare. Main Street awoke from its sleep with the self-conscious grin of a man who realizes that he has been snoring in public. . . .

Are Mr. Lewis’s novels representative of American life? Yes—if one is careful to qualify the meanings of these words. Mr. Lewis knows his own people of the Middle West very well; he writes as though at one period or another he had believed all their platitudes and participated in their worshipful mechanical routine. He has their intense practical sense and their wistfulness; the names of exotic places can stir him, and the chief defect of his style is the result of an effort to achieve glamour. . . .

Mr. Sinclair Lewis’s satires have the value of photography, and to say this is not to disparage his achievements but to reinforce the claims of photography. His best satirical effects are obtained simply by holding in sharp focus something that actually exists, and forgetting, for the moment, all that historically or spatially enters into the object to qualify it. The art of photography is that of creative selection; it brings nothing into existence, except what is developed by the momentary act of abstraction. All the phenomena that Mr. Lewis shows are real; but, by the nature of his method, he is unable to indicate a more comprehensive reality. The sum total of America, as presented in the pages of Mr. Lewis, is less than that which a true poet, like Mr. Robinson Jeffers or Mr. Robert Frost, will indicate in a single page.

Do not be deceived—Mr. Lewis’s satiric photographs have immense value; he has pried everywhere and caught people in ridiculous postures and feeble attitudes which in their blindness they mistook for normal human grace; and all in all he has been a sanative and healthy influence during the past decade. The pursuit of his particular satiric gifts, however, has led him to neglect his larger opportunities as a novelist. By now his satire is pat; we are familiar with the technique of his merciless mimicry and we know beforehand who will be hit by it; indeed, the satire, once perceived, avoids complete dullness only because of Mr. Lewis’s skill as a creator of character. In this department, he has the immense fecundity of Dickens, with the additional advantage that he succeeds as well with thoroughly human figures, like Leora [in Arrowsmith] and Dodsworth, as with grotesques and oddities like the unforgettable Dr. Pickerbaugh [in Arrowsmith]. Were he not driven by some inner exacerbation to “get back at” the community that produced him, Mr. Lewis could give back much to it; for he has real insight and might easily create characters on a large scale who would exist in their own right, not merely as creatures in a malicious demonstration.

As satirist Mr. Lewis has demolished a good part of the scaffold of pretensions which conceals the flimsy structure of our institutions. Unfortunately, neither his critical intelligence nor his positive understanding is equal to the task of rebuilding this structure; nor is he willing to accept it as a whole, with all its virtues and defects, as Tolstoi accepted Russia, in order better to clarify its essence, its soul. The truth is that he lacks such imaginative profundity as would alter the whole centre of a person’s life, such an alteration as Melville, Dostoevski, Van Gogh are capable of making. To define Mr. Sinclair Lewis’s specific virtues is to acknowledge his limitations. He has been immersed in his milieu; he knows its dreadful human limitations; he has rebelled against them; but he has not mustered sufficient personal force or culture to overcome them in himself; the satirist, like the jailer, is the victim of his own system of punishment.

What, now, shall we say to Mr. Sinclair Lewis’s achievement of the Nobel Prize? Purely on his literary merits, he would undoubtedly be one of the six or seven names that would come to mind as candidates for this prize. But Mr. Lewis’s success in Europe has a political as well as a literary aspect. As a satirist he has created a picture of America that all but the most enlightened and perceptive Europeans carry in their heads. In crowning Mr. Lewis’s work the Swedish Academy has, in the form of a compliment, conveyed a subtle disparagement of the country they honored.

The comment of a Swedish newspaper on the award, to the effect that American writers are no longer to be regarded as “bread-hunting, sensation thirsty, uncultured Yankees,” lets the cat out of the bag; for obviously, Mr. Lewis’s novels do portray America in these terms—and this, apart from their genuine merits, accounts for his ready welcome abroad. The very fact that the committee went out of its way to cite Elmer Gantry, Mr. Lewis’s worst novel and grossest caricature, only increases one’s suspicions of the unconscious forces at work. The European notion that the country which has produced a Melville, a Hawthorne, a Whitman, an Emerson, a Thoreau, a Dickinson, a Henry Adams, a James, must find itself a little flattered to be singled out for recognition in the person of Sinclair Lewis is ignorant enough and complacent enough to be accepted as merely funny. Had the Nobel Prize gone to the writer who, in his own person and work, embodies what is most precious and significant in contemporary American literature, it would doubtless have gone to Robert Frost. One has a notion, however, that Frost’s America is a country of which the Swedish Academy has never heard.


From “The America of Sinclair Lewis,” Current History, January 1931



REBECCA WEST


Main Street was a good book. One was as glad that it attained the incredibly tremendous triumph of being an American best-seller as one might be when a thoroughly nice girl wins the Calcutta Sweepstake. But on reading Main Street one did not in the least feel as if one were dancing round a bonfire. Heat and light and exhilaration were foreign to the hour. It was a sincere, competent, informative, even occasionally passionate piece of writing, but it had not that something extra and above the logical treatment of its subject—that “peacock’s feather in the cap,” as Yeats has called it—which makes the work of art.


From “Babbitt,” The New Statesman, October 21, 1922 



SHERWOOD ANDERSON


The texture of the prose written by Mr. Lewis gives me but faint joy and I cannot escape the conviction that for some reason Lewis has himself found but little joy, either in life among us or in his own effort to channel his reactions to our life into prose. There can be no doubt that this man, with his sharp journalistic nose for news of the outer surface of our lives, has found out a lot of things about us and the way we live in our towns and cities, but I am very sure that in the life of every man, woman and child in the country there are forces at work that seem to have escaped the notice of Mr. Lewis. Mr. Ring Lardner has seen them and in his writing there is sometimes real laughter, but one has the feeling that Lewis never laughs at all, that he is in an odd way too serious about something to laugh.

For after all, even in Gopher Prairie or in Indianapolis, Indiana, boys go swimming in the creeks on summer afternoons, shadows play at evening on factory walls, old men dig angleworms and go fishing together, love comes to at least a few men and women, and everything else failing, the baseball club comes from a neighboring town and Tom Robinson gets a home run. That’s something. There is an outlook on life across which even the cry of a child, choked to death by its own mother, would be something. Life in our American towns and cities is barren enough and there are enough people saying that with the growth of industrialism it has become continually more and more ugly, but Mr. Paul Rosenfeld and Mr. Ring Lardner apparently do not find it altogether barren and ugly. For them and for a growing number of men and women in America there is something like a dawn that Mr. Lewis has apparently sensed but little, for there is so little sense of it in the texture of his prose. Reading Mr. Sinclair Lewis, one comes inevitably to the conclusion that here is a man writing who, wanting passionately to love the life about him, cannot bring himself to do so, and who, wanting perhaps to see beauty descend upon our lives like a rainstorm, has become blind to the minor beauties our lives hold.

And is it not just this sense of dreary spiritual death in the man’s work that is making it so widely read? To one who is himself afraid to live there is, I am sure, a kind of joy in seeing other men as dead. In my own feeling for the man from whose pen has come all of this prose over which there are so few lights and shades, I have come at last to sense, most of all, the man fighting terrifically and ineffectually for a thing about which he really does care. There is a kind of fighter living inside Mr. Sinclair Lewis and there is, even in this dull, unlighted prose of his, a kind of dawn coming. In the dreary ocean of this prose, islands begin to appear. In Babbitt there are moments when the people of whom he writes, with such amazing attention to the outer details of lives, begin to think and feel a little, and with the coming of life into his people a kind of nervous, hurried beauty and life flits, like a lantern carried by a night watchman past the window of a factory as one stands waiting and watching in a grim street on a night of December.


From “Four American Impressions,” The New Republic, October 11, 1922



MALCOLM COWLEY


When Sinclair Lewis died in Rome on January 10, 1951, just before his sixty-sixth birthday, he had published twenty-one novels over a period of thirty-seven years. He left behind him the corrected proofs of a twenty-second novel, World So Wide, as a sort of epilogue to his career. It is unfortunate for his reputation that World So Wide is possibly the weakest of all his books. I say “weakest,” not “worst,” because there is little in World So Wide that is actively bad in the fashion of The Prodigal Parents or in the different fashion of The Man Who Knew Coolidge. It is a pleasant and trifling story of which the chief fault is that, as a novel, it was never really written and doesn’t quite exist. . . .

Reading it I remembered a sentence in an old essay by Van Wyck Brooks, “The Literary Life in America,” published in 1921. “Our writers,” Brooks said, “all but universally lack the power of growth, the endurance that enables one to continue to produce personal work after the freshness of youth has gone.” World So Wide is an example that would seem to support Brooks’ statement, but there are writers contemporary with Lewis who could be used as arguments on the other side. Brooks himself is one of them. T. S. Eliot, Willa Cather and Eu
gene O’Neill have all shown a power of growth from one work to another.

Even Dreiser, who never learned to write better than he did in his first book, Sister Carrie, and whose later novels, except An American Tragedy, were all of them massive disappointments—even the Old Unteachable showed a sort of growth at the end and wrote the last chapter of his last novel, The Bulwark, on what was for him a completely new emotional level. He made his peace with the fathers and rounded out his story. On the other hand, Sherwood Anderson—and after him Thomas Wolfe—stood frantically still. They burst on our vision and amazed us, but then they simply kept bursting like Roman candles, with no surprises after the first pink star.

Lewis was different from any of the others and showed the power of growth for exactly eleven years of his career as a novelist. His work had the trajectory of a rocket in the sky: up, up, up, from Our Mr. Wrenn (1914) through The Job (1917) to Main Street (1920); then leveling off a little but still rising through Babbitt (1922) to its highest point in Arrowsmith (1925); then sinking, not too rapidly at first, through Elmer Gantry (1927) and Dodsworth (1929); then down, down, down, in the books of his later years. . . .

In 1920 he had a chance that American writers have seldom received. The success of Main Street not only gave him more money than he had dreamed of, but it also made him the acknowledged center of a whole galaxy of gifted writers, the leader, so to speak, of a new generation. Looking back on his career I think he deserves credit for accepting the responsibility as well as the privileges of his new situation. He didn’t write easy books after Main Street. He laid out for himself an extensive plan of work: he would invent the state of Winnemac, more typical than any real state in the Union, and in one book after another he would describe the representative activities of its inhabitants, until he had completed a wide survey of American society.

He carried the project forward in a series of four big novels, each of which must have been harder for him to write than the one that came before it. Meanwhile he acted as a sort of spokesman for his generation of American writers and took what seems to us now the right side in most of the disputes he entered. He also made a point of helping writers younger than himself. To some of them he gave money—acting as a sort of private and informal Guggenheim Foundation—while to all of them he gave their full share of praise.

It was not at all an accident that Sinclair Lewis was the first American to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature. He had done more than any other American of his time to make our literature known in Europe; and when the Swedish Academy, which awards the prize, at last decided that our literature deserved official recognition, Lewis was the writer to whom it naturally turned. In his acceptance speech, on December 12, 1930, he spoke for a whole generation of American writers and ended by saluting the younger writers who would succeed him.

That was the high point of his career, but I think we have been placing too much emphasis on the slow decline that followed. The truth is that most writers decline at some time or another. Writing is normally a hazardous profession and those who retain the power of growth from year to year are the fortunate exceptions. The real task of critics is not to explain the decline in each case, but rather to explain the height and nature of the achievement from which it started. In the case of Sinclair Lewis they still have a great deal to explain.


From “The Last Flight from Main Street,” The New York Times 

Book Review, March 25, 1951                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   



ALFRED KAZIN


[There] is a certain irony in Lewis’s career that is now impossible to miss, and one that illuminates it as a whole. Here was the bright modern satirist who wrote each of his early books as an assault on American smugness, provincialism, ignorance, and bigotry; and ended up by finding himself not an enemy, not a danger, but the folksiest and most comradely of American novelists. Here was the young rebel who had begun Main Street as his spiritual autobiography, who even wrote dashingly in his foreword that it preached “alien” doctrine and who painted that whole world of endless Main Streets where “dullness is made God”—and found that people merely chortled with delight over how well he had hit off the village butcher, the somnolent afternoons on Main Street, the hysterical Sunday-night suppers, and the genteel moneylender’s wife, with her “bleached cheeks, bleached hair, bleached voice, and a bleached manner.” . . .

In the first flush of his triumph in the twenties, when Lewis did seem to be the bad boy breaking out of school, the iconoclast who was Mencken’s companion in breaking all the traditional American commandments, it was easy enough to enjoy his satiric bitterness and regard him as a purely irreverent figure. But today, when his characters have entered so completely into the national life and his iconoclasm has become so tedious and safe, it is impossible to look back at Lewis himself without seeing how much native fellowship he brought into the novel and how deeply he has always depended on the common life he satirized. The caricature will always be there, and the ugly terror that Babbitt felt when he tried to break away for a moment from the conventional life of his society. There is indeed more significant terror of a kind in Lewis’s novels than in a writer like Faulkner or the hard-boiled novelists, for it is the terror immanent in the commonplace, the terror that arises out of the repressions, the meannesses, the hard jokes of the world Lewis had soaked into his pores. But in a larger sense his whole significance as a writer rests on just his absorption of all those commonplaces, for Lewis has seemed not merely to live on the surface of public reality, but for it. . . . Lewis has always led so mimetic an existence that his works have even come to seem an uncanny reproduction of surface reality. Not so much revelations of life as brilliant equivalents of it, his books have really given back to Americans a perfect symbolic myth, the central image of what they have believed themselves to be; and it is this which has always been the source of his raucous charm and his boisterous good-fellowship with the very people and ideas he has caricatured.

For what is it about Lewis that strikes one today but how deeply he has always enjoyed people in America? What is it but the proud gusto and pleasure behind his caricatures that have always made them so funny—and so comfortable? Only a novelist fundamentally uncritical of American life could have brought so much zest to its mechanics; only a novelist anxious not to surmount the visible scene, but to give it back brilliantly, could have presented so vivid an image of what Americans are or believe themselves to be. It was the satire that always gave Lewis’s books their design, but the life that streamed out of them impressed people most by giving them a final happy recognition. Lewis caught the vulgarity and the perpetual salesmanship. . . .


From “The New Realism: Sherwood Anderson and

Sinclair Lewis,” On Native Grounds, 1942                                                                                                                                                



CONSTANCE ROURKE


With one exception none of those definitive novelists have appeared who make an aspect of contemporary life their own and leave it with the color of their imagination upon it forever afterward.

The exception of course is Sinclair Lewis; he possesses the copious touch; and people of the present day fill his pages. Yet with all his grasp of an immediate life, Lewis remains within the older American tradition; he is primarily a fabulist. In Main Street he stresses his intention at the outset.


On a hill by the Mississippi where Chippewas had camped two generations ago, a girl stood in relief against the cornflower blue of Northern sky. She saw no Indians now; she saw flour-mills and the blinking windows of skyscrapers in Minneapolis and St. Paul. . . . A breeze which had crossed a thousand miles of wheatlands bellied her taffeta skirt in a line so graceful, so full of animation and moving beauty, that the heart of a chance watcher on the lower road tightened to wistfulness over her quality of suspended freedom. . . . The days of pioneering, of lassies in sunbonnets, and bears killed with axes in piney clearings, are deader now than Camelot; and a rebellious girl is the spirit of that bewildered empire called the American Middlewest.


Even occasional digressions from immediate circumstance in Main Street have the fabulous touch, like the wind that blows a thousand miles, or the eras of history brought to bear upon the Kennicott’s courtship. Later in the book Lewis changes his definition of the pioneer, declaring that the farmers—“those sweaty wayfarers”—whose lands surround Gopher Prairie and stretch into the farther distance, are pioneers, “for all their telephones and bank-accounts and automatic pianos and cooperative leagues.” In the end Gopher Prairie itself takes on aspects of a pioneer existence, half shaped, inarticulate, pressed against an uncertain void. Then once again the theme enlarges, and Main Street becomes a national street, its existence a pervasive American existence. . . .

The American gift for comic mimicry seems concentrated in Lewis, and his people seem to possess the unfailing native passion for the monologue: flood-gates of their talk are opened at a touch. Sights, sounds, the look of things and of people, as well as speech, are crowded against one another with tireless fluency. Nothing halts this movement in Main Street; nothing halts the cumulative intention; episode is piled on episode. The movement lengthens, and finally becomes in the large flow sagalike. The outcome is to portray the generic; the human situation steadily diminishes in force. At the beginning it is clear that the division between Carol and Kennicott is emotional, not civic: but the human circumstance is pushed aside by an urgent intention to reveal a comprehensive aspect of American life. The preoccupation is the familiar social preoccupation.

There is a sense in which Lewis may be considered the first American novelist. In his unflagging absorption of detail and his grasp of the life about him he suggests Defoe; and it may be that like Defoe in England he will prove to have opened a way for the development of the novel in America. The impact of his scrutiny lies all about; the American scene and the American character can never slide back into the undifferentiated state of an earlier view.


From “Round Up,” American Humor, 1931



MARK SCHORER


When Main Street appeared, plunging literary America into a rare and heated controversy, it seemed that nothing like it, with its shrill indictment of village life, the middle class, provincial America, had been published before. For many years popular American fiction had been picturing village life as sweet and good, the middle class as kindly when not noble, the provinces as aglow with an innocence in sharp contrast to the cruelty and corruption of the cities. In the fifty years before 1920 there had, to be sure, been exceptions—novels a good deal more critical of village life than was the rule; but the prevailing view was that of Friendship Village, and it was this view that Main Street abruptly and perhaps forever ended. . . .

[It] is quite true that even [Lewis’s] most famous novels have crass defects. He was, in the first place, the kind of writer who found it temperamentally impossible to objectify his own anxieties, the tensions of his inner life, or even to draw upon them except in the most superficial way, in his own writing, and the writer, after all, is not different from the man who contains him. Shunning the subjective, he often fell into the sentimental. Yet there are other realities than those that pertain to the subjective life. His twenty-two novels, so uneven in quality, do share in one likeness: they are a long march all directed toward a single discovery, the “reality” of America. . . . For Sinclair Lewis, America was always promises, and that was why, in 1950, he could say that he loved America but did not like it, for it was still only promises, and promises that nearly everyone else had long ago given up. Sinclair Lewis had nothing else to turn to.

Generalized, [Lewis’s America] becomes an idealization of an older America, the America of the mid-nineteenth century, an America enormous and shapeless but overflowing, like a cornucopia, with the potentialities for and the constant expression of a wide, casually human freedom, the individual life lived in honest and perhaps eccentric effort . . . , the social life lived in a spirit that first of all tolerates variety and individual difference. It was the ideal America of Thoreau, of Whitman. . . . Like Thoreau, Whitman, Twain, Lewis too could see the difference between the idealization and the actuality.

The American defection from the American potentiality for individual freedom is the large subject of Lewis’s satire. When he excoriated Americans it was because they would not be free, and he attacked all the sources by means of which they betrayed themselves into slavery: the economic system, intellectual rigidity, theological dogma, legal repression, class convention, materialism, social timidity, hypocrisy, affectation, complacency, and pomposity. These two, the individual impulse to freedom and the social impulse to restrict it, provide the bases of his plots in novel after novel.

But he was himself sentimental and a Philistine, and often these led him to settle for the very stolidity in American life that he flayed. . . . If he was the village intellectual, the village atheist, the rebel, the nonconformist crank for whom the dialect, the cracker barrel, and the false whiskers served as counterpoise to the stuffed shirt in his defense of what Lloyd Morris called “the old, free, democratic, individualistic career of the middle class,” he was at the same time the pontifical village banker, the successful manufacturer of automobiles, the conservative, the very middle of the middle. His trust in “culture” was equaled by his trust in “things.” His respect for science was certainly greater than his respect for art. Brought up in an environment that condescended to art and reverenced success, he managed, in that America, to make a success of “art.” Often and increasingly it was bad art, and the success was in many ways abrasive and self-destructive. In his novels, he loved what he lamented; in his life, he was most secure and content with the kind of people who might have been the prototypes for his own creatures.

He had other impressive qualities, among them the ability to create a gallery of characters who have independent life outside the novels, with all their obvious limitations—characters that live now in the American historical tradition. A number of them have become gigantic, archetypal figures that embody the major traits of their class. . . .

He performed a function that has nearly gone out of American fiction, and American fiction is thinner for the loss. Many American novelists today tell us about our subjective lives, and on that subject Sinclair Lewis could hardly speak at all. Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Faulkner—they all had some sense of the tragic nature of human experience that was denied to Lewis. Lyric joy, sensuous ectasy—to these, too, he was apparently a stranger. But he had a stridently comic gift of mimicry that many a more polished American writer does not have at all. And a vision of a hot and dusty hell: the American hinterland. He gave Americans their first shuddering glimpses into a frightening reality of which until he wrote they were unaware and of which he himself may also have been unaware. . . . [He] could document for an enormous audience the character of a people and a class, and, without repudiating either, criticize and laugh uproariously at both. In any strict literary sense, he was not a great writer, but without his writing one cannot imagine modern American literature. No more, without his writing, could Americans today imagine themselves. His epitaph should be: He did us good.
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MAIN STREET




This is America—a town of a few thousand, in a region of wheat and corn and dairies and little groves.

The town is, in our tale, called “Gopher Prairie, Minnesota.” But its Main Street is the continuation of Main Streets everywhere. The story would be the same in Ohio or Montana, in Kansas or Kentucky or Illinois, and not very differently would it be told Up York State or in the Carolina hills.

Main Street is the climax of civilization. That this Ford car might stand in front of the Bon Ton Store, Hannibal invaded Rome and Erasmus wrote in Oxford cloisters. What Ole Jenson the grocer says to Ezra Stowbody the banker is the new law for London, Prague, and the unprofitable isles of the sea; whatsoever Ezra does not know and sanction, that thing is heresy, worthless for knowing and wicked to consider.

Our railway station is the final aspiration of architecture. Sam Clark’s annual hardware turnover is the envy of the four counties which constitute God’s Country. In the sensitive art of the Rosebud Movie Palace there is a Message, and humor strictly moral.

Such is our comfortable tradition and sure faith. Would he not betray himself an alien cynic who should otherwise portray Main Street, or distress the citizens by speculating whether there may not be other faiths?


CHAPTER 1






On a hill by the Mississippi where Chippewas camped two generations ago, a girl stood in relief against the cornflower blue of Northern sky. She saw no Indians now; she saw flour-mills and the blinking windows of skyscrapers in Minneapolis and St. Paul. Nor was she thinking of squaws and portages, and the Yankee fur-traders whose shadows were all about her. She was meditating upon walnut fudge, the plays of Brieux, the reasons why heels run over, and the fact that the chemistry instructor had stared at the new coiffure which concealed her ears.

A breeze which had crossed a thousand miles of wheatlands bellied her taffeta skirt in a line so graceful, so full of animation and moving beauty, that the heart of a chance watcher on the lower road tightened to wistfulness over her quality of suspended freedom. She lifted her arms, she leaned back against the wind, her skirt dipped and flared, a lock blew wild. A girl on a hilltop; credulous, plastic, young; drinking the air as she longed to drink life. The eternal aching comedy of expectant youth.

It is Carol Milford, fleeing for an hour from Blodgett College.

The days of pioneering, of lassies in sunbonnets, and bears killed with axes in piney clearings, are deader now than Camelot; and a rebellious girl is the spirit of that bewildered empire called the American Middlewest.



II


Blodgett College is on the edge of Minneapolis. It is a bulwark of sound religion. It is still combating the recent heresies of Voltaire, Darwin, and Robert Ingersoll. Pious families in Minnesota, Iowa, Wisconsin, the Dakotas send their children thither, and Blodgett protects them from the wickedness of the universities. But it secretes friendly girls, young men who sing, and one lady instructress who really likes Milton and Carlyle. So the four years which Carol spent at Blodgett were not altogether wasted. The smallness of the school, the fewness of rivals, permitted her to experiment with her perilous versatility. She played tennis, gave chafing-dish parties, took a graduate seminar in the drama, went “twosing,” and joined half a dozen societies for the practise of the arts or the tense stalking of a thing called General Culture.

In her class there were two or three prettier girls but none more eager. She was noticeable equally in the classroom grind and at dances, though out of the three hundred students of Blodgett, scores recited more accurately and dozens Bostoned more smoothly. Every cell of her body was alive—thin wrists, quince-blossom skin, ingénue eyes, black hair.

The other girls in her dormitory marveled at the slightness of her body when they saw her in sheer negligée, or darting out wet from a shower-bath. She seemed then but half as large as they had supposed; a fragile child who must be cloaked with understanding kindness. “Psychic,” the girls whispered, and “spiritual.” Yet so radioactive were her nerves, so adventurous her trust in rather vaguely conceived sweetness and light, that she was more energetic than any of the hulking young women who, with calves bulging in heavy-ribbed woolen stockings beneath decorous blue serge bloomers, thuddingly galloped across the floor of the “gym” in practice for the Blodgett Ladies’ Basket-Ball Team.

Even when she was tired her dark eyes were observant. She did not yet know the immense ability of the world to be casually cruel and proudly dull, but if she should ever learn those dismaying powers, her eyes would never become sullen or heavy or rheumily amorous.

For all her enthusiasms, for all the fondness and the “crushes” which she inspired, Carol’s acquaintances were shy of her. When she was most ardently singing hymns or planning deviltry she yet seemed gently aloof and critical. She was credulous, perhaps; a born heroworshipper; yet she did question and examine unceasingly. Whatever she might become she would never be static.

Her versatility ensnared her. By turns she hoped to discover that she had an unusual voice, a talent for the piano, the ability to act, to write, to manage organizations. Always she was disappointed, but always she effervesced anew—over the Student Volunteers, who intended to become missionaries, over painting scenery for the dramatic club, over soliciting advertisements for the college magazine.

She was on the peak that Sunday afternoon when she played in chapel. Out of the dusk her violin took up the organ theme, and the candle-light revealed her in a straight golden frock, her arm arched to the bow, her lips serious. Every man fell in love then with religion and Carol.

Throughout Senior year she anxiously related all her experiments and partial successes to a career. Daily, on the library steps or in the hall of the Main Building, the co-eds talked of “What shall we do when we finish college?” Even the girls who knew that they were going to be married pretended to be considering important business positions; even they who knew that they would have to work hinted about fabulous suitors. As for Carol, she was an orphan; her only near relative was a vanilla-flavored sister married to an optician in St. Paul. She had used most of the money from her father’s estate. She was not in love—that is, not often, nor ever long at a time. She would earn her living.

But how she was to earn it, how she was to conquer the world—almost entirely for the world’s own good—she did not see. Most of the girls who were not betrothed meant to be teachers. Of these there were two sorts: careless young women who admitted that they intended to leave the “beastly classroom and grubby children” the minute they had a chance to marry; and studious, sometimes bulbous-browed and pop-eyed maidens who at class prayer-meetings requested God to “guide their feet along the paths of greatest usefulness.” Neither sort tempted Carol. The former seemed insincere (a favorite word of hers at this era). The earnest virgins were, she fancied, as likely to do harm as to do good by their faith in the value of parsing Caesar.

At various times during Senior year Carol finally decided upon studying law, writing motion-pictures scenarios, professional nursing, and marrying an unidentified hero.

Then she found a hobby in sociology.

The sociology instructor was new. He was married, and therefore taboo, but he had come from Boston, he had lived among poets and socialists and Jews
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