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THREE LIVES


Gertrude Stein (1874–1946), a writer of experimental prose, is one of the most original American Modernists. Born in Pennsylvania, she lived most of her life in Paris with her companion, Alice B. Toklas. Experimental books like Three Lives (1909), Tender Buttons (1914), and The Making of Americans (1925) established her reputation as an avant-garde stylist, and The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas made her an international celebrity. As an experimental writer she has been an inspiration to countless novelists and poets in our century, from Ernest Hemingway and Edith Sitwell in her own time to Jack Kerouac and Robert Duncan in ours.


Ann Charters is a professor of English who has taught courses in American literature for many years at the University of Connecticut. In addition to writing articles on contemporary avant-garde fiction and poetry, and editing a short story textbook, she has published full-length biographies of Jack Kerouac and (with her husband) Vladimir Mayakovsky. She most recently edited The Portable Beat Reader, The Portable Jack Kerouac, and Selected Letters of Jack Kerouac: 1940–1956.
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Introduction

Three Lives, the book that ushered in the modern period in American fiction, “marks an era in our literature,” as Malcolm Cowley and other critics have said, an era of bold experimentation with literary form and language. In its own time there was little doubt about the book’s originality. Published in 1909 at Gertrude Stein’s expense, it seemed so unconventional to the publisher that he assumed she wasn’t writing in her native language. He sent a letter to her in Paris after she returned the galleys, telling her bluntly that she ought to change “the English” of the book, warning her that “you certainly are just as anxious as we are to have this done as it will doom the book in advance to failure.”

Contrary to the publisher’s pessimistic expectations, Three Lives not only survived but also triumphed as a Modernist classic, praised by such discerning readers as Sherwood Anderson, Richard Wright, Ernest Hemingway, William Carlos Williams, and Katherine Anne Porter. If its place in our literature is secure, it is as a quirky masterpiece. A century after it was written, “the English” that troubled Stein’s publisher still startles many readers encountering the book for the first time.

In 1905, when Gertrude Stein began the stories that comprise Three Lives, she was thirty years old, living in Paris with her brother Leo on an inherited income and fearful that she did not have sufficient talent to be a writer. She began her first story in Three Lives, “The Good Anna,” as a deliberate imitation of Gustave Flaubert’s story “Un Coeur Simple” (1877), which she had originally translated into English at Leo’s suggestion as a way of improving her French. Stein had attempted at least three other works of fiction before starting “The Good Anna,” but was dissatisfied with them. Like most authors of her time, she was under the influence of realism, the literary mode that had prevailed in European and American fiction for more than a quarter of a century. In her earliest attempts she had tried with little success to emulate the conventional genteel style of Henry James, whom she considered the foremost prose stylist in English and—so she reasoned—the best writer to imitate when she decided in her late twenties to embark upon a literary career.

Stein was eager to try something new when she started “The Good Anna.” Taking Flaubert’s story as her point of departure was part of her experiment. This idea might have occurred to any beginning writer eager to make a fresh start, but the other thing that Stein set out to do was unique to her own experience. This was an attempt to put into practice certain theories about prose composition that she had conceived after being introduced to Impressionist and Post-Impressionist painters by her brother Leo. After she settled in Paris, her ideas about writing were stimulated by the excitement of being able to afford to buy canvases by artists who were then just beginning to make their reputation in France—Cézanne, Matisse, and Picasso.

Years later, in the essay Composition as Explanation, Stein stated that Cézanne was the most important influence on her approach to experimenting with prose narrative when she began “The Good Anna.” “Cézanne conceived the idea that in composition one thing was as important as another thing. Each part is as important as the whole, and that impressed me enormously…. I was obsessed by this idea of composition.”

As the biographer James R. Mellow has pointed out, Gertrude Stein began writing Three Lives while sitting under Cézanne’s painting of a “Portrait of Mme. Cézanne,” which hung in the studio of the Stein apartment at 27 rue de Fleurus on the Left Bank in Paris. In Mellow’s analysis, “What she had recognized in the Cézanne portrait was the artist’s patient and methodical technique, each carefully disposed brush stroke placed side by side until the entire surface of the canvas had been painstakingly covered evoking the portrait of a stolid-looking woman holding a fan, seated in a red armchair against a background of gray-blue wallpaper with a pattern of intertwining leaves.”

Emboldened by the example of Cézanne, in the opening pages of her first story, “The Good Anna,” Stein tried to replace conventional linear narrative with incremental blocks of description chronicling the relationships in her heroine’s life, including repetition in her descriptions and dialogue as a conscious literary device. It is this absence of dramatic plots and the extraordinary repetitions of words and phrases that often give the most trouble to new readers of Gertrude Stein’s prose.

The artist Matisse was another important influence on the way Stein wrote Three Lives. In October 1905, about the time that she began “The Good Anna,” Gertrude attended the Salon d’Automne, the Paris exhibition of new paintings that included a small room set apart for an independent group of artists led by Matisse. Shortly after she and Leo had bought Cézanne’s “Portrait of Mme. Cézanne,” they were struck with enthusiasm for another portrait of an artist’s wife, one that shocked many viewers at the autumn exhibition. This was a bold study Matisse had painted of Mme. Matisse, described by Gertrude’s friend Claribel Cone as a “canvas of a woman with a hat tilted jauntily at an angle on the top of her head—the drawing crude, the colour bizarre.” The Steins also bought this portrait and hung it in their studio near the one by Cézanne, and it might have served as the inspiration for the second narrative Gertrude created for Three Lives, her sketch of “The Gentle Lena.”

A short time later Leo bought his first painting by Pablo Picasso, a melancholy group portrait of “The Acrobat’s Family with a Monkey,” rendered in the style that would later be called Picasso’s Blue Period. At first Gertrude disliked the painting, but after Leo took her to Picasso’s studio, a friendship developed between her and the painter. She agreed to sit for her portrait, which Picasso worked on during the winter and spring of 1905–6, while she was engaged in the writing of “Melanctha.”

According to Stein’s later account, she and Picasso hit it off during the sittings in his studio when she told him amusing anecdotes about life in America. Listening to Gertrude’s descriptions, he was apparently intrigued by what sounded like the country’s exotic culture, especially its comic strips and cartoons, and its blackface minstrel show caricatures. Encouraged by Picasso’s interest in her stories, Gertrude experimented with an even more radical form of repeated sentences and repetitive phrases in her story about the black girl Melanctha. As the critic Robert Haas observed, “The result was an inner-oriented form of composition in which the traditional telling by chronological narrative was of less interest to Gertrude Stein than was the discovery of a prose style which would enable her to mirror either the speech of her characters as she perceived it, or their mental processes.”

The influence of Cézanne, Matisse, and Picasso in the formation of Gertrude Stein’s prose style is a key to understanding her radically new approach to writing in Three Lives. The example of Cézanne encouraged her to depart from the conventions of realistic fiction to make her first experiments with nonlinear narrative structure; the portrait by Matisse suggested the bold focus of the stories on the psychological portraits of individual women; and her friendship with Picasso encouraged the free expression of her heightened style of obsessive syntactical repetitions establishing the mood and the frank sexuality of “Melanctha,” the most intensely felt section of the book. Years later, using the third person in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933), Stein emphasized the importance of this story in her development as a writer:


… the end of her last year [at Johns Hopkins] was approaching. It was then that she had to take her turn in the delivering of babies and it was at that time that she noticed the negroes and the places that she afterwards used in the second of the Three Lives stories, Melanctha Herbert, the story that was the beginning of her revolutionary work.


Photographs of the walls of the studio of the Steins’ Left Bank apartment show the proliferation of canvases by avant-garde painters in Leo and Gertrude’s rapidly growing collection from 1905 to 1906, the years she wrote “The Good Anna,” “The Gentle Lena,” and “Melanctha.” The experience of meeting these gifted artists and living with their works suggests how an inexperienced writer under the influence of the genteel prose style in English and American fiction could break loose from literary conventions to create extraordinary fictional narratives that read like no one else’s writing before or after her.

In retrospect, Gertrude Stein’s unconventional background prepared her well for her emergence as an avant-garde writer in Paris in 1905 and her subsequent years of dedication to her craft. Born on February 5, 1874, in Allegheny, Pennsylvania, she was the seventh child of Daniel and Amelia Stein, German Jews whose families had emigrated to America. Before Gertrude’s first birthday, Daniel Stein took his wife and children back to Europe, where he had business contacts. For the first five years of her life, Gertrude grew up in Vienna and Paris in households with foreign nursemaids and tutors, hearing German, English, and French spoken around her.

In 1879, the family moved back to America, where Daniel Stein settled his family in a large house on ten acres of property in East Oakland, California, and began investing in real estate, street railroads, and the San Francisco Stock Exchange. With all the moving about in her early years, Gertrude grew very close to her brother Leo, who was only two years older than she. Leo took “the lead in everything,” she later remembered, and she felt a sense of security in his company: “You go everywhere and do everything while he does it all for and with you which is a pleasant way to have everything happen to you.”

Teenagers when their parents died, Gertrude and Leo were placed under the guardianship of their brother Michael. Though their father had amassed considerable debt, Michael managed the family estate so capably that within a few years he was able to provide his brothers and sisters with an inheritance of secure investments that provided incomes sufficient enough for them to live on for the rest of their lives. When Leo decided to go to Harvard College, Gertrude went east to Baltimore to stay with an aunt. After a short time she missed Leo so much she applied to Radcliffe. She was accepted as a special student and in the fall of 1893 moved to Cambridge, where she studied for the next four years.

Photographs of Gertrude as an undergraduate show a heavyset, strong-looking girl with a decided expression, handsome if not conventionally pretty. She did very well in her freshman courses in German, philosophy, economics, and history, but as a sophomore she floundered in a course in English composition given by poet and playwright William Vaughn Moody. Her prose was clumsy and careless, perhaps a result of the different languages in her background and her lack of disciplined training in high school.

Even at twenty, Gertrude was strong-minded about her writing, resisting Moody’s advice and insisting on doing things her way. She was on more solid ground in her philosophy courses, where she found a sympathetic professor whose influence remained with her all her life, the eminent Behaviorist psychologist William James. Philosophy was taught as logic, metaphysics, and psychology at Harvard in the 1890s, and Gertrude gravitated to psychology as a plant to light. She published her first paper, “Normal Motor Automatism,” written with another student, Leon Solomons, in the September 1896 issue of the Psychological Review, and a second paper of her own, “Cultivated Motor Automatism,” in the same journal two years later. Under James’s influence, she decided to go on to study medicine at Johns Hopkins in order to do advanced research on the brain. Her study of medicine lasted three years, until she broke it off in the spring of 1901, leaving Baltimore before finishing her degree.

While Gertrude was in medical school Leo came to live with her for a time. At this point in his life he was advocating that people “free themselves of all conventions,” and Gertrude was his willing disciple. She was naive enough to try to preach this doctrine to a new group of friends at Johns Hopkins. As Stein’s biographer Linda Wagner-Martin has explained, she was apparently unaware that they were familiar with same-sex relationships “through the ‘smashings’ (lesbian courtship) common at women’s colleges. When she told the circle of Smith and Bryn Mawr women that their trouble was ‘raw virginity,’ they laughed at her.”

This group of women medical students at Johns Hopkins included May Bookstaver, her lover Mabel Haynes, and other wealthy Bryn Mawr graduates, whose lesbian involvements with one another apparently surprised Stein. They found her naivete comical, which upset her. Even worse, she fell deeply in love with May Bookstaver but could not persuade her to break off her previous relationship with Mabel Haynes. Agonizing over the situation, Gertrude dropped out of medical school. Since Leo was then traveling in Europe with the idea of becoming a painter, she lived briefly in London and then in New York while she unsuccessfully tried to persuade May to leave Mabel Haynes. In a mood of depression, Gertrude began work on a novel, but after Leo found an apartment in Paris in 1903, she put it aside and went to join him, forsaking what she considered the “joylessness of America” forever. Her brother Michael, his wife Sarah, and their young son had also settled in Paris. Once reunited, the various expatriate Steins formed a close-knit family circle.

During her first years in Paris, Gertrude attempted two new book projects. First she began and finished an autobiographical novella entitled Q.E.D. that followed very closely the actual events of her unhappy relationship with May Bookstaver and Mabel Haynes. Gertrude was greatly disheartened when Leo read the manuscript and didn’t like it. Next she tried another approach to the theme of unrequited love that was obsessing her, a book later published as Fernhurst, but she abandoned the story after writing eighty-five pages. Then, in the fall of 1905, with Leo’s encouragement, she began translating Flaubert and collecting the work of the avant-garde painters, events that led her to discover the direction her writing would take for the remainder of her life.

Initially Gertrude explained that she was excited by Cézanne’s approach to painting because it seemed to her to exemplify theories of human perception she had studied at Harvard with William James, who believed that consciousness was experienced in repetitive, short incremental stages, not in logical sequences. Whatever the explanation, she was instinctively receptive to the radical aesthetic of early Modernist painting, where as the art historian Alain Sayag has said, “Subjectivity imposed itself as the only criterion by which the work could be judged, its only yardstick and its only purpose.” Unlike her previous fits-and-starts attempts at literary composition, she completed Three Lives in a few months with almost no revisions and immediately started another book. Not even Leo’s lack of enthusiasm for her writing could stop her from paying for the publication of Three Lives herself after commercial houses turned it down.

“The English” that struck Stein’s New York publisher Frederick H. Hitchcock of the Grafton Press as being so odd that he concluded she was a foreigner (he had never met her—and she did, after all, live in Paris) was a result of the deliberate effort Stein made to organize her stories as portraits like the work of the painters she admired rather than as cause and effect narratives. She originally called her book Three Histories as a tribute to Flaubert and as an attempt to differentiate them from traditional stories. At Hitchcock’s insistence she agreed to change her title to Three Lives. Since the Grafton Press was a vanity press specializing in genealogical and historical books, Hitchcock was afraid that readers familiar with his catalogue would expect factual history with Stein’s original title.

The influence of the avant-garde painters on Gertrude Stein can perhaps best be seen in the way that the opening pages of “The Good Anna” differ from Flaubert’s story “A Simple Heart.” Like Flaubert, Stein took a house servant as her heroine and began the first part of her story with an overview of the servant Anna’s relationship with her mistress, Miss Mathilda. But Stein’s narrative moves in solid blocks of description illustrating one character trait, unlike Flaubert’s fluid suggestion, in the first eight paragraphs of his tale, of the entire scope of his heroine Félicité’s life. Partly this is the result of Stein’s presentation of her material in what she regarded as the compositional manner of Cézanne. But it is also a reflection of her view of human character as static and unchanging, basically falling into one of two types, either aggressive or passive, very different from Flaubert’s more subtle view of human psychology.

In her opening sentence, Stein boldly declared the primary psychological character trait of “the good Anna,” her aggressive need to dominate relationships: “The tradesmen of Bridgepoint learned to dread the sound of ‘Miss Mathilda,’ for with that name the good Anna always conquered.” Every anecdote that followed was a different example of Anna’s need to control relationships with others in her life. Her treatment of her dogs, the other servants in Miss Mathilda’s house, and even her mistress all illustrate this personality trait. There is no suggestion of character development in the course of Anna’s life, since Stein was uninterested in showing any possibility of growth or change in her subject’s personality. As Stein said about Cézanne’s composition, “One thing was as important as another thing.” The presentation of a single character trait in blocks of repetitive episodes designed to illustrate this trait was Stein’s narrative mode in all three of her stories.

Flaubert, on the other hand, wanted to dramatize the evolution and growth of human character. He began “A Simple Heart” with a much broader reference to his heroine Féicité: “For half a century the women of Pont-l’Évêque envied Mme Aubain her maidservant Félicité.” Here, there is indirection, only a hint of the servant’s admirable qualities of lifelong devotion to service and loyalty of affection that are gradually revealed in the chronological series of events dramatizing Félicité’s story.

Flaubert had taken a maidservant as his subject in “A Simple Heart” to revere his mother’s memory after her death in the simple details of a story about domestic life and to illustrate his belief that “there are no noble subjects or ignoble subjects; from the standpoint of pure Art one might almost establish the axiom that there is no such thing as subject—style in itself being an absolute manner of seeing things.”

After Stein moved to Paris she shared Flaubert’s commitment to style as “an absolute manner of seeing things,” but she wanted to experiment further in her writing even if going her own way would limit the audience for her books. She imitated Flaubert in her choice of a humble social position for her heroines in Three Lives (two immigrant German house servants and a young independent African American), but she did not want to write stories about her characters’ self-realization. Shortly after completing Three Lives she wrote a letter to her friend Mabel Weeks in New York, somewhat uneasily explaining what she had done. “I am afraid that I can never write the great American novel. I don’t know how to sell on a margin or do anything with shorts or longs, so I have to content myself with niggers and servant girls and the foreign population generally…. Dey is very simple and very vulgar and I don’t think they will interest the great American public. I am very sad Mamie.”

Rueful at her lack of knowledge of how “society works,” even if she shared its prejudices against minorities and immigrants, Stein felt most confident about her theory of composition, using “very simple and very vulgar” characters to illustrate elementary psychological types. Unlike Flaubert and most writers of fiction, she made plot a secondary element in her narrative because she was more interested in how she presented her characters than in what they did.

About the same time that Stein was working on Three Lives, James Joyce, another expatriate author important in the history of Modernist literature, was beginning his career, writing the stories that he would later publish in Dubliners (1914). Stein’s break with the conventions of storytelling was more sweeping than Joyce’s rebellion against his predecessors, since in her first published book she broke from the tradition of realistic fiction to a far greater degree than he did in Dubliners. Her stories of uneducated, working class characters in Three Lives aren’t presented to expose the spiritual bankruptcy of contemporary society. By her own account they were invented to demonstrate theories of aesthetic composition.

After Three Lives Stein continued for the next forty years to experiment with different radical possibilities of prose narrative. In one of her later essays she said the key to understanding her books was realizing that in the process of writing Three Lives, she began composing “by ear” rather than “by eye,” not imagining pictures of what she was describing but concentrating on hearing the words she was putting down on paper, trying to achieve in prose what she called a “continuous present.” The way her “ear” dominated her choice of the language and tone of the narrative in “The Good Anna,” “The Gentle Lena,” and “Melanctha” is easily appreciated. We are in a woman’s world in Three Lives, one in which women’s voices are heard expressing their inner feelings, wishes, moods, ideas, and confusions, and above all else, earnestly advising one another the best way to live. Because plot action in the stories is virtually static, Stein depended on simple, concrete language and a carefully nuanced tone to sustain the narrative.

Shortly after finishing Three Lives, in a letter to a friend she characterized her approach as a combination of “Matisse and Swift,” Matisse for the simple, bold outlines in which she sketched her central figures, and Swift for the satiric tone of her language, a thinly veiled attempt to sabotage the reader’s stereotypical notions of the traditional female roles played by each character. Apparently Stein expected some of her readers to recognize certain characters as real people and find them amusing, as in her affectionate portrayal of her friend Etta Cone as the careless, extravagant art collector Miss Mathilda. In a larger sense Stein was depicting a world of women where men played very subservient roles. Each of her heroines was more emotionally involved in a relationship with a woman friend than with a husband or a masculine lover.

A feminist reading of the book as a literary satire, taking into account the historical and social context implied in the text, could argue that each of the three heroines exemplifies different aspects of the way society trapped underclass women at the beginning of the century in stereotypical roles so that they failed to have control over their own lives. “The Good Anna” could then be read as a sharp caricature of a housekeeper who is an indefatigably dominating caretaker, a type of mother; “The Gentle Lena” as a softer portrait of a tragically submissive wife who dies in childbirth; and “Melanctha” as an intensely felt depiction of an intelligent but uneducated and deeply dissatisfied woman outside mainstream society whose melancholy personifies the book’s epigraph, a quotation by Jules Laforgue: “Thus I am unhappy and this is neither my fault nor that of life.” One could argue that this feminist reading would be true to the point, if not the letter, of what Stein said she was doing when she wrote the book.

What is beyond argument is the consensus of most readers that “Melanctha” is the highpoint of Three Lives. Here Stein’s original prose style and the emotional content of her story are in accord, underscoring the heartfelt tug-of-war that is the struggle for dominance in Jeff and Melanctha’s painful love affair. As Stein wrote her way into this story (she placed it second after “The Good Anna” when she sent the manuscript to her publisher), she experimented more boldly with the use of repetition to emphasize the intensity of her characters’ obsessive involvements with each other’s emotional life. She also felt herself on more secure ground as a storyteller since she was reworking an episode in her own life that she had fictionalized previously in her early novel Q.E.D.

The critic Carolyn Faunce Copeland has written an analysis of Stein’s different treatment of the same story in Q.E.D. and “Melanctha,” showing how the development of Stein’s prose style enabled her to objectify her personal feelings by dramatizing the emotional suffering of the fictional characters. Stein gave her own role in the love affair to the admirable character of the young doctor Jeff; she took revenge on her faithless lover May by having her serve as the model for the creation of the moody, fickle Melanctha. Many readers unaware of the autobiographical content of the story respond to its closely observed depiction of the lovers’ heartfelt suffering by assuming that Stein had an intimate knowledge of and sympathy for African Americans.

The truth is that all of the portraits in Three Lives are based on ethnic and racial stereotypes resulting in part from Stein’s complex feelings about herself as a Jewish lesbian and in part—as her letter to Mabel Weeks shows—from the conventional social prejudices she shared with most of the people of her time. In 1905, after Leo had drawn a sketch of her, Gertrude told Etta Cone that “it looks like me, I think it looks like a nigger, he says that certainly comes to the same thing.”

The critic Barbara Will, one of the many academics who have focused on topics of race, ethnicity, sexuality, and gender in Three Lives, argues that


the racist clichés in “Melanctha” are the effect of a category crisis for Stein during these early years of authorial self-fashioning, and that what might be called her performance of “blackface” in this text is an attempt both to displace and to resolve this crisis. Stein’s crisis about Jewishness, authority, and difference could be both clarified and mediated through projection onto African-Americans, whose racialization was more relentlessly constructed by turn-of-the-century cultural discourses than even that of Jews. As the Yiddish press of the day pointed out, “blacks were in America what Jews were in Europe—the most oppressed, the most despised, and the most victimized segment of the population.”


Stein’s racism is undeniable in her description of the minor character Rose Johnson as having “the simple, promiscuous unmorality of the black people.” Yet her portraits of her major characters in Three Lives have an unmistakable authenticity because she wrote her book in standard English. She did not use the degrading stereotypical speech patterns of the illiterate stage German “Kraut” or “Dutchie,” or the blackface minstrel show “nigger” that prevailed as linguistic conventions at the turn of the century.

As the poet Lew Welch understood, the conflict between the “two opposing natures” of the fickle Melanctha and her steadfast lover Jeff is expressed by the subtly changing rhythms in their lengthy conversations. Both characters are African Americans, and in the narrative Stein explores their relationship in terms of what she considered their essential natures, not their race.


He was silent, and this struggle lay there, strong, between them. It was a struggle, sure to be going on always between them. It was a struggle that was as sure always to be going on between them, as their minds and hearts always were to have different ways of working.


When May Bookstaver read Three Lives, she hardly recognized herself in Melanctha, yet she stated that she felt as if the dialogue between Melanctha and Jeff had been taken almost verbatim from actual conversations she had with Stein while at Johns Hopkins. It was Stein’s sensitivity to language and her sympathetic view of the hardships in the lives of marginalized women in the United States that so stunned readers like Sherwood Anderson and Richard Wright that they championed her writing in the early decades of this century.

The earliest responses to the publication of Three Lives in 1909 included praise by readers who recognized the achievement of the book’s unconventional style and content. On the back of the plain buff-colored dustwrapper of the Grafton Press first edition, the publisher printed an astute comment he had solicited from a “Miss Georgiana Goddard King, Reader in English at Bryn Mawr College,” who pinpointed the originality of the author’s method:


Miss Stein has done an amazing thing. She has pushed the method of realism as far as it would go—some doubtless will say, farther yet. She has set down all the repetition and recurrence, the casting back, the weary round of those faint stirrings in the brain which we call human thought. Here are the simple, rudimentary processes of dumb, bewildered creatures; only half conscious, in two cases, and very touching. The third case is strange … emerging in the life of a young coloured girl. And in what reality! Everyone in the story is coloured, the whole world, with all its preoccupations and potentialities; the reader himself, for the time, is a coloured person too…. The patient iteration, the odd style, with all its stops and starts, like a stubborn phonograph, are a part of the incantation. The reader must take it or leave it—but always, taken or left, it remains astonishing.


This praise was repeated more cautiously in the scattering of reviews of the first edition of Three Lives in a few American periodicals such as The Kansas City Star and The Nation, though as Michael J. Hoffman says, the book reviewers were “limited in their ability to cope with Stein’s experimentation by the dominant contemporary paradigm of realism.” That Three Lives was reviewed sympathetically at all was a surprise to the publisher, who had so little faith in the book that he’d tried to bully Stein into rewriting it after she returned the galleys by sending an editor to her Paris apartment without consulting her to talk her into revising the prose style. Since she was paying for the book’s publication, she had firmly sent the young man away.

Bruce Kellner has summarized the history of the revolutionary little book of three stories that Stein first published at her own expense in 1909:


Three Lives was published by the Grafton Press, bound in navy cloth printed in gold, in an edition of 1,000 copies, 300 of which were issued in England by John Lane, the Bodley Head, six years later. John Lane reprinted the book in 1920, bound in blue printed in gold. John Rodker reprinted it in 1927, bound in blue-gray paper boards printed in black. Charles and Albert Boni published the book in America that same year, bound in white and teal cloth with a red spine printed in teal. The Modern Library first published the book in 1933, 5,000 copies in its standard bindings. New Directions began printing it in 1941, the 2,500 copies bound in red cloth printed in black and subsequent printing in blue paper boards. The Pushkin Press in England reprinted the Rodker edition in 1945, bound in red cloth printed in black. Random House began Three Lives in paperback in 1958 with a run of 10,000 and Vintage Books [and others have] kept it in paperback since. No other book in Gertrude Stein’s bibliography has undergone such a varied printing history.


When Three Lives was reprinted by New Directions, it was presented as a “new classic,” its place in American literary history secure. In the words of this sympathetic publisher, the book was “the revolutionary explosion that started the reverse trend [against conventional realism] which produced the lean, hard, accurate styles of Hemingway, Sherwood Anderson, William Carlos Williams and their countless followers. Few books have done more valuable service.” By now, Stein had worked at her writing for years and had achieved an enviable status as both a celebrated avant-garde Modernist writer and a bestselling author. Experimental books like Tender Buttons (1914) and The Making of Americans (1925) established her reputation with discerning readers, and The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933) made her a national celebrity.

Stein loved to tell the story of the time after The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas became a bestseller in America when she and her lifelong companion, Alice B. Toklas, left Paris to take their only trip back to the United States and were feted by socialites at many receptions, including a dinner party in Beverly Hills attended as she recalled by “a great many of the big vedettes of the cinema.” There she was asked how she had built her enviable reputation. Her reply was characteristically shrewd—and unconventional: “By having such a small audience. Begin with a small audience. If that small audience really believes, they make a big noise, and a big audience does not make a noise at all.”

Stein and Toklas were lionized by audiences in England and America who attended Gertrude’s lectures on her philosophy of composition, where decades after inventing her radical prose style she still enjoyed analyzing her literary methods, explaining that she didn’t tell stories like other writers but instead made Cubist portraits in words of what she called the “actual” present. Like art and music, she felt that literature should have a self-contained existence. She repeated with tireless authority that in her writing her prose created a world with its own sense of internal coherence on the page.

Stein’s commitment to theory and abstraction, and her lack of interest in “making sense” for her readers in most of her experimental writing after Three Lives, have given rise to the charge by the critic Allegra Stewart that her work “belongs to the phenomenology of mind rather than to literature.” All literature is a reflection of the mind of the writer, but Stein went farther than most in taking as her subject her own mind (as opposed to her imagination), capturing her mental “improvisations” in words that may fascinate some readers but also may exasperate or make little sense to others, depending on how much they are in sympathy with her literary methods. If Stein’s books are still controversial, as an experimental writer who never lost the courage of her convictions once she found them, she has been an inspiration to countless novelists and poets, from Ernest Hemingway to Edith Sitwell in her time to Jack Kerouac and Robert Duncan in ours. As her first successful experiment, Three Lives is the best introduction to her work.




Some Early Reviews of Three Lives (1909)


Three Lives by Gertrude Stein is a rather peculiar exposition of the art of character delineation, in which is shown the constant repetition of ideas in minds of low caliber and meager cultivation, the three lives depicted being those of three servant women, one of whom is a mulatto. The thing is novel in that it departs of traditional lines, the method of the great masters in this respect being one of summing up, or statement of ultimate and fixed condition, rather than a detailed showing of the repeated thoughts in the brain by which such conditions are arrived at. Of course, it must be admitted that such repetition does occur, even in cultivated and brilliant minds, but it is a question if the mind-working of such persons as Miss Stein has chosen could be made interesting by any process whatsoever. If she should attempt the same things with minds of a higher caliber, the result might be more entertaining.
—Washington (D.C.) Herald, December 12, 1909


These stories of the Good Anna, Melanctha, and the Gentle Lena have a quite extraordinary vitality conveyed in a most eccentric and difficult form. The half-articulated phrases follow unrelentingly the blind mental and temperamental gropings of three humble souls wittingly or unwittingly at odds with life. Whoever can adjust himself to the repetitions, false starts, and general circularity of the manner will find himself very near real people. Too near, possibly. The present writer had an uncomfortable sense of being immured with a girl wife, a spinster, and a woman who is neither, between imprisoning walls which echoed exactly all thoughts and feelings. These stories utterly lack construction and focus but give that sense of urgent life which one gets more commonly in Russian literature than elsewhere. How the Good Anna spent herself barely for everybody in reach, the Gentle Lena for the notion of motherhood, while the mulattress Melanctha perished partly of her own excess of temperament, but more from contact with a life-diminishing prig and emotionally inert surroundings, readers who are willing to pay a stiff entrance fee in patient attention may learn for themselves. From Miss Stein, if she can consent to clarify her method, much may be expected. As it is, she writes quite as a Browning escaped from the bonds of verse might wallow in fiction, only without his antiseptic whimsicality.
—The Nation, January 20, 1910


It is probable that for every reader who accepts Gertrude Stein’s first published book, Three Lives, there will be many who reject it. The broken rhythm of the prose, the commonness of the wording will probably be so repellant that the reader will not linger long enough to permit these qualities to produce their rightful effect and swing him into the imaginative understanding of the simple, mystic, humble lives of the women of whom the author writes.

It is hard to discuss the book without quoting the style, and it is impossible to quote unless whole pages be quoted. But it can be said that the slow, broken rhythm of the prose corresponds to the rhythm of the “lives” and to the reader’s rhythmic comprehension; and that by this very token it is artistically justified, crudely inartistic as it may at first seem.

The subjects of the three tales Miss Stein tells are Anna and Lena, both servants, one good, the other gentle, one always managing the people about her, the other molded passively and almost uncomprehendingly by the people around her, and finally Melanctha, a colored girl, wandering and experiencing and learning, but never well utilizing what she has learned.

Nothing could be concretely more unlike the work of Henry James than is this work of Miss Stein’s, and yet there is one most interesting relationship. James is the great master of conversation because his conversations are not patched up like mosaics out of separate people’s remarks, but are themselves living, moving “situations” which must be understood as wholes if the words are to have real meaning. And James presents us the world he knows largely through these conversations.

Now, Miss Stein has no such tense, active, intellectual world to show us as James. She presents obscure, humble, vague, flowing, undefined life; but she presents us by an analogous method. She gives us no mosaics of life bits, but the living mass as it flows. Her murmuring people are as truly shown as are James’ people who not only talk but live while they talk.

The place of such work as this is always obscure when first examined. It is certainly worth considering as a curiosity; doubtless also as an artist’s story; possibly as much more than this.
—Chicago Record Herald, January 22, 1910
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Donc je suis un malheureux et ce

n’est ni ma faute ni celle de la vie.



JULES LAFORGUE




THE GOOD ANNA






PART I

The tradesmen of Bridgepoint learned to dread the sound of “Miss Mathilda,” for with that name the good Anna always conquered.

The strictest of the one price stores found that they could give things for a little less, when the good Anna had fully said that “Miss Mathilda” could not pay so much and that she could buy it cheaper “by Lindheims.”

Lindheims was Anna’s favorite store, for there they had bargain days, when flour and sugar were sold for a quarter of a cent less for a pound, and there the heads of the departments were all her friends and always managed to give her the bargain prices, even on other days.

Anna led an arduous and troubled life.

Anna managed the whole little house for Miss Mathilda. It was a funny little house, one of a whole row of all the same kind that made a close pile like a row of dominoes that a child knocks over, for they were built along a street which at this point came down a steep hill. They were funny little houses, two stories high, with red brick fronts and long white steps.

This one little house was always very full with Miss Mathilda, an under servant, stray dogs and cats and Anna’s voice that scolded, managed, grumbled all day long.

“Sallie! can’t I leave you alone a minute but you must run to the door to see the butcher boy come down the street and there is Miss Mathilda calling for her shoes. Can I do everything while you go around always thinking about nothing at all? If I ain’t after you every minute you would be forgetting all the time, and I take all this pains, and when you come to me you was as ragged as a buzzard and as dirty as a dog. Go and find Miss Mathilda her shoes where you put them this morning.”

“Peter!”,—her voice rose higher,—“Peter!”,—Peter was the youngest and the favorite dog,—“Peter, if you don’t leave Baby alone,”—Baby was an old, blind terrier that Anna had loved for many years,—“Peter if you don’t leave Baby alone, I take a rawhide to you, you bad dog.”

The good Anna had high ideals for canine chastity and discipline. The three regular dogs, the three that always lived with Anna, Peter and old Baby, and the fluffy little Rags, who was always jumping up into the air just to show that he was happy, together with the transients, the many stray ones that Anna always kept until she found them homes, were all under strict orders never to be bad one with the other.

A sad disgrace did once happen in the family. A little transient terrier for whom Anna had found a home suddenly produced a crop of pups. The new owners were certain that this Foxy had known no dog since she was in their care. The good Anna held to it stoutly that her Peter and her Rags were guiltless, and she made her statement with so much heat that Foxy’s owners were at last convinced that these results were due to their neglect.

“You bad dog,” Anna said to Peter that night, “you bad dog.”

“Peter was the father of those pups,” the good Anna explained to Miss Mathilda, “and they look just like him too, and poor little Foxy, they were so big that she could hardly have them, but Miss Mathilda, I would never let those people know that Peter was so bad.”

Periods of evil thinking came very regularly to Peter and to Rags and to the visitors within their gates. At such times Anna would be very busy and scold hard, and then too she always took great care to seclude the bad dogs from each other whenever she had to leave the house. Sometimes just to see how good it was that she had made them, Anna would leave the room a little while and leave them all together, and then she would suddenly come back. Back would slink all the wicked-minded dogs at the sound of her hand upon the knob, and then they would sit desolate in their corners like a lot of disappointed children whose stolen sugar has been taken from them.

Innocent blind old Baby was the only one who preserved the dignity becoming in a dog.

You see that Anna led an arduous and troubled life.

The good Anna was a small, spare, german woman, at this time about forty years of age. Her face was worn, her cheeks were thin, her mouth drawn and firm, and her light blue eyes were very bright. Sometimes they were full of lightning and sometimes full of humor, but they were always sharp and clear.

Her voice was a pleasant one, when she told the histories of bad Peter and of Baby and of little Rags. Her voice was a high and piercing one when she called to the teamsters and to the other wicked men, what she wanted that should come to them, when she saw them beat a horse or kick a dog. She did not belong to any society that could stop them and she told them so most frankly, but her strained voice and her glittering eyes, and her queer piercing german english first made them afraid and then ashamed. They all knew too, that all the policemen on the beat were her friends. These always respected and obeyed Miss Annie, as they called her, and promptly attended to all of her complaints.

For five years Anna managed the little house for Miss Mathilda. In these five years there were four different under servants.

The one that came first was a pretty, cheerful irish girl. Anna took her with a doubting mind. Lizzie was an obedient, happy servant, and Anna began to have a little faith. This was not for long. The pretty, cheerful Lizzie disappeared one day without her notice and with all her baggage and returned no more.

This pretty, cheerful Lizzie was succeeded by a melancholy Molly.

Molly was born in America, of german parents. All her people had been long dead or gone away. Molly had always been alone. She was a tall, dark, sallow, thin-haired creature, and she was always troubled with a cough, and she had a bad temper, and always said ugly dreadful swear words.

Anna found all this very hard to bear, but she kept Molly a long time out of kindness. The kitchen was constantly a battle-ground. Anna scolded and Molly swore strange oaths, and then Miss Mathilda would shut her door hard to show that she could hear it all.

At last Anna had to give it up. “Please Miss Mathilda won’t you speak to Molly,” Anna said, “I can’t do a thing with her. I scold her, and she don’t seem to hear and then she swears so that she scares me. She loves you Miss Mathilda, and you scold her please once.”

“But Anna,” cried poor Miss Mathilda, “I don’t want to,” and that large, cheerful, but faint hearted woman looked all aghast at such a prospect. “But you must, please Miss Mathilda!” Anna said.

Miss Mathilda never wanted to do any scolding. “But you must please Miss Mathilda,” Anna said.

Miss Mathilda every day put off the scolding, hoping always that Anna would learn to manage Molly better. It never did get better and at last Miss Mathilda saw that the scolding simply had to be.

It was agreed between the good Anna and her Miss Mathilda that Anna should be away when Molly would be scolded. The next evening that it was Anna’s evening out, Miss Mathilda faced her task and went down into the kitchen.

Molly was sitting in the little kitchen leaning her elbows on the table. She was a tall, sallow girl, aged twenty-three, by nature slatternly and careless but trained by Anna into superficial neatness. Her drab striped cotton dress and gray black checked apron increased the length and sadness of her melancholy figure. “Oh, Lord!” groaned Miss Mathilda to herself as she approached her.

“Molly, I want to speak to you about your behaviour to Anna!”, here Molly dropped her head still lower on her arms and began to cry.

“Oh! Oh!” groaned Miss Mathilda.

“It’s all Miss Annie’s fault, all of it,” Molly said at last, in a trembling voice, “I do my best.”

“I know Anna is often hard to please,” began Miss Mathilda, with a twinge of mischief, and then she sobered herself to her task, “but you must remember, Molly, she means it for your good and she is really very kind to you.”

“I don’t want her kindness,” Molly cried, “I wish you would tell me what to do, Miss Mathilda, and then I would be all right. I hate Miss Annie.”

“This will never do Molly,” Miss Mathilda said sternly, in her deepest, firmest tones, “Anna is the head of the kitchen and you must either obey her or leave.”

“I don’t want to leave you,” whimpered melancholy Molly. “Well Molly then try and do better,” answered Miss Mathilda, keeping a good stern front, and backing quickly from the kitchen.

“Oh! Oh!” groaned Miss Mathilda, as she went back up the stairs.

Miss Mathilda’s attempt to make peace between the constantly contending women in the kitchen had no real effect. They were very soon as bitter as before.

At last it was decided that Molly was to go away. Molly went away to work in a factory in the town, and she went to live with an old woman in the slums, a very bad old woman Anna said.

Anna was never easy in her mind about the fate of Molly. Sometimes she would see or hear of her. Molly was not well, her cough was worse, and the old woman really was a bad one.

After a year of this unwholesome life, Molly was completely broken down. Anna then again took her in charge. She brought her from her work and from the woman where she lived, and put her in a hospital to stay till she was well. She found a place for her as nursemaid to a little girl out in the country, and Molly was at last established and content.

Molly had had, at first, no regular successor. In a few months it was going to be the summer and Miss Mathilda would be gone away, and old Katie would do very well to come in every day and help Anna with her work.

Old Katy was a heavy, ugly, short and rough old german woman, with a strange distorted german-english all her own. Anna was worn out now with her attempt to make the younger generation do all that it should and rough old Katy never answered back, and never wanted her own way. No scolding or abuse could make its mark on her uncouth and aged peasant hide. She said her “Yes, Miss Annie,” when an answer had to come, and that was always all that she could say.

“Old Katy is just a rough old woman, Miss Mathilda,” Anna said, “but I think I keep her here with me. She can work and she don’t give me trouble like I had with Molly all the time.”

Anna always had a humorous sense from this old Katy’s twisted peasant english, from the roughness on her tongue of buzzing s’s and from the queer ways of her brutish servile humor. Anna could not let old Katy serve at table—old Katy was too coarsely made from natural earth for that—and so Anna had all this to do herself and that she never liked, but even then this simple rough old creature was pleasanter to her than any of the upstart young.

Life went on very smoothly now in these few months before the summer came. Miss Mathilda every summer went away across the ocean to be gone for several months. When she went away this summer old Katy was so sorry, and on the day that Miss Mathilda went, old Katy cried hard for many hours. An earthy, uncouth, servile peasant creature old Katy surely was. She stood there on the white stone steps of the little red brick house, with her bony, square dull head with its thin, tanned, toughened skin and its sparse and kinky grizzled hair, and her strong, squat figure a little overmade on the right side, clothed in her blue striped cotton dress, all clean and always washed but rough and harsh to see—and she stayed there on the steps till Anna brought her in, blubbering, her apron to her face, and making queer guttural broken moans.

When Miss Mathilda early in the fall came to her house again old Katy was not there.

“I never thought old Katy would act so Miss Mathilda,” Anna said, “when she was so sorry when you went away, and I gave her full wages all the summer, but they are all alike Miss Mathilda, there isn’t one of them that’s fit to trust. You know how Katy said she liked you, Miss Mathilda, and went on about it when you went away and then she was so good and worked all right until the middle of the summer, when I got sick, and then she went away and left me all alone and took a place out in the country, where they gave her some more money. She didn’t say a word, Miss Mathilda, she just went off and left me there alone when I was sick after that awful hot summer that we had, and after all we done for her when she had no place to go, and all summer I gave her better things to eat than I had for myself. Miss Mathilda, there isn’t one of them has any sense of what’s the right way for a girl to do, not one of them.”

Old Katy was never heard from any more.

No under servant was decided upon now for several months. Many came and many went, and none of them would do. At last Anna heard of Sallie.

Sallie was the oldest girl in a family of eleven and Sallie was just sixteen years old. From Sallie down they came always littler and littler in her family, and all of them were always out at work excepting only the few littlest of them all.

Sallie was a pretty blonde and smiling german girl, and stupid and a little silly. The littler they came in her family the brighter they all were. The brightest of them all was a little girl of ten. She did a good day’s work washing dishes for a man and wife in a saloon, and she earned a fair day’s wage, and then there was one littler still. She only worked for half the day. She did the house work for a bachelor doctor. She did it all, all of the housework and received each week her eight cents for her wage. Anna was always indignant when she told that story.

“I think he ought to give her ten cents Miss Mathilda any way. Eight cents is so mean when she does all his work and she is such a bright little thing too, not stupid like our Sallie. Sallie would never learn to do a thing if I didn’t scold her all the time, but Sallie is a good girl, and I take care and she will do all right.”

Sallie was a good, obedient german child. She never answered Anna back, no more did Peter, old Baby and little Rags and so though always Anna’s voice was sharply raised in strong rebuke and worn expostulation, they were a happy family all there together in the kitchen.

Anna was a mother now to Sallie, a good incessant german mother who watched and scolded hard to keep the girl from any evil step. Sallie’s temptations and transgressions were much like those of naughty Peter and jolly little Rags, and Anna took the same way to keep all three from doing what was bad.

Sallie’s chief badness besides forgetting all the time and never washing her hands clean to serve at table, was the butcher boy.

He was an unattractive youth enough, that butcher boy. Suspicion began to close in around Sallie that she spent the evenings when Anna was away, in company with this bad boy.

“Sallie is such a pretty girl, Miss Mathilda,” Anna said, “and she is so dumb and silly, and she puts on that red waist, and she crinkles up her hair with irons so I have to laugh, and then I tell her if she only washed her hands clean it would be better than all that fixing all the time, but you can’t do a thing with the young girls nowadays Miss Mathilda. Sallie is a good girl but I got to watch her all the time.”

Suspicion closed in around Sallie more and more, that she spent Anna’s evenings out with this boy sitting in the kitchen. One early morning Anna’s voice was sharply raised.

“Sallie this ain’t the same banana that I brought home yesterday, for Miss Mathilda, for her breakfast, and you was out early in the street this morning, what was you doing there?”

“Nothing, Miss Annie, I just went out to see, that’s all and that’s the same banana, ’deed it is Miss Annie.”

“Sallie, how can you say so and after all I do for you, and Miss Mathilda is so good to you. I never brought home no bananas yesterday with specks on it like that. I know better
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