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CHAPTER I

BIOGRAPHY

Wi l l i am Dean Howells (March 1, 1837 -- Ma y 11, 1920),

novelist, leader of American let ters for the quart er -century

ending in 1920, was born at Mar t i n ' s Ferry , Belmont County,

Ohio. His ancestry was mixed, a Wel sh ingredient predomina­

ting strongly on his father's side a nd Penn syl vania German on

his mother's. An English gre at -gr a ndmot her sobered t he Wel sh

ferment; a n Irish gr a ndf ather (mother' s father) a erated the

Teutonic phlegm. The Wel sh ancestors made clocks and watches .

To that land, as visitors and immi grants, the watch -makers

gradually followed their pr oduct , and in a new world , not alwa ys

generous to merit, they wandered, ve ntured, and lost money for

two unquiet generat i ons . The novelist' s f at her, Wi l l i am Cooper

Howells, was a migr at or y, ill-paid, anti-slave r y j ournalist in

Ohio , and had little to share wi th h is cher ished second son

but a scant dole of bread, high pr inciple , a buoyant and indom­

itable humor, and a liking and capacity f or l et ter s. He was a

~uak er who turned Swedenborgi an . In 1831 h e ma r r i ed Mar y Dean,

a woman in whom r esided an Irish warmth of heart and who needed

all her German birthright of t hrift an d patience to rear eight

children on t he thousand dollars, more or 1 ess , whi ch was Ohio 's

rat ing of t he yea r ly value of an e di tor' s s ervi ces t o the

commonwealth.

At the age of ni ne t he boy Wi ll i am was setting type in his

1



2

father's pr int i ng offic e; for y ea r s the family pr of i t ed by his

skill. Meanwhi l e , he gave hi s leis ure to a strenuous and

passionate self-discipline in lett ers. From t he start he

wished to write; he re ad d evoutly and imitated his diyinities

with a n ardor which is t ouchingly re f l e c t e d in III Literary

Passions (1895 ). Thi s dou ble d ili genc e , mechanical in t he

printing-office, enthusiastic in the study , had much to do wi th

the steadiness and abundance of the over flow f rom hi s ma t ur e r

pen.

Office, study, and a little r ecreation cut down the time

for school, and the slightness of hi s formal schooling would

have made eminence i n literat ure i mpo s s i ble t o any less self­

reliant a nd self-sustain ing temper . The man who was to decline

honorary degr ees from six uni ver s it i es, i ncluding Oxford , and to

reject offers of pr ofessor ships i n l i t er at ur e from Yale, Harvard ,

and John Hopkins , a ttended n either universi ty nor hi gh school ;

he went t o common school when he could and received a little help

in foreign tongues from i nexper t or desultory tutors . I n boyhood

he studied Latin, German, Spani sh ; in manhood he knew some French ,

and acquired efficiency, if not pr of iciency , i n Italian . Tech­

nically, he mastered no language, and he ma s t er ed no literature ,

not even Engl i sh , in the scholar's exacti ng sense ; but hi s a s s i ­

mi l at i ons in the f i elds wer e exte nsive and g enui ne , and , curiously

enough, the flexi bilit y i n whi ch th e self-taught man is normally

def i ci ent became almos t the c har a c t eris tic pr op er ty of hi s mind .

Howel l s pas sed hi s boyhood in var ious Ohi o towns , artin ' s

Ferry, Hami l t on , Dayton, Ash tabula , J efferson , and Columbus .
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In t he l ast name d t own, betwee n 1856 and 1861 , he was r epor t er,

exchange editor, an d editorial wr iter on the Ohio State Journal,

and t wo happy winter s in this per iod when opport uni t y, both

social and literary, was f re shest , became in his grateful retro­

spect the h eyday of h i s life. At twenty-two he published , in

association with J ohn J. Piatt , Poems of Two Friends (1860), a

volume which the publ i c wi th great unanimity declined to buy;

but t he maj es t i c At lant i c Mont hl y published five of his poems

in one year , and a trip to New England in 1 860 brought him into

personal contact wi th Lowell, Fields , Emerson , Holmes , and Haw­

thorne, t he high society i n which his maturity was destined to

rejoice.

A life of Lincoln , which he compiled in the summer of 1860

from s upplied mat er ial s , f ound a market in the West , and the

gr a t ef ul Pr esident named the a uthor for the con sul at e in Venice .

The Confederate privateers , who s e maneuvers in that seaport

Howells was expected to outwit, forbore t o s how themselves, and

he devoted four year s (1 861-65 ) t o obser vat i on of the people -­

embodied in the agreeable a nd valua bl e Venet ian Life (1866) - -

and to a study of the l anguage and literature which later found

in Mode r n Italian Poets (1887 ) a slend e r , but discriminating,

outlet. Mar r i age and the birth o f his first child enriched the

spot with indestruc tible a ss ociat i ons . On December 24, 1862, he

was married to Eleanor Gertrud e Mea d , a woman whom he had loved

in Columbus, and i n whom, throughout a union of forty-seven years ,

he found a hi gh , literary consc ienc e that s e cond ed and fortified
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his own.

Returning to America in 1865, Howells raced brierly, and

r or the only time in his lire, the stringencies or the baf'f'Led

seeker ror the i mperatively needed j ob . The ordeal ended with

his appointment to the stafr or the New York Nat i on under
\

E.L. Godkin, and his delight in this 'wor k imparted a tinge or

sacrLr Io e to his acceptance a rew months later or t he sub-

editorship or the .Atlantic Mont hl y under J ames T. Fi el ds , the

Boston publisher, at a salary or rirty dollars a week . Hi s

connection wi th thi s periodical, t hen still in the rirst v i gor

or its youth and the rirst war mth or i t s i deal s , l a st ed r i r teen

years (1866-81 ); in July, 1871, he became editor-in-chier. In

Cambridge, where he dwelt ror years, he round himse l r pa r t or

a social lire "•••• so refine d, so intelligent, so gracefully

simple •••• " that he doubt ed if t he wor L d coul d show its equal.

By this time, the prol i fic s tream of hi s novels and his

allegedly unique form of criticism had stamped h i m a s America ' s

man of letters. Young writers loo ked up to h im fo r i nspiration

and guidance, while the pUblic suspended i ts jUdgment upo n

literary works until t he good Dean nodded h i s a ppro val or disap­

proval.

Howells' later life wa s uneventful • . For abo ut six months

(l891-2) he edited the Cosmopolitan magazi ne . Gi ft s of academi c

degrees and . offers of academic posts were frequent. He was t he

first president of the American .Academy 0 f Arts and Letter s,

serving in that ofrice until his death. He died quietly and un­

obtrusively at his home in New York on Ma y 11, 1920.



CHAPTER II

THE CRITICAL PRINCIPLES OF WILLIAM DEAN HO~~LLS

In the year 1891 the critical opinions of t he awesome and

celebrated Wi l l i am Dean Howells were collected; t he y were sift ed

for superfluous material and then assumed the f orm of a small

book entitled Criticism and Fi c t i on . l The publ i cat i on of this

work was very much l ike t he explosion of a bomb in a reading

room, and the reverberation has not ye t di e d out. Th i s l i terar y

battle for realism was now placed before the steady ga ze of the

American public and while the intensity of the conf lict gained in

momentum, its most powerful adherent remai ned stol id and impa ssive

to all criticism that did not ai d in the advanc ement of his mos t

cherished doctrine.

Howel l s wa s looked upon and even, you mi ght easily s ay ,

regarded himself as a sort of pr ophet to the i nhabi t an t s of late

nineteenth century Amer i ca . \Vhen the fastid ious character of t he

Dean be gan to gain pr ominence, he invei ghed l OUdly and fiercely

against those authors who a t that time wer e r eigning upon the

throne of popularity. The y offered an utt er ly distorted a nd mi s -

represented view of life because, instead of maki ng l i fe it self

the norm and model for their artistic end eavor s, they chos e t o

imitate the literary wor- ks of the masters .

The present state of literature is t hat wr i t er s ar e
taught to compare what they see wi t h what t he y read,

1. Wi l l i am Dean Howel l s , Criticism and Fi ct i on.

5
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not with the things that they have observed and
known, but with the things that some other a r t i st
or writer has done. I f t hey have themselves t he
artistic impulse in any direct ion, they ar e taught
to form themselves, not upon life, but upon the mas ­
ters who became ma st er s onl y by f ormi ng t hems elves
upon life. The seeds of death are planted in them,
and t~ey can p roduce only the s t ill-bor n, the a cad­
emic.

Howel l s expressed a fervent hope t ha t the day would be near

at hand when each new ar tist v..ould be consi dered , not i n pr opo r t i on

to any other artist, but in relation t o human nat ure -- the norm

and criterion of liter at ure should be t r uth , not a cademic and

roman t i c false hood.

The salvation and sa cre d re putat i on of literature, he averred,

can only lie i n the accepta nce of th i s doctrine of realism. "Real -

ism is that type of l iterat ure which is t r ue to the mot i ves , the

impulses, the pr inciples that shape the life of actual men and

women. ,,3 Thi s theory bore no traces of original Lt y , but it had

never before universally chara cterized lit er ar y endeavor .

In life, the realist f inds not hing insignificant; all
tells for de s t i ny and char a ct e r ; nothing that God has
made is contemptible. He cannot look upon human life
and declare this thing or t hat thing unworthy of no t ice ,
any mor e than t he scientist can d eclare a fact of t he
material world beneath the digni t y of hi s inquiry. He
feels in every nerve the equali t y of things and the
unity of men; his soul is exalted , not by vain shows and
shadows and ideals, but by realit ies, in which alone the
truth lives. In criticism i t is his busine s s t o break
the images of false g ods and mi sshapen heroes, to take
away the poor, sill y tO Y$ tha t many grown peop l e would
still like to play with. 4

2. Ibid., pp . 197.
3. IbId. , p. 241.
4. IbId., p . 201.
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Let fiction cease to lie ab out life; let it por t ray
men and women as they are, actuated by t he moti ves
and the passions in the mea s ur e we all lmow; l e t i t
leave off painting dolls and wo r king t hem by spr ings
and wires; let it s how t he different i ntere sts in
their true proportion; let it forbear t o prea ch
pride and reven ge, folly and insanity , egotism and
prejudice, but frankly own t hese f or what they ar e ,
in whatever figures and occasions they appear; let it
not put on fine literary airs; let it speak th e dia­
lect, the language of unaffec ted peopl e everywher e -­
and there can be no doubt of an unl i mited f utur e , not
only of delightfulness, but of usefulne s s for i t. 5

Mr . Howells' plea and protest was straight f orward and

plain-spoken. The novelist should deal t rut hf ully with his material ,

which is human life in all its breadt h and in all i t s d ept h. He

should not sophistica te it n or s hould he in anywise attempt to

idealize it. He is to be a wi t ness s wor n to t ell the truth, the

whole truth, and nothing but the truth. "The obj ect of a novel

should be to c harm t hrough a faithful representation of human

actions and human pass i ons, and to c r eate by this fidelity to

nature a beautiful wor k. ,,6 The novelist should deal with the mean

of human life and not with t he except i onal , t he abnormal, the

monstrous, or else he wi l l surel y violat e just proportion and

present but a distorted vi sion of th e world as it really is . Above

all, he will set up no false ideals of self-sa cri f i ce, of heroism ,

of strength, of passion; for who is t h e novel ist, that he shall

presume to i mprove upon human nature a s it is?

The novelist mus t beware of begetting supersen sitive ideals

of life whi ch falsify t he simpler a nd saner i deal s. He must

5. Ibid., p . 244.
6. Ibid., p. 233.
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refrain from t he wi l d , t he visionary, t he exaggerated , t he

freakish. He must deal wit h man a s he sees h im , and with woman

as he sees her, observi ng carefull y, wi th what ever i nsight an d

imagination he may have , a nd t hen recording fa i t hfully the thin gs

of good report .a nd t he things of evil repo r t.

Al though Howell s unintentionally pr epared t he way for the

onslaught of naturalism in t his country, he was not in strict

conformity with the exercise of its pr incipl e s in the United Stat e s .

At the same time, however, h e held t hat i ts principl es mi ght be

an actual and true portrayal of life i n t he majo r pa rt of the con­

tinent. "No literature", he says, "can l i ve long wi thout j oy

not because of its mi s t aken aesthetics, however , but be cau se no

civilization can live long without joy. The exp r e s s i on of French

literature wi ll change when French life changes; and French natur ­

alism is better at its worst than French unnatural ism at i ts best . ,,7

Hi s opposition to Amer i can naturali sm wa s ascribed to its

being a distorted and per ver t ed view of Ame r i can life; it ten ded t o

make the sordid and the ugly the whol e of life. Nat ural ism thus was

in direct opposit ion to his "divine aver age " vi ew. Howel ls was

under the impr es s i on t hat the ugly and the s o rdid held an i nfinit ­

esimal place in Amer i can l ife and any suc h d isp lay of the se forces

was a rare exception and not a commo nplac e occurence . The Amer i can

spirit breathed a heal t hf ul and opt imistic air , i ts pulse steadily

beating with vigor a nd youthf ul co nfidence.

7. Ibid., p. 222.
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The guilty intrigue, t he betrayal , the extreme fl irt ­
ation, even, is the exc epti onal thing in life , and ,
unless the scheme of t he story necessarily involved
it, it would be ba d art t o br ing i t in and as bad 8
t aste a s to i ntrod uc e s uch topics in a mixed company .

Another maj o r r ea s on why na tur al i s t i c literature should not

infiltrate t he p ure American a i r is because the majorit y of

fiction readers in America are young women and the novelist mus t

refrain from s hoc ki ng and corrupting the morals of these young

ladies .

It could say very justly t hat t h e novel in our civi liz­
at ion now always addr e ss es a mixed company , and that the
vast majority of the company are l a d i es, and that ver y
many, if not most , of t hese l adi es are young girl s . If
the novel were wr i t t en for men and for married women
alone , as in continental Europ e , i t might be altogether
different . But t he s impl e f ac t i s that it i s not written
for t hem alone among us, a nd it i s a question of writing,
under cover of our universal a cceptance , things for young
gi r l s t o read whi ch you would be put out-of-door s for
s aying to t he m, or of frankl y giving notice of your inten­
t i on s , and so cutting you r s elf of f from the pleasure -­
and it i s a ver y h igh and sweet one -- of appealing to
t hese vivid, responsive intelligen ces, which are none the
less brilliant and admirabl e be cause they are innocent . 9

Particularly irritating to the Dean was the naturalistic

portrayal of sex -- a ver y tender and de l i c at e subject with hi m.

In r ebut t a l to criticism concerning his lack of passion, he declares :

Mos t of these crit ics who d emand passion would seem to
have no conception of any pa s s i on but one . Yet there
are several other pass i ons : t he pass ion of grief , the
passion of a varice, the pa ss i o n of pity , the passion
of ambi t i on , the passion of hate , the passion of envy ,
the pass i on of devot i on , the pa ssion of friendship ;
and all t hese ha ve a grea t er part in the drama of life
than t he passion o f love . And inf i ni t e l y greater than
t he pa ss i on of guil ty love. Who can deny that fiction
would be i ncomparabl y s tronger, incomparably truer , if

8 . Ibid ., pp . 262-263 .
9 . Ibid., p . 263.
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once it coul d t ear off' t he hab i t whi ch enslave s it t o
t he ceLe or-at.Lon chiefl y of a s Ln g.Le pa ss i on L'1 on e
~ha s e or anot h er , an d c ould frankl y ded i cate i t s e l f
t o t he s ervi ce of a l l the pa s s ions , a l l t he i nt ere s t s ,
al l the f acts .1 0

The ref ore Howel l s i mplies t ha t sex wi t h i t s pr obl ems should

be recognized and por t r ayed be cause i t forms an i mportant par t i n

life . But it shoul d not be por t r ayed as to for m the whol e of l ife

be ca use t his woul d be a distor t ion of t he t r uth . Sex should be

dealt wi t h by t he ar t i s t i n t he propor tion as i t af f e c t s t he

average man and woma n .

Art and Mor al i t y

Howe l l s ' pre cept s as to art an d mor a l i t y wer e f irm an d

unwaver i ng throughout his life . One mus t under sta nd hi s c onc ep-

tion of t he mor al nature of t he no vel i n order t o under s t and the

man h i ms el f .

The di ctum "-Art f or ar t 's sak e" i s abstrac t l y pos s i bl e , but ,

since we ar e h uman be ings compo s ed of pa s s i on s and emotions , i t is

not concr e t e l y pos s i bl e . Bea ut y i s truth, truth be aut y . Goo d

ar t , in shor t , i s good mor a l i t y . Howel l s is wi l l i ng enough to

concede t he possi bi l i ty of an unmoral a i m, t ha t an ar t is t ma y cr eate

solely wi t h an eye f or beauty , bu t t hat beaut y can eve r be t he s ol e

effect of hi s crea tion is incon ce i vable . ~ oral i t y pen e t r a t e s a l l

t hings ; it is t he soul of al l thi ngs . Bea uty ma y clot he i t on , wh e­

t her i t i s f alse moral i t y and an evil soul , or whe ther it i s true and

a good soul . I n t he on e ca s e t he beaut y wi l l corrup t , and i n t he

other it wi l l edif y , and i n either ca s e it wi l l i nf allibly and

10 . I bi d ., p . 266 .
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inevitably have an ethical effect , now light, now grave , according

as the thing is light or gr ave . A representat ion of lif e is

bound to be, in effect, a criticism of life a nd an artis t cannot ,

by invoking an old and .st i l l hazy abstraction such a s be~uty ,

escape his moral responsibility.

The light of civiliza t ion has alrea dy broken even upon
the novel, and no conscientious man can now se t about
painting an image of life without perpetual quest ion
of the verity of his wo r k , and without f ee l ing bound
to distinguish so clearly that no reade r of hi s may be
misled, between what is right and what i s wrong , what
is noble and what is base, what is heal th and what is
perdition, in the actions and t he characters h e por ­
trays.ll

vVhen Howells wa s ·t en yea r s of age , he read and was i nef f abl y

impressed wi th that classic ma s t erpi ece Don gu i xot e by the cele­

brated Spaniard Cervant e s . The s tern fact that novels enveloped

in falsehood could produce evil and i mmea sur a ble harm i n its

readers dee ply affected his tender sensibilit i es, s o much so t ha t

it remained a lasting feature of his theory of real i sm.

I n h i s own day , he pe rceive d that the majority of novels

proceeded from t he germs of lit er os ity and falsehood . Hi s obser­

ving eye clearly singled out t he e vils these works of a r t produced .

The serious reading of such f alsehood

be got such high- s t r ung and supersensi t ive ideas of life
that plain industry and pl odd i ng per severance are des­
pised. And mat t er - of -fact povert y or everyday , common ­
pl a ce distress meet s wi th no s ympat hy, if indeed noti ced
at all by one who ha s wep t over the imposs i bly a ccumu­
lated sUfferings of so me ga Udy hero or heroine . 1 2

Howells' opinion is that t hese novels exer t a poisonous an d

11. Ibid.,pp. 240-241.
12. Ibid., p. 239.
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lethargic effect upon the character of the reader. Falsehood drugs

his intellect and renders him unfit for acting. They owe t heir

origin to fancy; they live in the realm of the imagination; th ey

die in the fetters of falsehood. Thus, as is readily seen, t hese

novels are in direct opposition to the realistic doctrine of

Howells.

These novels exert their principal and mos t degradi ng influence

upon the characters of young men and women . They por t ray t o young ,

formative minds an utter misrepresentation of the actual world and

so render them unfit to meet and co mbat t he real pr obl ems of l i fe .

Since these people do not possess a clear oonception of life, thes e

novels only aid further in deranging t hat t r ue pi ot u r e whioh is s o

neoessary for them to s ecure , It must be borne in mind t hat t he

principal harm from these novels procee ds f r om the f act -- not

that they are malevolent, but that they ar e idle lies abou t human

nature and an utter distortion of a corr ec t pe r spect i ve of values

which is essential for a young per son starting out on t he r oad of

life~

Howells believes that the gaudy or stock her o and he r oine

have accomplished more harm by setting up a false ideal of h er oi sm

and goodness in the minds of young and susceptible peopl e than

any other specific evil.

That heroine long taught by example, if not pr ecept ,
that love, or the passion or fancy she mi st ook for it,
was t he chief interest 0 l' life, which is re ally co n­
cerned with a great many other things; t hat it wa s
lasting in the way she knew it; that it wa s wor t hy of
every sacrifice, and was altogether a f iner t hing than
prudence, obedience, reason; that love alone was gl or ­
ious and beautiful, and these were mean and ugly -in
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comparison with it. 13

The gaudy hero, too, was enjoying a wave of tremendous popu­

larity in Amer i ca . He was wor sh ipp ed and i deal ized by millions of

immature Amer i cans .

Wi t h him too love was and i s the great affair , whether
in its old romant ic phas e of ch i valr ous achievement or
manifold suffering for l ove ' s sake , or i n its more
recent development of t he virile, the bull ying , and
the brutal, or its still mor e r ecent agoni es of self­
sacrifice are as i dle and useless as the moral exper­
ience of the insane a sylums . With hi s vain postur ­
ings and his ridiculous splendor he .is really a painted
barbarian, t he pr ey of hi s passions and his delus ions ,
full of obsolete ideals and the motives and ethics of
a savage. 14

The issue now resolves itsel f into the question of what con-

stitutes moral i t y and i mmorali t y in Howells' conception. Does

he·possess a tangi ble norm of morality by which a work of art can

be jUdged for its moral ity and i mmor al i t y?

ThrOUghout his cr i tical p rinciples , the pervading thought is

that man h imself is the norm of morality . Man , he implies, is

composed of a higher and lower nature; his primitive nature must

be subservient to his hi gher rati ona l nature . Now, if a novel

flatters the pa s s i ons at the expens e of the principles or the

rational nature of man, it may not i ns t ant l y kill, but it does

po i son and deaden t he so ul. "Those novels, however, which insid­

iously portray a w~rld wher e the sins of the flesh are unvisited

by penalties (Whether thes e penalties be swift or slow, but inex­

orably sure) i n th e real world are compos ed of deadly poison. More

cunningly and surel y t han al l t ypes of novels, these do kill. ,,15

13. Ibid., p . 239.
14. IbId., p. 240.
15. Ibid., p. 239.
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The Gothic t ype of novel with i ts turn f or the marvelous ,

the strange, t he med i e val d id not stai n t he soul sod eeply a s

these latter novels . But ins ofar a s th ey pr es ent an ariel portrait

of supposed realism, "t he y lull our jUdgments , coddle our sensib­

iIi ties, and pa mp er our gross appe t ites" .16 Th e i r most harmful

effect lies in their being innutritio us and clogg ing the soul with

unwholesome vapors of all k i nds . Insofar a s they do t his , they

weaken our moral character and make us indiff e rent and unprepared

to realistically face the wo r l d and i t s man i f ol d problems .

Po s s e s s e d of an over -scrupulous ethical t empe ramen t , he

looked upon the artist's obl.L ga t.Lons an d r esp onsibilities to the

pUblic through exaggerated and i mpai r e d gla s s e s . Hi s role of

literary high - priest was to cleanse the souls of hi s aud i ence by

leading them closer t o g oodne s s and t ruth , no t to sacrifice them

upon the altar of romantic fa l sehood .

The author can no longer e xp e c t t o be rec eived on t he
gr oun d of ente rtainment only; h e a ssumes a hi gher f unc­
tion, something like t hat of a physic ian or a priest ,
and they expect h im t o be bou nd by l aws a s s ou nd as
those of suc h p r of e s s ions ; t hey hold him solemnly pl edged
not to betra y t h em or a buse the i r confide nce . I t is t h e
solemn dut y of the author to d i stingui sh between what is
right and what is wrong ; wh a t ,i s base and what is noble ,
so as to leave no lingering strain of doubt in the r ea d­
er's mi nd . 17

The vocat ion of t he a rt i st is a ve r y hi gh and elevat ed one ;

he mus t be fait hful t o hi s ar t b y look i n g upon natur e , closely

observing it, and by repor t i ng r esi di ng i deas whi ch are i nvisible

to the ordinar y eye. He sees beauty and poe t ry in every ex ist ing

state of reali t y; h e s hould not en d ea vor to a dd anythi ng , t o t urn

16 . Ibid., p . 23 9 .
17. Ibid., p . 266 .
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it, tw i st it, or restrict it, but only faithfully report it .

Since nature has en dowed him wi th the prec i ou s gift of discover ­

ing ideas in t hings, hi s wo rk wi l l be beautiful i f he pa int s

these as t he y appear.

Novel

Literary critics are of the f irm convic t i on that Howel l s I

highest and mst suitable f orm of li ter a r y e xpr ession was t he

novel . Judging by hi s prolif i c output of the se nar ratives , the r e

i s no doubt t hat Howell s hims elf cons i d er ed it the mos t ap t vehicles

for his artistic expression.

This Amer i can novelist commen ced wr iting a t a time when the

qual i t y of t he novel wa s at a v e r y low e bb ; the h i s t orical romance

was riding the wa ve of its hi ghest popularity , and t he American

pUbl i c sent ~ e ager and hungr y cries for more of t hese quest ion-

a bl e pr oduct s .

In strongly a t ta cking the contemporar y tas t e in literat ure ,

he i nveighed agains t t hose author s who r e l y upon eff e ct i sm to sell

their books . "Effectism is th e i t ch of awaking at all co st in the

reader vivid and violent e motions, which is supposed to do c r edi t

to the invention and original it y of t h e writer . 1118 Howel l s skill­

fully poi nt ed . out t hat it was a very s i mpl e mat t er to arous e

emotions, but a far more di f f i cult feat a nd one wor thy of highe r

artistic mer i t t o arouse the int el l ect and henc e make men know each

other bett er ,

Men a r e mor e like t ha n unlike one another ; l et us make
t hem know one another better , t hat t hey may be all

18 . Ibid ., p . 225 .
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humbled and strengthened with a sense of t heir frat­
ernity. Neither arts, nor letters, nor sciences,
except as they somehow, clearly or obscurely, tend
to make the race better and kinder , are to be re­
garded as serious interests; t he y are all lower t han
t he rudest crafts that feed and hous e and clot he, for
except they do this office t he y are i dl e ; and they
cannot do this except from and through t he trut h. 19

He bitterly renounced t hose novels whi ch were impr egnated

with action, and whi ch offered a complica ted pl ot as a cr i ter i on

of artistic merit.

There are many p er s on s who suppose that th e highest
proof an artist can g i ve of his fantasy is the i nven­
tion of a complicated plot, spiced with pe r i l s , sur­
prises, and suspenses, and that an ything el se is the
sign of a poor and tepid imagina tion. The power of
the author to dazzle with strange incident s , to en­
tertain with complicated plots and impossible char­
acters, now belongs to some hundr ed of writ er s in
Europe; while there are not much above a dozen who
know how to interest wi t h t he or di nar y events of
life - - and by the por t r ayal of char a ct ers purely
human. 20

These qual i t i e s in a nov el ar e glaring signs of weakne ss ,

for the author seizes upon the most unusual aspects of life and ,

at the same time, clothes fa l s ehood in a garb of glamor. These

novels fail to produce an y profound impres sion upon man; they

reveal no great truth conc erning life; and they offer no glimpse

into this great moral battle i n which i t is the fat e of every

mortal to participate. The y play upon the minor chor ds of l ife ,

and play upon t hem a s if the y were t he major on es; t h i s requires

little skill, but does produce financial re turns.

This type of novel will pass wi t h t he seasons of the year;

its only fate wi l l be to fade in~o oblivion. The essential t e s t

19. Ibid., pp . 282-283.
20. Ibid., p. 225.
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of a novel, a truly great novel , i s that i t b e human , and the

only mann er in whi ch t his quality of humann es s can be achieved is

that t he author st udy humanity . The sensational -- war , rape,

mur der , etc. -- are not the l e gitimat e constituents of a gr ea t

novel. Rather a novel of this rank is composed ~f t he small , ap ­

parently insignificant and f requently unobserved events of human

life. Vfua t subject is mor e suitable than the greatest of God 's

creatures -- man?

The true novelist embraces the common; he sits at the
feet of the f amiliar and t he low. The fooli sh man
wonders at the unusual, but t he wise man at the usual.
Today always looks mean to the thoughtless , but t oday
is a k i ng in disguise ••• bank s and tariffs, the news­
paper , Met ho dism and Unitar ianism are flat and dull
to dull people, but r est on t h e same foundations of
wonder a s t he town of Tr oy and the temple of Del pho s . 21

Howel l s ' conceptio n of pl ot was qu i t e distinct from the

char ac terization of pl ot t o whi ch America at that time had habit ­

uated herself. He sta ted that human character is t he novelist's

pr ope r f i el d and an y cont r i vi ng of pl ot s was to be discouraged as

false and mech an i ca l . Character s must make out t he plot . Every

event, barring chance and a cc ident , must gr ow out of human char ­

acter -- plot cannot characterize.

He assiduously followed t he ar t istic method of Turgeniev ,

who began h i s stories by s ketching t h e bio graphy of each p er sona ge ,

formulating a s completely a s p os s ibl e the t astes, ha bi t s , and

traits of each. Thoroughly f ami liar with his gr oup of imaginary

p eopl e , Turgeniev n eeded only to b ring them to gether into some

relationship wher e they would p roceed to act out the drama for

themselves.

21. Ibid., p . 232.
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The realist, Howe l l s would s a y, wr i tes ~rom the beginning

forward and never f r om th e ending backwar d. Wr i t i ng from the

ending backward is, of course , pr ecisely what Stevenson and Poe

recommended in their celebrated essays on the method of composition.

Howells frowne d upon young America 's clamor for action

within t he pages of he r novel s. To him this demand i mprinted the

stigma of i mmatur i t y and puerility upon his native land 's uncouth

soul. Throughout his works he hammered home a gain and again the

fact that the i nner l ile , which should be the humanist's chief

concern, is checked and ceased to operate- in the p r es ence o~

catastrophe, i ns ofar as d i saster p r oduc es any e r re ct wha t ever ,

He further maintained that great changes in character are rare

and isolated phenomena, an d that when they do occur, they are

obscure i n t heir caus e s and gradual in their operation.

The interior s t at e of the s oul was How el l s ' pr i n ci pa l con­

cern. To him t he beaut i ful motive is mor e signi~icant than the

beautiful deed, the vicious motive more terri~ying than the vicious

crime. The lesson he t eaches i s that what people do is of infin-

i tely less importance than what they are .

There is no conven tional conclusion to a novel , save that

the essential keynote of it s termination is t he faithfulness of

the a ut hor to him sel f a nd hi s characters . This ~aith~ulness will

keep the e ye s of t he a u thor ~ ocussed upon human nature and will

serve as a safeguar d fr om t he t emptat i on or contriving pl ea s i ng

and mechanical concl usi on s .

I cannot hold him to less account than this : he must
be true to what life has taught me is the t ruth, and
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after that he may let any fate betide his peopl e ; the
novel ends well that ends f ai thfully. 22

Henry James and Howells wer e a t one in their s ophistica t i on,

realizing that a conclusion may be wh olly spiri tual. This is

illustrated in the authentic p eac e of Si las Lapham.

Objectivity, detachment , a n d self-oblit er a tion provide a

hinge for hi s entire doc trine of r eali sm. As they swing, so swings

his doctrine. To Howells' mind the slightest infri ng ement or

viola tion of these quali ties a mounted to d irect l i terary blas-

phemy, At the same time, however , he averred that this do e s not

mean that realism is mere phot ography, for these qual iti es do not

deprive the novelist of his power of jUdgment .

In order to illustrat e what is meant by the violation of

this doctrine, he p a rt i cula rly s ingled out Dickens , Thackeray,

and Fielding and proceeded to bu rn them at the stake before the

eyes of his amazed reader s. He s t a t ed that these writers' ult -

imate purpose wa s to present a r ealistic portrayal of nature,

but they miserably f ailed when they i n f us ed their own p ersonal­

ities into their wor k s . Thus , in v iolat i n g this fundamental

tenet of realism, they co mmitt ed l i terary suicide.

Comments and judgments like tho se of Thackera y, sometimes

valued as expressions of t he a uthor ' s per sonali ty, have no longer

a place in representative art. A dramatist , Howells went so far

as to say in a passage that brought him much notoriety , could

scarcely commit a more grievous ar tistic s in should he s prin g

22. Ibid., p. 234.
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upon the boards dur ing t he presentat ion of his play and explain

the action to t he aUdience and blame h is characters pUblicly for

their misdeeds.

Si n ce , theref or e , this do ctrine of realism drew its strength

from an effective external cont rol, the personal wea po ns of satire

and sentimentali sm were l ooke d upon with extreme disfavor .

As a c oncret e illustr ation o f h is critical principle s, he

singled out his i deal no vel , Don Q.uixote, by Cervantes . It

profoundly impr e s s ed him as a boy and still more so a s a man .

I believe t hat its free and simple design, where event
follows event w i t h out the fettering control of intrigue
but wh er e all gr ows naturally out of character and con­
ditions, is t he supreme form of fiction . 23

In his ex tensive r e v iew of the English novel, the two

volumes of Heroines of Fi ction , h e finds it" to have arrived at

a perfection beyond whi ch it has n ever gon e . Geor ge Eliot he

pronounces the great e s t t alent after Jane Austen, one wi t h whom

it is useless to c ompar e a n y of her contemporaries except Hawthorne,

o r any who came after except Thoma s Hardy .

His attitude towar d continental fiction ranged from intense

admira tion t o cold d i sgust . Exuberant praise was expressed for

the Russian novel, whi l e an attitude of revulsion was extended

toward the naturalistic novel of Franc e . Howells, throughout the

long span of h i s 1 ife , a lwa ys r e t a i n ed a feeling of strong admir ­

ation for Span i sh fict ion. I n fighting romanticism, hevt ook his

weapons from t heir cr i t i cs , Palacio Valdes and Emilia Pardo-Bozou .

23. Wi l l i am Dean Howe ll s , Mz Literary Passions, p . 21 .
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Howells is regarded by a ll students o f l it erary history

as an outstanding advocate of a n Ame r i can I i te rature ; h is pl e a was ·

for a literature Ame r i can i n sp i rit as well a s i n dialect . In

reply to Matthew Arnold who o bserved an identity of English and

Ame r ican literatur e, Howell s declared that a definite d i s t i n c t i on

must be drawn between t hese two li t er a t ur es. The f ree and opti -

mi s t i c Amer i can spirit must fo rm i t s soul; the dialect mus t be

~er i c an , not Engl i sh.

For our novelists to try t o write Ame r i c anl y from
any moti ve would be a di smal err o r, but being born
Amer i cans , I would have t hem use Americani sms
wherever these serve t heir turn ; when their char ­
acters s peak, I should like t o hear t hem s peak true
American, wi t h all t h e var yi n g Tennesseean , Phi l a ­
delphian, Bostonian, an d New York accents . I f we
bother our se l v es t o write what the cr i t i c s imagin e
to be ' English', we shall be p r iggi s h and a rtifi ­
cial, and still mor e so i f we make our Ame r i cans
tal k English. 24

In conformity wi th his American spirit, Howel l s advocated

the eradication of t he a ristocratic s p i r i t i n the arts and the

formulation of a pur e demo c r a t i c creed .

Pas t Ii t er a tur e has bee n stamped with a n art ificial ly

aristocratic a i r -- its ' app eal , sa ys Howells , had been t o t h e

select few. The p riinary cause fo r this limi ted r a nge o f reader s

rested i n t he f a ct t h a t the majority of t he Amer i can p eopl e were

uneducated a nd pos s e s s ed no leisure time to re ad litera ture . Now,

howe ver , t he d emocrat ic struct u re of the Am er i can gov er nmen t

offered educatio nal opportunit i es for all; the re adin g p ubl i c now

had enormously i ncreased.

24. Wi l l iam Dean Howell s , Cr iticism and Fi c t i on , pp . 256-257.
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It 1 s now t he s olemn duty of' the write r not to write f'or the

select f'e w, but f' or t he a verage man. The writer also takes upon

himself' the dut y o f' ma.king men aware of' their likeness to each

other a nd making t h em see and app r eciate the beauty in t he world.

I n a democrac y, "Art f'or art 's sake" no longe r possesses

any meani ng . No a rt can exist f' or itself' , but must take on this

duty of' p r omoting goo dness and f'rate rni ty among the members of' a

democracy. If' it f'ails in attaining this end , it is not worthy of'

the name of' art.

Al though the f'ierce a ttack that was launched against Howells '

critical p r i n c i p l es was echo e d throughout -the literary world , it

was ultimatel y p roved to be f'oolish and immature . Literary

authorities and critics mad e t he f'atal mistake of' hailing his

critical pr i n c i p l es as a novel and uni que critical f'onnulation .

Not hi ng could be f'u r ther r emov e d f'rom the truth .

If' we care to loo k at these critical p r i ncip l e s with an

i mpartial e ye of' critic i sm, i t will readily be p e r c e i v ed t hat

f'undamentally al l t ha t Howel l s did was to voice a demand t hat

art, especiall y the a r t of' f' ic t i on , should d ea l wi t h lif'e simp l y,

naturally, and honestly. This i s not novel , this is not revolu­

tionary, but, on t he contrary, it has been the watch cry of'

critics of' ever y gen eration in e very century.



CHAPTER III

THE NOVEL

Howells' sojourn in sophisticated Italy and the i mposing

fact of being a Wes t er ner in cultural Bost on ma de him ve ry s e nsi­

tive in regard to class distinctions. It was only natur al that ,

when he began to undertake t he novel a s a f orm of arti s t ic ex­

pression, he first chose such f amiliar material a s socia l i ne quali­

ties, class di stinctions, and t he mo r es of society a s suitabl e

topics.

He looked upon t hese condi t i on s with disdain and so selected

the comedy of manners in novelist ic for m a s t h e mo st apt vehicle

of expression of them to t he Ameri can p ubl i c .

The co medy of mann er s f l o ur i shes only in the mi d st of decor ­

ous, highly artificial societies where social conduct i s presumed

to conform to a standard of good taste set up by its inhabitants .

Fashion, instead of conscience and re li gi on, dictates the rules

of morality. Its pu rpo s e is to p9rtray vividly and concretely the

thoughts and actions of t his supercil i ous soc iety a nd strongly

satirize it by evoking laughter a nd pity in the reader wh en he

sees its artificial mores, i ts shallown ess, its haUghtiness , its

debauchery.

In the pol i t el y Victorian circle about Boston and Amer i can

expatriates abroad, Howells d i s cov er e d a s ociet y admirably suited

to treatment in the comedy of manne r s . Here t he i ndividual's

23
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conduct was subject to a dual control; that exercised by t he

New England conscience, whose vagaries continually interested and

sometimes amazed the West er n- bor n Howell s and that exe rci sed by

bourgeoise Victorian standards of respectability.

Their Weddi ng Journey, ! Chan ce Acquainta nce, A For e gone

Conclusion, The Lady of the Aroos t ook, and ! Fear f ul Respons i bility

form his comedies. In this thes i s , however ~ because of the

limited nature of the topic, we will consider only two: A Chance

Acquaintance and The Lady of t he Ar oostook.

! Chance Acquaintance broaches a theme which was ver y dear

to Howells, the rise of love between persons of di sparate social

castes. The story concerns t he love arfair ofa self- reliant,

intelligent gi r l from the Mi d-West with an aristocratic Bostonian

who considers breeding a nd mann er s t he ess ence of love . Her sin­

cerity and simple understanding a nd his artificial manners and

airs clash.

The story is set in mo t ion by an e xceedi ngl y commonplace and

lifelike incident of travel. Mi ss Ki tty, the heroine , inadver­

tently takes the arm of Mr . Mi l es Arbuton, the 'aristocratic pro­

tagonist, and the embarassing episode which ens ue s is made very

naturally to pr epar e t he way to a delightful steamboat acquain­

tanceship. This acquaintanceship finall y merges into love . The

man thus won, hes i t a t es to introduce hi s betrothed to some fash­

ionable acquaintances, and the g i r l with equal spir i t and good

sense rescinds the engagement.

The La dy of the Aroo stoo k

The Lady of the Aroostook presents t he t he me of A Chance
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Acquaintance i n the opposition between passion and class , with

an original setting and a reversed out come. It s heroine, Lydia

Blood, is a New England edit ion of Kitty Ellison. Her f unction

i s i dent ical ~ith Kitty's , to r epresent the true gentility of

democrac y as opposed t o the snobbery of a superficially European­

ized society. The sharpes t s hot i s delivered in h avi ng her or ig­

inality and her f i ner i nstinct s appreciated i n a society wi t h mor e

conventions than i t could possibly know what to do wi th o He seeks

to have Lydia Blood pr ov e herself a lady in a situation so unlady­

like as to harrow t he s oul s of anglicized Bostonians . Accor di ngl y

he get s he r, after it ha s been arranged that s he shall be sent to

her aunt i n Venice, a board the freighter Ar oos t ook , where it is

discovered that she i s the only woman on bo ard and is maki ng the

voyage wi th t hree men pas s enger s , not to speak of the crew. Two

young gent l emen , Mr . Staniford and Mr . Dunham, are shocked at the

situation, but a t last they be gin to pity the gi r l . They gi ve

the matter a most exha us tive analysis, debating ways and means of

keeping their fellow pas sengers unconscious of the anomaly of her

position and utterly unabl e to do the one possible t hing, accept

the situation• .

Mr . Staniford, th e haughty , aristocratic Bos to ni an t ype,thinks

himself much superior to t he New Bradford schoolmistress and so

evades her, but gradual ly Howel ls l et s us know by i ncidents that

he possesses a hear t . He p er ceives the good and simple qual i t i es

of Lydia's nature and f alls i n l ove with h er . He follows her to

Venice where Howell s s killfully br i ngs out the contrast between

Lydia's gent l e democratic nature and t he aristocratic, superficial,
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Europ ean i ze d mi nd . In t h i s novel, Howel l s declares that l ove

is a leveling f or ce of all cl a s s e s when Lyd ia and Staniford

contract the ma t rimon i a l bond .

Q,ualities

These two novel s are per f ect illus t r at i on s of Howel l s '

technique an d concep t i on of t he comedy of mann er s . Hi s f avori te

theme in t he se novels i s his con cern wi t h the affairs of t he

heart, ' his trick of ill uminat i ng t he feminine mind and contrast ­

ing the sexes, hi s occ upatio n wit h th e question of social dis­

tinctions , his sturdy na t i onal i sm, t he cas t e s p i r i t in conflict

with the leveling for ce of love.

His handl i ng of t he love theme i n th ese novels is done wi th

a very reserved a nd restra i ne d han d . The stupidity of his l overs,

which make s it a l l but impossible for t hem t o know that th ey are

in love, is owi ng to no l a ck of pa ss i on on thei r par t , but t o an

uncontrollable aver s i on on the par t of t heir author to the notion

of love at first sight . Love and passion do not exist i n t he .

principal char acters, only intellectual a nd moral interest .

All interest in t hese no vels center s i n t he i nterio r sta t e;

very little action is pr esent . The her oes and he r o ine s s pend

mos t of t heir time pr obi ng into eac h other 's souls . Conversat i on

is t he medium t he a uthor chi efl y stresses a nd its mat ter centers

around t hose t op i cs which were chiefly i nt er es t ing to a Bos t on i an

of that day -- a rt , mus i c , literature , soc ial doctrines , tra vel ,etc .

It is t he almost unanimous op i nlon of cri t i cs t hat t he se

novels in re gar d t o form and c ons t r uc t i on a lmo s t app roa ch a state

of per f ect i on . Bea uty of dialogue and scene r y ar e among its chief
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assets.

Ethical Novels

If Wi l l iam Dean Howel ls ' name i s to be engraved upon t he

tablets of i mmo rtality, hi s cla i m will rest upon the mer i t of

his four ethical novels: The Ri s e of Silas Lapham, ~ Moder n

Instance, ! Hazar d of New Fortun es , and The Landlord at Lion 's

Head.

I n these novels and i n these alone, he called for t h the

full power of his genius and c onsc i ous l y i mi tated t he method of

the Russian novelist -- Tur gen iev . He now dealt wi t h that which

Homer, Sophocles, Shakspeare , Chaucer , and al l the immortal masters

had attempted to delineate -- human charac t e r . The fulf i l lment

of Howells' passion was directed to a por t r a ya l o f human nature in

all its varied aspects. We s hall deal wi th th e success he achieved

in the next chapter.

The Rise of Silas Lapham.

The Rise of Si las Lapham is a Bostonian no ve l . A Boston

family of the strict Brahmi nical type , the Coreys , find t hemsel ve s

under obligations f or h elp i n a painful emer genc y to the Laphams ,

a family of crude manners, mushroom wealth, and ster ling virtue .

The Laphams, pricked to s ocial ambition by the new a cquaintanceship ,

build a house on t he Back Ba y. The contr ast of t he t wo social

worlds is amusingl y depicted i n th e chapters t ha t record t heir

intercourse; and t he elder Lapham allows hims el f t o b ecome i ntoxi ­

cated at a dinner to whi ch h e and his family have been sel f -sacri ­

ficingly invited by t he Cor eys . Mean whi l e , Tom Cor ey , only so n of

the distinguished f amily, has obtaine d a place i n t he mineral paint
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establishment of Silas Lapham and has s een somet hi ng i nf orma l l y

of t he two Lapham girls , the el der of whom , Penelope , is inter­

esting, whi l e her younger sister I rene i s dazzlingiy beautiful .

The young man makes l ove to the e l der gi r l , but so unobtrusively

that h e is suppo sed by both fami l i es and by both gi r l s t o be

making love to the ot her . He propo ses t o Penelope; she r efus e s

in remorse and d i smay ; I r ene is momentarily furious , the Lapham

family is thrown into consterna tion; and the Corey fami ly ,

recoiling from any bond with the Laphams, i s st i l l fur ther dis­

tre ssed by the discovery that the choice has fallen on the plai ner

and less valued gi r l . . The ques t i on wh ether a g i r l may decently

marry t he man she loves i f t he ant i cipation of t wo families had

pr evi ously bestowed him on a consenting sister is argued extendedly

and gravel y and de jectedly by t he lover an d t he g i r l and the gir l s '

par ent s and t he Uni t ar i a n minister and t he Uni t er i an minis t e r ' s

wife. The end i s marr Lage , Meanwhi l e t he new Lapham hous e burns

to the ground, whi l e the Lapham f ort une of which i t was the bright

particular sign, crumble s to nothin gness. Safety is offered

through dishonesty; but char a cter fi nall y t r i umphs over interest

and Silas Lapham carries his pover ty and his self-respect to a

last asylum in his country home .

A Moder n Instance.

The shattering of marriage against t he undisciplined wi l l s of

the participants -- the demand for cha r a ct er in ma r r i age -- is

the theme of this story.

!:=. Moder n Instance is the story 0 f an unfo rtunat e marriage ,

which is wr ecked by t he husband's desertion and finally ends in
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. divorce. Out of half a dozen planes on whi ch t he story might

have been pitched, from cynical comedy to romantic sentimentalit y,

Howells chose that of a sincere interest in human nature and i n

the solutions of moral problems. The impetuous, passionate Mar c i a

Gaylord, her self-indulgent husband, Bartley Hubbar d ; h er father ,

the rugged . old Squire; her unconfessed lover, Ben Hall eck , are

all drawn with great vividness and life-like reality.

In the talk of these people, quest i ons of ethics, such a s

the soc ial f unction of the press, come up qui t e naturally for

discussion. Of these questions the topic of divorce is natural ly

the chief. Because of. hi s love for Marc i a , Halleck is a ppropri­

ately made the spokesman for greater freedom in divorce; h is

friends Atherton, on the other hand, is made t he spokesman for

the most rigid ideals regarding the sanctity of ma r r i age . And

it is Atherton who is voic ing the opinions of Howel l s .

A Hazard of New Fortunes.

The measure of Howells' characters in the novel is to be

taken not so much by their actions upon ea ch ot her as by their

response tot he spectacle of class warfare , a nd mor e specif i ca l l y

to a traction strike similar to t he one Howel l s had observed i n

New York. The characters are so chosen a s to repres ent a wi de

variety of attitudes toward industrialism. Ther e is t he ri ch

old Pennsylvania Dutch oilman, Dryfoos, whose philo sophy is that

business is a matter of the survival of the fit t e s t . The re is

the radical socialist, Lindau , w~o is roort a l ly wounded i n a

picketing brawl. There are Conrad Dr yf oos and Margaret Vance who

forego the luxury of their homes for social service i n the t ene -
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ments. There is the temperamental artist, Angus Beaton, who

thinks of the strike only as an inconvenience to his comfo r t ; the

newspaperman, Fulkerson, who en joys the e xcitement with t he gusto

of a true gossip. Above all, there is Ba s i l Ma r ch , who , a ct ing

as Howells' spokesman, denounces competitive capit alism fo r its

failure to offer economic security a nd a dvocat es the peaceable

change of the s ystem by t he democrati c e xer cise of the bal lot .

The Landlord at Lion's Head .

A Boston painter named Wes t over spends a we ek i n a farmhou se

in northern New England , to paint t he Lion ' s Head , a pi ctur e s~ue

summit in the adjacentmountains. The family at the hous e

includes, in addition to a consumptive fathe r and a c on sumptive

elder son who die off at fitting i ntervals , a st alwart mo ther ,

Mr s . Durgin, and a sturdy lad of t hirteen, Jef f 'Dur gi n , t h e f uture

landlord at Lion's Head. A ne ighbori ng fami ly, the Whi twells ,

consists of a spirited little g i r l , Cynt hia , whom Jef f Durgi n

intermittently torments, a very small brot her, and the fath er ,

a rustic wiseacre, who dispenses sagacities. To this world West­

over's v isit ends in a shower of apples, a b it of valedicto ry

malice from his friend and quondam foll ower, Jeff Durgin . The

apple shower is little in itself; it is a mere symptom ; indeed , the

entire book is symptomatic •

.Some years later the returning p ainte r finds a s ummer hot el

replacing the old farmhouse, the profits of whi ch ar e to sustain

young Jeff Durgin in a career which embraces Har va r d , the law

school, and legal eminence in a seductive f ut ure. These a re the

mother's pl an s . Jeff himself is indifferent t o Harvar d and averse
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t o study , and he . anaoes i n his fir st year t o i ncur sus pens ion

and -- r ather t hr ough bad l uck and bad compan t han actual

mi s cond uct -- t o spend a night in a Bos t on pol i ce station . . va ­

ea t ion trip t o . ~ ur ope brings h i n wi thin e: e - shot of t he os trands ,

Euro ean i zed . ner Lc an s , mot her and daugh t er , whom he re - di s cover s

and gr ows t o l i ke among t he summer t enan t r v of Li on ' s Iead , I n

os t on he r enews the a cqua int ance , bu t hi s hop es of t he irl are

cut shor t by the mot her ' s f inal determinat ion t o s acrifice her to

an Italian count , whos e character i s as wor thl ess a s h i s pr op er t r •

Jeff Durgin , known i n Har var d a s a "Ja y" , has obtained a pr eca r ­

i ous f ooting on t he chilly edge of Bos ton soci e ty . Di s a ppo i n t ed

of Genevieve Vostrand , Jeff makes l ove t o Cynthi a '.lh i t we l l , who

ha s ripened i nto beautiful and sel f -reli ant wo a nhood . he y i e lds

to hi s court ship , appr ove s his v i sh t o forsake l aw and betake

hi mself t o hot el - keep ing , bu t sends hi m ba ck , r a t her a 6ains t his

wi l l , t o obtain his degr ee a t uncongenia l Har var d .

Once mor e a t college , Jeff works of f his l at ent resen t men t at

t he i nsi s t a nt Cynthia by f l ir t ing r e ckl e s s l li t h Be s s i e Lynde , a

Bos ton a r i s to cra t , f rui t l e s s l y pr e t t y and i nef fec t ua ll ' c l ever ,

tired , i nc aut.i ous , and di spos ed to find i n fl ir tat ion wi t!: a "Ja . It

t he s ame sor t of s t i mul us t hat her br other s ee.:s in t he bot t l e .

Thus , a t a mi d- ear par t, , J ef f provides drinl: for t he br other

and divers ion for Bessi e , a c omb i na t Lcn that ar ous e s in ' le stover

an i ndi nation whi ch Jeff t hinks i r r a t i ona l and even t he r ea der

fi nds over s traine d . . k i s s l eads to a fliLsy engagement whi ch is

ro u~ht t o a s~eedy and tinel end by t he man 's unfeel in s but

clairvoyan t se l f i shne s s . He owns the t ruth to Cynthia , who p ut s
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an, end to t he engagemen t. v~en he returns to Cambridge , the

flirtation with Bes s i e Lynde is casually re s umed, but is stopped

by a horse-whipp i ng i nf l i cted upo n Jeff Durgin by Alan Lynde ,

Bessie's indignant brother.

Mr s . Dur gin follows her elder s on to the g rave after a final

ineffectual effort t o r e concile Cynthia to Jeff , and the passage

of the estate i nto the hands of the younger prepares the way for

his experiments i n ho tel- k eeping . He starts on a preparatory

trip to Eur ope , but not b efor e , i n a chance encounter with Alan

Lynde, he had thrown t hat yo ung man to the ground and barely

mastered t he homicidal" i mpulse which his hands toward the throat

of his e nemy. In Flor ence he meets again his old flame, Mr s .

Vostrand's d a ught er, whom the death of the worthless count has

released f r om disastrous marriage . Ma r r i a ge follows, the inner

gr i mne s s of which, for the wife , is poignantly suggested in the

picture of s pecious success and geniality at Lion's Head . The

boo k closes with Cynthia Whitwel l 's consent to accept the offered

hand of We stover .

Howell s ' Aims

In these novels Howel ls int roduces us to various personages

and then I eads us by the hand t o ga ze upon the intricate mechan­

isms of t heir souls. He r eveal s thei r characters by showing us

how t hey react, both i nterio r l y and exteriorly, to various events

thrust upon them.

Howell s carr i e s hi s ful lest .e t h i cal conviction when he is

defining and illustrating t he r esp onsibi l i t y of the individual for

his own h app i n e s s . The boo ks he v alue s most highly are those
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which show under the most ordinary circumstances the truth of

the conflict between desire for pr e s ent happiness a n d t h e i nst i nc t

to be good, which reveals the necessit y o f mor al law for t he

individual. To picture t he de generacy l a tent in a s elf i sh nat ur e ,

and to f ix that mor e firml y i n t erms of our common co ndi tiqn s than

did Geor ge El i ot in Ramola, was hi s purpose i n t he n ovel s, A

Moder n Instance and The Landlord at t he Lion' s Head .

In the Ri~e of Silas Lapham, Howells a ttempts t o portray the

clash of character against mat eri a l gain , with character emerging

triumphant. Although Lapham does not procure his money by purely

ethical means, his character gr ows i n length and breadth during

the conflict. His innate honesty i s really made to contr ibut e t o

his material downfall.

In ~ Moder n Instance, t he view is chiefly turned upon the

character of Bartley Hubba r d . _At t h e beginning of the story , we

realize that Bartley has a selfish and unscrupulous nature ; he

possesses the pot ent i al i t y of doing much evil . Howells attempt s

to show that these possibil ities exist withi n the nature of

Hubbard and that only occasions are l ack i ng f or them to be brought

out and a ctualized. Some occasio ns do ar i se within th is sto ry , and

hence we watch his gradual degradation.

In a Hazard of New Fortunes, Howel l s e nde avo rs r ealist i cally

to portray the interior state of a mult itude of char acte r s , by

their reaction to a social strike in t h e city of New York . By

the reaction of the different characters to t his event, he attemp t s

to depict fully their characters. The method is i mpeccable, but

the result is questionable.
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The Land l ord at the Lion ' s Head is ess ent i a l l y an ill um­

ination of t hi ngs not done . No nove l ever s o searchingly re ­

vealed t he conse quences of what we do not do . J eff mi ght have

succ umbed to d r i nk , but he d id not , fo r he had inherited , along

with hi s maternal grandfather 's. weakness for wine , a powerful

will and a her culean co nst itution . He might have formed a vicious

l i a i son with Bess i e Lynde, but the i mpre s s i vene ss and t he very

validity of t he Lynde epi sode ar e c ondi t i oned by the fact that

he did not . He migh t have been a murder er , but he s pared , when

he had him by the t hroat, the man who ha d insulted and i n j ur ed

him. Howell s attempts-to d elineat e Jeff 's character in view of

his intentions and pot ent i a l i t i e s .

Economic Novel s

It is g en er a l ly assumed by the major ity 0 f critics that

Howells derived hi s social idea s solely from Tolstoi; t his idea is

err oneous and indicates utt er i gnoranc e i n regard to t he man him­

self and t he times in whi ch h e lived .

In the year 1886, Howells followed t he trial of t he Chicago

anarchists with deep concern . He braved a host i l e publ i c opinion

to intercede for them, and he counted his experience an important

factor in his gr owth . I n 1887, he wrote his fir st socialistic

novel , Annie Ki l burn .

The year s of Howel l s ' economic novels wer e years of espec­

i ally numerous industrial s truggle s , and he was sUfficiently

conscious of the s e s truggles to ~se i nci dent s from t hem in his

works . Howel l s al so consciously made use of the material furn­

ished h im by the nationalist program of Bellamy 's Looking Backwards
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and ma de acknowledgement of his obligat ion to Bellamy.

Four pr i n c i pa l novel s are Howells ' cont ribut ion to his

social t heory . Th ey a r e : Anni e Kilburn ; its part ial sequel ,

The Qual i t y of Mer cy ; ! Travel er f r om Alt r uria ; and its much de ­

layed continuation, Thr ough the Ey e of t he Needle . In this thesis

we shall only deal briefly with two: Anni e Ki lburn and The Tra­

veler f rom Altruria .

Annie Ki l burn .

The theme of Annie Ki l burn s imply r e i t er a t e s Howells ' social

doc t rine that justice instead of chari t y should be the basis of

a sound social order • .

Annie returns from Europ e to her home in South Hatboro ,

a c c e s s i bl e to n ew ideas , and f inds South Hat bo ro electric wi t h

t hem. In t he ef f orts of the everend ' :1' . P e el.. , t h e n ew rel i gion

o soc i a l service is i n din 5 i t s expr e s sion , and an orbun i zht ion

for social betterment , k n own r- s t he Soc ia l Uni on , is on f o ot .

But the t 10 for ces a r e not at al l in a c cordan c e , 1 r , eck wi th

h is i dea l 0 ' socia l e uali ty be i ng p r e s en t ly br ou t into a c t i ve

co nfl ic t wi th t h e union , \ Ii t h i t s olu i eaL 0 ch r i ty , ~hi ch

does s oli tt l e be yond c onfi rin g t he rich i n t he ir v an i ty and

. sno bbi sh n e s s a nd the p oo r in t heir d iscontent . .cini e , who warrt s

to do good i th he r mon ey , f ind s he r nut ural a ll ian c e Vi i t h t he

union and i s mad e , even a s 11 Hat bor o , extr emely uncomforta ble

by l ~r . Peck , Sh e c anno t see the i mpossibili t y o f f r iendly inte r ­

course between the poo r and t heir be nefa ctors . ~he f inally sees

h er error and i s on over to 1..1' . Peck ' s vi e. po i.nt ,
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n. Tr ave l er fro! ..ltrur i a .

The utopian 1'0 an ce , _ Traveler f ro ..J.truri a , i s a s def-

i nitely of i ts epo ch a s = =...:;. .;;:.;;=...;;..;.;~ f' oLl.ovred

Bel l amy 's Loo i n .c: Backwar d , i n \ h i ch Iowe Ll. s l a s gr eat Ly i nter -

e s t ed .

'1'. Homo s , t e pr i n c ipal c ' a racter , i s a t r avel er 1'0 t he

i deal commonwealt h of ..utruri a , \/ho visits . e r i ca to s tud our

competi t i ve order . The bo ok is si r.:pl y sl s a r-casm d i r e c t ed a t

t he exi s tin g eri can order and e xuber ant l a udatio n f or t h e uto -

p i a.n order . I t s ph i l osoph y conci s e l y i s t h a t t he power of ea ch

i s t h e pr oper t y of a l l and t h e power of a l l is t he pr op er t y of

e ch , Thi s wor k is de f i n i t ely not a st o r T, but a s t r I n g of r a ndom

and indolent s k etch es o

T e pr edoru nant t heme s of t h ese e co no ical nove~s i s t h e d e -

line tion b Howel l s of ar i sto cr at i c i n solen ce and the fe rvent

pr eaching of so c ial e ualit •

Hi s so c ial doct r ine is excelle. tl y sur ed up by ~'a '1 01' :

The s rst en of compe t i tive c apita l i s \Ii t h i t s a c com­
pan yi ng i dea l of indivi dua l s ucc e s s , i s no longer
sati s f actor . I t p r oduce s onl y a he rt l e s s s t r ugcl e
for survi val , Gover n e d l arge l y by a chance , i n Hhi ch
no lif e i s sec ure , i n \ h ich even i nve ntio , fr ui t of
man ' s i ngen uit y , onl a dd s t ot he Mi ser y of t he un ­
enployed . It pr odu c e s con t r a r ' to t he e ~ualitar ian

i de al s of @er i ca , i nsep ar able cla s s di s t i n ct i on s
betwee n t h e r i ch and t h e poor . Compe t Lt Lve c api t ­
ali sm s hould t here or e be r e]la ce d by s oc i a l ism;
t he ma chi n er of bov er e t s ould be el, ) 10 ed t o
c ent r al pr oduc t i on s i n t he i nt erests of a l l r ather
t han i n t e i i t er e s t .s 0 t he ex l oit i r ew, This
soci al i sn sho uld not be t e ef f ec t or agen t of
cla s s conf l i ct , bu t s houl d "1' e) r ese nt t he v, ill of t he
ajor i t y , pe a ce ' bly e ., r e s s e t» suff r a e . l

1 . ' ,al te r Fulle r
on i c r ovel ll ,

a~ lor , II' 'i l l i 1 n ::0 e l ls a n d t h e .... con -
e r i can i ·l· t r~·ture , ""r ( " 1 9 32 113u .u ~ .... .l. 1 - ' . , I ' _ . •
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IIo t hat »e ar e acquaint ed wLth the critic al princ i p l e s and

t he out standin g nov els of O\Je11s , the oint of interest a t

pr e s e nt i s t he c ontra s t a nd COl p a r i son 0 l' h i s pr i n cipl es ith his

novels . Or , br i efl , d id t he aut hor and c ri t i c a s s i duo us ly appL

his critical p r incipl es to his novels or was 1 e un able to 1'0110

t hem and led as t r a y t. h r ough differ ent interes ts? In a t ask of t hi s

kind it is only na t ur a l to ex e ct mi n or deviat i ons , b u t in rega rd

to important 1J r inc i p l es it ·is only f air to demand t h a t t he a utho r

s t r i c t ly adhere t o t he m. ":e sh all see t ha t Ilowe.l. l. s f a i ls in the

appl i ca t i on of t he p r i n c i 0.1 tenets of cri tici sm. t o h i s nove l s .

Treatment of Sex , t he Dr of e , and t he
Sor d i d

II ea Ld sra" , s ays Howe Ll.s , " i s t hat t yp e of lit e r at u r e r. h i ch i s

true to t he ..io t ives , t he IrapuLs es , the p r i n c ipl es t.hat shape t he

l i f e of a c t ua l men a nd " onen . lll Bear i ng t h i s in mi nd , h e s t r ikes

fi r cely a t t ho s e a u tho rs \ '1 0 a t t er pt to J ax e pas s i on and s ex

t he , h o l e o f life by s a yi ng t ha t r eal i sm "dedLcat. e s i tself t o

t he ser v i ce of all t ho p a s s i on s , al l the i nt er e st s , a l l the fac ts " . 2

So f ar Vie a r e i n per f e c t con f'or nrl t y \ i t h s uc n ad! i r a bl e vie IS

and wa i t to s ee how he C rries t hem out in . . s nov e l s . But , a l a s ,

ve a r e confront ed Ii t.h one o f t h e mo s t d t sn al. f a i lures in t he

L ',:i l l iarlJ. Dean ::oYiel l s , Cr i t i c isr and i ctio n , p . 237 .
2 . I bid . , p . 26 7 . .
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and t he sordi d a spe c t s 0 l' lif e ina clea r a nd b ol d light , but ,

i n entire co ntra dic tion to h i s p r i n c ip l es of r e ali SIll , ut t e r ly

neglects to trea t t hem at a l l -- reduc t io ad a bs urduo .

scar Yir ' i ns , a very a r d ent adni r e r of Hov el l s , s a ys :

In t h e s e f o r ty vol lnes , adultery is never p i ct ur ed ;
seduct ion never; divor c e on c e and sparin Gl y (_ .:od­
ern Instance ) ; marr ia e d. iscordant to the p o i n t of
cleava ge only once and in t he same novel wi th the
divor ce ; cr i me only on c e wi t h any fullness (Q,ual ity
of :e r cy ) ; p ol i t i c s rieve.r ; r eLig i on pa s s i n y and
s uperfi c i al l y ; sci ence onl y in cr ep uscu a r p s y cho­
logy; mechani c s , athlet i cs , bodi ly exploits and.
co lli sions only r a r ely . " 3

i dwa y i n h i s ca r eer, up on r ecogni t i on of t he f act that his

re al istic pr i n c i pl es demanded the d epictin.; 0 l' a l l t he pass i on s

t .hat swa ye d or din a r y men and women , i ncludin g s ex and t he mos t

naturalistic aspects of l ife , h e off er e d. the f eebl e excuse t hat

h i s aud i enc e was compo s ed l ar gel y of young women , and he could

not con sc ientiously por t r a y t hose slices of l ife t ot he g ent l e r

s ex .

"le c er t a i nl y did not wi s h Howel l s to d egrad e t he n or-al. s of

t h es e young , i nn oc en t g i r l s wi t h t emp t in g sexual descr i ptions

and licentiou s p or t r a ya l s of irregula r love . But we believe t hat

h i s rea ding p ubl Lc oss e s sed the inexorabl e ri ht to demand t hat ,

i n a ccordance VJ i t h his pr i n cipl es , h e acknow.l.e dge t he existenc e

of t hese pas s i ons and these naturali s tic con ditions whi ch we r e

pr eval ent a t t ha t tline i n 2er i ca . The orals of no s ane p e r s on

would be d ist urb ed b y t he scientific t r e a t n ent of tr ut h .

3. s car "r Fi rki n s , '.:i l l iarn Dean Howel l s , p . 65
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gon e Conclusion , b t t he S Jee t old on e of 01 t e ' shal l b t

married .

Ha r t .wd c , dis usted \ i t h HoweLl.s ' g ent eeL wr i t Lng s a i d :

. :1' . Iowe Ll s ' f avori te ch ar a c t er s a r e vLn sor e , r ad i o. t ,
hLgh - rainced daught.e r s of Brill i nical Bos t on , who f al l
i n l ov e wi t h ni ce , eli i ble youn g er i cans and , afte r
a t erri f ic amount of s o ul - s ear chin and \/0 1' 1" i n about
\mether h onor , odesty , and a l l t he p r op r i e t i e s have
be en t horoughl y obs erved , a t l a st ventur e i nto mat r i ­
mony . 4

The f emi nine her oines i n t h e s e nove ls never enterta.in an

impure thou gh t , a l icen t i ou s desire , 0 l' are ever t empt ed to pe r -

form an i ll i ci t a c t i on . This i s wonderful . Thin i s i deali stic .

But unfo rtunat el y it is n ot qui t e hQ'l1an. ~bove all , i t is no t

realism.

The her oe s 0.1' e .......or e i ntereste d in t he so cial code of t he

l ad i es than i n t heir moral c ode . "The h e r oines are al l born

wi t ho ut bodies and t he h e r o es never seem t o no t i ce t he ou.i s s i on , ,,5

Thi s a y be t he r ea.l i.sra of sain ts , but i t is not the r ea.LLsm 0 f

ordinar y p eopLe ,

' h e characte r s i n i s et i cal novels too , l L \: e t e e r r lier

novel s , La c l; bo dies . They a l l l i ve a n et _ ereal exi s t enc e . The

de generacy 0 f Ho »eLl e ' t wo mo s t evi l c harac t e r s i n t hese no v el s ,

bartly _ubbard and Jef f Dur gin , is unconvi nc i _ to t h e r e ader .

The char act e r of Bar t ly Hubbar d i s s in ed out by h i s

selfi shn ess fron '. i .i cri p r o c eed s h i s un scr upuLou s bus i n e s s ethi cs ,

h i s i ndi ff erence and eve d i s l i :e fo r is vli f e , h i s habi t of over -

4. ~ 0.1'1" Har t wl ck , For egr OQTld of . . e!' i can Fi ct i on , p . ) 2 2.
5. Ibid . , p . ) 27 .
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dr i nking . Howel l s wi s h e s t o make us see a selfi sh char a c t e r

who has no end other t h an h is own wel far e a t hear t . He uses

all raean s to make u s real i ze the s el f i s l1..ne s s o f Bar t ly ' s cha r ­

a cter , but h e does n ot and wi l l not s a y t a t h i s crea t ion is

Lmuo r a l, i n is relation s \'1 i th vomen , No , h e is mor a l l y p er f e c t .

I t is inconceiva ble t ha t a p e r s on i t h Bar t Ly ' s nature , who s e

goal cerrt ered in h is own pl easur e , wou.Ld re f r ain f r om such a ct s .

Yet Howel l s stat es t hat he p r a ct i s e s r eal ism.

J eff Durgin , t he l andlord at t he Li on ' s Head , is another

ex ample of t h i s serious defe ct in Howel l s . The a uthor sld l lful l y

por t rays t he s Low d egradat i on o f J eff , s ho wt n g a t gr ea t l e ng t h

and in varied i nci de n t s his l at en t e v i l and c o r r up t ed lllpulses .

The a pogee of this d egener at i on i s r each ed 'when he ki s s e s a

recent a cquaint ance dur i ng h i s p e r i od of e n ga g ement to ana ther

g i r L Howel l s t a k es gr ea t pai n s to d enounc e h i m be cause o f t his

i nadver t ent act . I f Jeff was t he t ype o f per s on whom Howel l s

desires to p i c t ur e , h e c ertainly woul.d have had mor e Irrt Ima t e

rel at ions wi t h women , e sp ecially the f l irt , Be s s i e .

Her e a r e t wo selfi sh ch ar ac t e r s , t h e t yp e that HoweLl,s

hear t ily despise d , who s e i nt erests " ere ent i r ely c en t er ed i n

t hemse l ve s and wh o d id not consi der or ca r e about t he ri ghts of

other p eop l e . Th ey d.rLnk ; they fi ght ; t h ey ar e un s c rup ulous i n

business ethic s ; t h ey ar e insensi tive towa r d t h e f e el in s of

t hei r fr iends , but still the y r e s p ect women and ar e f il led wi th

only t he hi t;he s t a n d mos t c h i s t e t hought s t oward t hem. I s t his

r eali sm?

In t he social no vel Howel La d i d not only fai l to por t ray
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cr eat e syn p a t h r f or the :ork ' llC cla ss .

::0 'e l l s s ai tha t t he e r r or o f r oman t i c Lsn a s t o

i deali ze t he vi ct i ms of so c L et.y , t o p a i nt ther i f' 0 8S­

ibl virt uo u s and beautL ul , but t r ut h , i ch h s suc­
c eede d to t h e h iGh es t I1i ssion 0 ~ r 0 .:anc e , lJa i. t s t ae se
as t hey are , b i ds t he \"01'10. c on s i de r t e! io t bec use
t Ie - are bea ut iful a nd vi r tuous , but because t hey a r e
ugly and icious , cruel , f i lth , but ot a l t ouether
Loa t h aor e , becaus t he divi n e can never vzh o l.L r d i e
out of t h e uraan , o

HoweLl.s ha s not i deed pai n t ed t he v Lc t ir. s o f so c i. et v a s

be utif ul and virtuous , b ut ne i ther la s he ShOUl the i r vici ousness ,

t h e i r cruelt y , an d t he i r f ilthine s s . e ha s 1 ot r eve aLed • ov t h

sp r of t I e d i v ine s moulders i n ? l a c s dar d v i le . ::e ua ve

t hos e p l a c es a nor e seur ch i n s crutin t h an i d t he t he r::: o f

h um: itari nisn , but he r ec oil ed f ro t ell i n the en d , t hus Ln -

p e sonalizin - h i s vi.e w of t e lower r ank s , in uc i ng a b e e r a .l ,

unlo cal i z ed pa i n , a t r e of 1 sU_fer ina w: · t s o eve r .

In h i s ec ononri c novels He d o not see t he l or : i nt..> cla ss

Labor Lnr, in the swea t s hop s ; v.e se e no p Lc t ur e of t e s Luras ; Ie

see nath ing of t he de) l ora bl e s tate of t uveru.l e d el In juenc ; v.e

see no t .n.in.; o i t e p oo r i i "'r an t " .ho e xpe c t e d to ~ i a >e ven

i Arae r Lc a a nd fo und o nl. j a a e Ll ; i.e see not.hi n , of t he ted ious

and i nc r edi bl e s t a te of t h e s e eo pLe . 0 r e 11 ~r r e j r e se nte t he

t rue me r i c a of t hat t i ne . e l ear onLy a str c t ar ",lLlents and

op i nI on s r r oc a r i t o crats c on c e r r i n t Le s e p eop Le , T'.ese i c t i s

of societ· e r e i r ..p e r sona'I i za t Lon s fo r :-m ,e11 s , and .L '

V .I. e ..,''' be CD..: e

6 . '"i l l i£V'l ean Hoi .e Ll.s , c r ; +-.1' c i " 'I . . , ~ ' c t 1' 0 2"'1_ _ ...u _ • • l 1 , .) . u .
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Ie sympathi ze d v: i th t hem,

but he esch ewe d th e true c oncli t i on o f t ie i r existence . By

shunn i ng t h e , he s hunned t he beating heart o f t he true. er i ca .

He ha d no p e ne t r a t i ve under a uand Ln of .•eri cans oc i e t y a n d s o

his social ism is 1101' e an exp r ession of f ini cal d i slH:e of poverty

t han a n yt hi ng el se .

"Because he c ou l d or would not see t r a Gedy and brutal i ty

i n Amer Lcan l ife , h e c on cl ud ed t hat it was n ot ther e ."? It is

a l t o gethe r pos s i bl e t l at h e could n ot readily find such things

i n " 0 stan , b ut t h at vias cer t a i nl y un t rue of j l e r i ca at 1 ar ge ,

Not onl y d. id he a void sex i n h is own n ovel s , but he wonted

a l l oth er s to avo i d i t t oo . A S l ate as 1916 , h e p r ocla im ed

himself "vi c to r i an i n fly p r ef e r enc e f or decency" .8

Har twi ck s a y s t ha t

h i s abnega t i on of p a s s i on amoun t ed a l nos t to a a s s i on
in its elf . ' ,'hat remain s wh en t h e se i mport mt con s ti ­
tuents of life have been removed i s a n i nterest in
tra vel , p ur e l ove , li t e r ar y go s s ip , an d some mter ed
sociology . For wh Ll, e h e may ' a ve conc e i ved of t re a l ­
i sm' a s a s l i ce of l i f e , h e was pr et ty c ar eful whe r- e
he d id t h e ' s l i c i ng . 9

I nab i l i t y to o r tra y t he True Pass i on s

Howel l s i n h i s d oc t r ine of r eal i sm s a y s t h at t he a r t i s t

should not concer n h i mself w i t h on l y on e pas s i on , bu t sho ul d

include t h em a l l. "'1'he p a s s i on of g r ief , t he ' ass ion of ava r -

ic e , t h e p a a s I on o f pi t y , t e p a ss I on o f amb i t i on , the pas s i on

of h at e , t he pa s s i on o f envy , the pas s ion o f d evot i on , t he pa s s i on

of fri end ship , t he pa s s i on of Love , et c . "lO In ot h e r wo r ds ,

7 . C. Eart lay Gra t ton , "Howe l l s : rl.' en Yea r s hfter , II rlc r i c an
:er c ur y , x: ( .a y , 1 930 ) , p . 45

I bid . , p . 45
9 . Ha r r y Har t wi cl: , Th e Foreground of Arle r i can F i ct ion , p . 3 3l.

1 0 . ·':i l l iaw. Dean Howe Ll s , Cr i ti c i sm. a nd -.:'l i c t ion , } . 75 .
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,0 .eLl, ' i IeaL l s to ~ or t r ' r .:.. c o r r e c t 1'0 orti. t e

i .f lue. ce 0 ...' t~ .e ...) as i o s u_ 0 . ... v .. e CO o! .... ' i ~ b

t h e 0 e r d ::::. t ren,t 0 :' .... I s .. vel- t o Lie L v Lv i c. 1' -

a cter dra' in c d ", 1" ~)hi c o r t r r,,., 1 of .... t e in Lt s

man ...;u 'ses , it s s t renot: s and i t s weazne sae s ; he ~t

\ itl 11 its te c e r e s s , i ts jo:rs ~I .c::. re ... 8 , it s 0 t e l'S nt -

i t s , its d l de s t )~ss io s .

' i t f e \'. exce t ions , . 0 \ ever , h i s cn a r a c t.e r s d ::')l. 0 ... e

of t h e rea and int en se p a sa i o t hs.t i s s ue. an 1: 1 or t nt co -

sti t ue t of t h e l i v es 0 n e nd \ 0 : en . ... S C til' c t .e r s or t he

n oat ...')ar t "'0 s t i f f nd ornane nt» 1 , io t h i 1: o ut t ... e s ol ution

to eer y p ro b.Lem befor e t l eJ a ct . ~Te re i s no i r.pulsi re a c t io

Her e i s no unp r er edi t at ed ac t ion . I n . i s novel s t l e e. ot i on s

r o.rel ov er-c ome t l e r ea son . I f t i s oc curr ed , it ,O'Ld be

violat ion o f t he o s t.on i n soc i al c o d e . :-is c h r a c t s r s Ln r; 1

e er e a s oupp e t s pu l l e d by t h e s t r Li,s i n :'0 .eLl.s ' ,""o~lteo h s ,

T e onl. : I etho d , of co ur s e , of or t r a i L> eno t io i s .~ or

t he a uthor to p l a c e h Las eLf' \ . it' L i s c h ar a c t e r s e n d to ? or t r a r

t e c har cter s ' r e ' c tion s to c i r c ums t an c e s t . iru st upo n t l er •

Iowe Ll s , h ov. ever , is una bl e to c atch t he e i 1fi can ce of hi s

char c t er s ; he .)1 c e s a ) ()1't i o 0 his O' n e nt e eL t e. l. e r n t

\,ith in t hen , and en ce :e a ve t l is 1 ex of e oti on b. t ru

f eelin

e cl0 8 d

.:e does not f eel . i :::- cu; OJ t . c e s ..:...v« s u ~ 0 un e ,
<.0.. ...

:: i s novels d : 0 s tr t e . i t ... "i. ne r e c I s io t .. L.t 1 i f'e i s o t

1 t e r es t I r u t o t e . eo)l e t ... . t 1 ':' e i t , . d t he t t:.e co , .onp Lr ce

i s ius t s c oiaionp L es t e 1' 0 .• tic :...... d .e, U " S s ppos e it to
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be . Living peopl e , COIJrrlOn o r ext raordinar y , have emot i on s .

Hi s novels a r e e mot ionless . The p eop l e in h is nove Ls , VI i t h

t he e xccpt i o n o'r a fev" ar e no t s o p r ofoun dly mov ed t hat t he

r ea der c atche s t he c ont a gi on of the ir fee li ngs and t he i r in-

t erest s . Howel l s ' r eal i sm, p r o cLa .imlng t he c o-identi t y of life

and l i t er a t ur e , l eav es the g r ea t t h i ng s in l i f e out •

. I f t here w e r e no mor e pa s s i on in t he w or Ld t han !.Ir .
Howel l s r ecogni z e s and por t r ay s , about ei ght mi l l i on
of us Amer i cans would neve r have b ee n born

i
illld , on c e

bo r n , h a l f of us woul d hav e died of e nn ut , 1

The re ar e cert a i n even ts i n l i f e whi ch we a s hl~an be i ng s

a re dest ined t o c onf r ont . Bi r t h , death , ma r r iage , ca l ami t i e s ,

t empt ation , e t c . comp r i s e but a few ; we re act a c cor d Lng to the

composition of our c har ac t er s . Man i s composed o f a body a n d

so ul ; he s t r ives t o a t ta i n t he i dea l s t a te i n wh i ch r e a s on , the

f a cul t y of t h e intel l e ct , is t he s ol e Gov er nor of t he pas s i on s .

Huma n exp er i en c e , howeve r , offers t e st i mon y t hat t his i s not the

r eali st ic state of affa i r s . Upon o c cas ion t h e p a s s i ons , t h e

uncont r ol l e d emot i ons , embrace t he soul wi t h a f i nn h o l d and

onl y r el a x t heir Gr i p wi t h the ~assage of t ime .

He , h owever , stri ps lif e not only of i ts fal se r o_ance but

a l so of its true r omanc e . Sel dom in h i s books d o e s h e c ome to

g r i p s Vi i t h a t erribl e mot i ve 0 r h ear t - t ear ing e c s tasy -- and

p eople do have t ho s e motiv e s and t hose e csta sie s i n r e al 1 Lf' e ,

Let us sin gl e out t h e tr ea t ment of death in h is nove ls .

Dea t h i t s el f r arely occ urs wi thi n h i s nove l s and , w hen i t do e s

11. WoL. Phe l p s , "William Dean Howe l l s , " Yal e Revi ew, X
(O.tober, 1 920), p. 1 02.
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occ ur , t h e f astid i ous Howel l s hu r r iedl y s k i.ms over i t by

i mmed i a t el y termi na t i ng h i s chapter .

I n t he Hazard of New For t un e s , when Conra d i s ki l l ed by

wor kme n in a so c i al str i ke , Howe Ll.s close s h i s c hapt e r and

COl . enc es t h e ne x t one a l' ew wee ks l a t e r . _ e t en g i v e s us a

ver y va gue del i neat ion o f t h e e ff ec t o f Conrad 's d eath upon

hi s father , b ut , of co urse , by t hi s time a l l v i v idness o f Lr.i ­

pr e ss I c n i s los t .

The ev er end . r , e ck ' 5 death in Anni e ~~il burn i s t r ea t ed

i n t h e s ame manner . He i s s t r uc k b y a t r a in a nd di e s of fst a ge .

'.:e find the t ownp eop Le we ek s l a t er hazi l y discuss i g hi m.

Other impul s e s and pas s i on s are trea t ed i n t h e S lli1e ca s ua l

manner . I n t he Ri se o f ..... i l a s La pham we awai t \"lith exp ect a tion

t he e f f e ct t hat ~ il as ' l os s of mon ey wi l l have upon him, but

Howe lls avo ids t hi s e mot iona l p i c t ur e by por t rayi ng Si l a s year s

l a t er worki ng upon hi s f a rm .

Th e cl i max of h appin e s s and exuberan c e i n t he lives of mo s t

yo un g l a di e s i s attaine d whe n t he y ar e b e in g pr opo s e d t o by t h e

men t hey l ove , but Howe Ll. s ' young charac t er s discu ss mar r iage

a s t h ey would a dr~, bus i n e ss pr opo s i t i on . I t app ears t o me tha t

Howel l s , instea d of p or t rayi n g the avera ge , reall y por t r a yed t he

exc ep t i ona l -- t he ins i p id .

Li ke Sha kspear e . nd Chaucer , Howell s p r op o sed to p i c t ur e

t he human soul i n i t s 118 ed neas , but un f or t una t ely h e wa s not

able t o s t r i p off it s gar b of d e cor um and s oc i a l r e st r ictions .

Pr ov i n ci a l i ty of Howel l s

HoweLLs ' do ct r i ne is essentia l l y umani s t i c ; i t s e eks t o
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delinea e t he ivers 1 s o ul, 0 . an ; it t. e r e i'o r e t eo S to

e r ace al l n lki nd - - 11 .e: fl. 1 co untri eG.

::0', ells , .0 e v sr , c o t r ' i e t s i s ov.n r n c i >

ples b advo ca t Ln c.. n t Io na Lds t e l i t e a t ur e , ,, ~ li t e r t ure " ,

he sa s , "essent i all • e r i c i n s, iri ta n t ee hn i ue , ,,12

r t t o nal.Lsn i s di r e ct l r co ntr t o COS! o)o li t n Lsu,

. ill It ou h h advo c tes a co s. opol i t d n tion i stie

lit er E, t ure t o ne and the s e t ':' me , 1 e ... 1' ctise s i n 11 i s l10 L s

a dec idedl pr ov i n c:i.al literature . .as !.L.ter i 1 con s i st o f

Boston so c iet a nd h er s o ci a l co d e s . ... s an i st n c e of t hi

l e t us ob s er ve how h e cl e s \ i t t h e Bos t o n i s c r up L e s ,

Vernon Louis ~arr in t on s ys :

...:0' .e l l s t. n ' n
for t. e .ioat

l at er

T ere are mor e scruples t o " t.:>e 0

an ot ' er ' 1'i tel' exc e j t .:enr · J w. es
par t invisible tot: e coar s er vis i on 0

ener tio n . 1 3

. scruple , ih d ch 1. r e l i t y i s no t i n t.:> but rt o i th

artific i 1 Bos t oni an co e , s ee, s to be as po r t arr t t o :.0 'el l s

as the istinction bet e en 0 0 ' a nd e v i le

In the La . of t l e .r.r oo s t ooi: , <..> tani or d , thou' de s re rc t e.Lv

in love \I i t h the s choo l n is t ress Lyd i a , f i a l ly de cid s t.1 t i t

\ ou1 be un ge nt LemanLy to ~ r opos e u nti l s ...re is p laced under t l. e

p rotection of : er a unt i n Ven i c e , :'0 .el l.s an ' r Lst o c r t i c

:Soston t horou ~hl' - ut.:> r ee Iit l h i rn, [in ' the su re r ic i ~ 1 t ..n L.'ord

r e ains f i 1 in i s ci sion . ...1 e r e s ul t i G t i: t .e c. L st 10 es

- d i , but h e ust ss.c r i I'Lc e · ~th ' ' '' w ' eve. I. 1'1' La., it c e.lr , in

1 2 . " l l i
13 . ':er. or

25 0 .
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or der to k e ep hi s so ci al code i nvi ola t e .

I n Hod er n Instance , t he que s t i on s of t h e nove l ar e t VIO ,

a nd b o t h of t hem c oul d only- b e p r obl ems i n an extremely sp e c ial ,

l i mi t ed , a nd n a r r ow social situa t ion . The f i rst is 'whether

divor c e is ever jus t i fi e d , wh i ch is de cided i n the affi rmnt i ve ,

t ho ugh a d i vor c ed woman , it is indi cated , must re conc i le h er s el f

to losing s o c i a l c a s t e . The sec ond i s wh ether a man sho uld

ma r r y a woman 11 e ha s lov ed before h e r d i vor c e , wh i.Le she wa s

another man ' s 'w i f e - - l oved un av ovied.Ly a nd a t a distan ce . Th i s

i s d e c ided in t h e ne ga tive .

I n t he Ri s e o f S i la. s La nhaf:l , t he p r obl em i s whe t h er a gi r l

may d ec en t ly mar ry t he man she love s if t h e joint an t i c ipat i on s

of t wo f amili e s a ve p r e v i ously b es t ovied h Lu on a con s en t i ng

s is te r .

I n t h e Son of Roya l La ngbr i t h , t h e s on r e ve r e s his father

as a saint , a l t hough h is f ather c h ea t e d t h e f ather of t h e g i r l

t he s on l ov e s out of t h o us and s of dol l a r s and dr ove h im t o

op i um, a nd a l though h e k ept a mist ress f o r year s . ~:he p r o bl em

of t he s to r y i s wh et.he r or not t h e s on s hould be save d from h i s

par e n t a l adul a t i on by a revel at ion of t ile t r uth . 'I'he l' evelat i on

i s mad e a cc ident a l l y by a c ynical uncle , b ut t he Howel l s ' ver ­

d i c t s eems t o be th a t al l con cern ed sh oul d have k e p t s t i l l.

The s e ar e but a f e w of t he many s c ruples t hat t h e pages of

Howe l l s ' novel s .

I n hi s novels t h er e i s no pr obi ng o f human lif e and c harac t e r ,

but only a mea sur Ln g 0 f b ot h by s oc i al p r e j uc.ic es a nd c onvent i ons .

Once t hos e p r e j ud I c e s an d con v ent i ons s hi ft, in nat u r e o r emphas i s ,



t he novel loses h eavi l y i n s i cn i f i can ce . I t illust r a t e s

a ccurately t h e f all a cy o f t h e IloweLl s met hod , wh i.c h sa cr i f i c ed

t he pene t rating ana lysis o f mank i nd t o a c cura cy in t he r endi t i on

of ext e r nal s . I n s ee k .ln g to l ook clo s e l y at real l i f e , Howel l s

cap t ur ed t he t empora r y ins i p idi t i es a nd mi s s e d t h e fund amenta l

r ea lit ies .

Hi s e r r or i s t o assume t hat t he tea t abl e situa t ions
rul e t h o wo r Ld a t lar ge - - t ha t wh et.h e r a man h a s his
tie on st r a i ght o r h i s s hoe s shined i s just as s i gni ­
fic ant , s a y , as h i s ad j uatr nerrt to th e un i.ver se , deat h ,
birth , or t he r eLat.Lon of t he sexes . No novel is t r ver
mor e complet el y l a ck e d. a sense of r el a t ive val ues . 4

Howe Ll. s ' ral s t a k e was i n a asum.Lng t h at Bos t on was " ie r Lca ;

t he Bos t on ian t h e averag e e r i c an , Bos t on soc i a l eth i cs and

s crupl es t he e thi cs and scruples of Ame r i ca . lTothing , of

co ur s e , coul d be f urth e r r- emove d f r om t he truth a nd t hu s h e

be came ver y p r ov inc ial in h is a t t i t ud e a nd concep t i on of l i f e .

The c r y of t he masters , s uc h a s Shak sp e ar e , Home r , Soc:ra t e s , e t c ,

wa s " t h e PI' op el' S t uc1y 0 f mank i nd is man!' , Howel l s I cry wa s the

pr op e r s t ud y of mank i nd i s t he Bo s t on ian man ,

Vi olat i on o f Cr i t i ca l Pr i n c ipl es
a nd r t i n Economi c Nov e l s

"'1'h e obj ec t o f a novel " , a c co r'd i.ng t o HoweLl. s , " sho ul d be

to c harm t hrough a faithf ul I' epre s enta tion of h uman act ions and

human pa s s i on s , a nd t o c r e a t e by t h i s f i del i t y t o nature a

beaut i f ul wor k , ,,15

Hi s economic novels a re a thor o ugh a nd d irect v i ol at ion o f

14 . Ha r r y Har t w.ic k , 'I'he For egr ound o f' . eri 9-.~ Fict ion , p. 334.
15. ":i l l i am Dean HoweLl.e , Cr i t i c isma ncl F i c t i on , p . 233.
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this rinci le , uc•. a viol t ion ha t i t i..., . a n Lnconc eLv ble

t : Ci t a I 1 coul d. \ r i te su ch so c i al .01'1:s af t r .) rocLe.L Ln., sue

) r i n ci. l e s .

::owel l s de in itel use s th i a t .". e of no ve l a s soc i, r 1 nd

didactic instrume nt or _op ul. a r-Lz.in ., Li s soci r li tic t i eo r Le s ,

Throu,jlOut his critic 1 'pr in c ipl e s , h e const antl e' l) hasizes

t he " por tanc e and pr ina c of c .arac t er . ::e v ehe rrt L v s t t es

t hat events sho ulc f lo l OUt 0 ch r c ter all shou ld c e nter

around char acter -- chara c t e r is t he mdLieu of a novel.

Yet , in t hese econorrl.c no vels , he s ubo r d i a t s character

to h i s sociali stic i deas' nd t heor ies ; all t he charac ters are

mer e } u. ...Je ts for 1 is \ ut er e d s ocLoLogy , Unl. i ke is o t her novel s ,

it i s d i f f i c ul t t o remember a ny sinole cha r a c t e r and , if we do

r en ember th em , \ e only have a hazy recrembranc e of t heir t e l ) e r a ­

ents .

' 1' . h owel l s advises yo un wr Lte rs to \irite fro m the be oinnin

f'o r war-d , not frol. t he e nd t o t h e beg inning . In other lor d s , the

c aracters should work out t he pl ot . But it is qu i t e evi dent

i n t hes e novels t hat is soci li stie i dea s or the p l o t , ile

t he char a ct e r s stand mut e ly as ide .

o e of t hese no ve l s d o no t e ven con t a : n . l ot s . The Travele r

fro Altr ur i a i s a ser ies of iso l ated i n c i ent s rel ..... t in::, t iLe

De 's opinions on I. t t e r s of s ocLoLo gy , t i s l' or ced a nd arti -

f i c ial • . bout seven-eiu.ths of t h e b oo k co.t i ns dr' dialouues

Ihi ch are no t h i ng out :!o\ie l l s ' opinions 0 this subject .

"he e cono ic novel is not o n.L y a violation o f ::0 'e l l s ' cri t ­

ical pr i n c ipl e s , but it is a l so a r ev er ber tin t:> iolati on of' th e
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pr inc i p l es of a ll a r t . 'I'h e ult i. ate end of a rt shoul d be t he

c r ea t ion of an a rti st Lc wor l: VI h i ch p Le a s e s by it s trut h and

be aut y . The Dean , ho' ever , de se cra tes t he name of a r t by us i ng

i t as a n Ln st r umerrt f o r hi s humani tar i an t heories . If h e wi s he d

to publ i c i ze h i s pe t t heorie s , h e shoul d have chosen ano t her

f orm 0 f expre s sion , such a s t he essa y .

Ob j ect ivi t y , Det a chme nt , Sel f - Obl i t e r a t i on

HoweLl, s ' conc ep t i on 0 f 0 b je ct i v i t y , d et a chmen t , a n d self­

obli t er a t i on i s o ne o f t h e mo st importan t an d c r u c i al oints

of hi s doct r ine . He i mm.edia t ely renounces a ny a u t ho r who ji ut s

t he l ea st hint of hi s p e r s ona l i t y i nto h is work . He d ecLa ims

against Di ckens who r ea l l y i nf us e d compar a t i v ely l i t t l e of h i s

p e r s onal i ty i nto h i s novel a, .t d Di c l:en s wa s , on the whol e , a

valiant f i ght e r i n t he c au s e o f l' eali sm a Gainst a n e f f e t e roma n­

t i ci sm, pr e c i s ely a s 11'. Howel l s Ir' s elf was , Let us 0 bs e r v e

how t h e pr ec l se Howel l s f oLl.owed o u t t i s p r Inc Lp l, e i n h i s nov e l s .

Howe Ll.s ' t he or y o f o bje ctivity , det a cl ent , a nd self- obl i t ­

erat ion of co ur s e pr e cl ud ed a l l t ain t s o f serrt i n ental ism a nd

satire , t V/O p er s onal de v i ce s zh .l ch he t h o.rou ghl.y det ested .

Sent imental i sm

ent i men t al i sm i s t he arousin g 0 f exc e ssive emotion s f rom

f al s e a nd unwa r r an t .ed c aus e s , Such a p er s on is usua l l y r ef er r e d

to a s one who "wears hi s h e a r t o n h i s sl ee ve" .

I ma i ntai n t hat Howel l s a nd h i s h eroi ne s a r e ver y sentim.ent a l

p eopl e . Howel l s is serrt I raen t.al, i n a t tempt i ng t o s t i r up t h e emo­

tions o f admi r a t ion a nd s yrap a t.hy for h i s he r o i ne s wh en h e ha s
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delin ea t ed their char a c t.e r s i n su ch a man ne r that no suc h

feelings are wan r ant e d , The h er oi nes a r e s e timental in that

t h e y c ont i nual l y a dnrl r e and sympat h ize r : i t h t hemselve s over

caus es t hat nyst ify t he a ver a ge reader .

Hi s I'erai n i.ne heroines ar e young , s no bb i sh , soc i a l - minded

g i r l s who be l ieve t h ems el v e s t he qui. tessence of g oo dn e s s a n d

Look upon men in gener a l a s rather evil cha r a c t e r s . The y co n ­

s ide r no man ood eno ugh f or t h ems elve s , but , in order to a vo i d

lonel i n e s s , t he y condesc end to ma r ry . They consider their

del i cat e a n d f r a gile s ouls deepl y offended by the n~s cul ine s ex

over t he lea st t r i vi al iti e s .

Howell s i s d eeply in love w.i t.h t his t ype of femi n ine character .

'rhr oughout a l l h is no ve ls , he v a l i a nt l y side s vvit h t he m in t he ir

quar rels I ith t h e othe r sex and el e va t es much t ime to a r ousin

s ympathy i n the reader f o r t he i r dre adful t r ea t.merrt a t the hand s

of t he coa rser s ex . He considers no mor t a l wor t h y to touc h t he

hem of t hei r gar ments.

Cynthia '::h i t.weLl. , i n The Landl ord a t t he Lion 's Hea d , affords

an illus tra tion oft h is type of h e roine . HoweLl.s , however , f ails

to evo ke sympathy and admiration f or h er , an d t he re sult is a

sent i , ent a l catas t roph e . Cynt hia i s a p er f e c t young l a dy who

has never p er f ormed an evil act i on 0 r . a br each 0 f e t i qu ette i n

her life . Ho~ells winces and cries in anguish ov er Jeff ' s t reat ­

men t o f he r , zhLLe t he rea der is in a uandary att empt ing to d i s ­

cover i n Jef f 's a ct s the all eged evi l. Howel ls , i n t he gui s e of

'.:e s t over , is continua l l y r a i l i ng a t t he amazed Jeff , tell ing him

t hat he d oes n ot p os s ess t he qual i t i es to merit t he fair Cynthia .
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This continuous refrain s t r ikes a monot onous and dull tone

upon t he ears of t he r eader . After Howel l s has s uc cessf ul ly

dissolved Jeff ' s and Cyn t h i a ' s enga gement t hrough a ~inor

cause , he then per nrl ts t he ef f emi na t e and gen t e e L '.les t over t o

nar r t he radiant Cynthi a .

Throu hout a l l h is r inci pa l no vels , the woman i s wr onged
"

and hurt b y the Iran -- Cyn t hi a by Jeff Dur i n , Pen el o_e b,l Tom

Corey , Ear c i a Hubh3.rd b Bar t l HUbbar d , et c . I n Howe l ls '

opi ni on it i s i npo ss i ble for t he se irIs t o be t he ca use of

ha rm and i nc onveni enpe t o anI one . His l ove fo r t he se f emi n i ne

creat ure s ver es on wor sh i p .

Therefor e I mainta in t ha t t he emotion s of admira t i on and

sympath lhich HO'.Te l l s e s sared to arouse f or t he char acter s of

t he se feminine her oines ar e f a l s e and unlarranted . The are so

because h is de l i ne at i on of t heir char a c t er s warr-ant s no s uch

e .otions . Howel l s hi mself i s mor e emot ionally t ha n r a tiona l l

in love li t h t he m.

Sa t i r e

Howells made consist ent use of t he weapon of sa tire i n hi s

novels . Hi s "comedies of manner s " r orme d per f e c t vehi cl e s f or

satire directed at aristocr a t i c i nsolenc e and cla s s di s t inc t i ons .

Hi s e conomic novel , t he Tr aveler f ronl ' l t r ur i a , i s a na i ve and

sonewhat s uperficial sat i re d i r e cted a t our c ompeti tive , ca pit -

a list i c s ystem. Thi s sa tire consis t s i n t he contra s t dr ain

bet veen t he ideal s tate of I truria and our own exi stin economy .

Hi s keenes t satire was di r e cted a t t hat clas s \lhi ch r ose

t o pr omi nence after t he Civil ',jar -- t he nouveaux riches . I n
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ie l:ilburn t he sto eke eper , Gerr ish , is co urt eo s l , eve r= = .:;.
so courteousl ' , ridiculed bec a s e of " ' s s tisfact ion i n be i

a sel:' - ade man . et HoweLl. s LmpLi es , in site o f t h e ct

t hat errish ha s a t tained t o t he ne r I c n busine s s i de , t ha t

he is a pett y and co ncei t ed erson a d ver y l.i.r i te i n .Ls st. o ck

of ideas . Because h e i s operat Ln g a vill a ge rae r c arrt Ll.e store ,

he eels uite c o mj et ent to set t le the ~ er i can l a bor ... 1'0 Le ra,

The sane treat ent i s me t ed out t o t he other nouvea ux

r ich es , such a s the Dr yf oo s e s in t he Hazard of I e\l l' or t un e s

and t he Lap hams in Th e . i s e of Si las Lanhao. .

I'her e can b e no u estion of t he abi l i ty of : 0\ e l ls
a s a satirist . Hf,s boo s a re f ul l of cl ever ep i ­
Drams , hi t t ino our we akne s s e s , our s el - d e c e. t i o s ,
our co mpr onu s es Lth our conscien c e s , our r ela t i ons
\Ii t h ot er en and ..oc e . 1 6

~thoubh the pe r son 1 t nat r ents 0 s '- t i.r e t. nd sea' .. en-

t alis v.er e ",11 outl an ' enf. , a to Hov.eLl s , Lnc on cel va oke as

it I i o l t pp ee. r , he util' ed . o tr, to t: o r L.t e. te rt , in ' Lrec t

co ntr, diction t o hi s r inc i ~l e s . ~otn senti.ent i

r r v sive t ou' out h is no vels .

::::nd inu of c... r ovel

n d s t i re

I,o el ls sa s "that t e oun., .... nd 1. expe r i e nc ed 10 e to 11 ve

t h e sto r y e nd .. 1))i 1y , but to he ior e li t er 1'::'1 ex, "r i3.'1c ed ,

it is not the :u' o s erous o r adve r s e r ort.une of the ch a r act e r s

that affe cts one , bu t t h e .::., ood o r bad fa i th of the nove l i s t i n

deali 0 : i t ' t he! . 1 7 He add s further t l, t " t he novel ends e l l

t hu tends f ai t h f ull 1118. .
1 6 . ui nn , "I'he rt of ' ;i lli De

C (. u...,ust , 1 2 t » ... . b81
17. ' i l l i . :Je ::0 e l l s , Cr i t i c ise a d 3'i ct i on , . 234
18 . Ibid . , ~ . 23 4
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Dur ing hi s li f e t L e , Howel ls \ 'as a ccused of con t r i vine;

ar t if i ci a l endings to pl eas e his audien ce . Since , as he awai ts ,

his audience was compos ed l ar gely of young wo. en who natural ly

de sired happy endi ngs, i t appears that the good Dean for got his

pr i ncipl es of fa i thfu lness and bowed to the wishes of the ladies

who yearned f or t he conven tional end ings .

Mr . Delmar Cook said :

owel l s was a ccused of bidding for pop ular i t y in his
easy des cens ions to the conven tional. -Ii t hout t he
presu.!'lp t i on of attributing s uch a mot i ve , one may
saf el say t hat he was rather too fond of g i vi n a his
char act er s i n ~ arriase .l

'I'h i s e; i vi ng of his cn a t-ac t.ez s L l r.J.3.r r i a2e at t Lne s seems much

too fo ced e In the Hazard of ~ For t une s , Fu.lker s on 's charac ter

an d t emper a ment are i n per f e ct incompatibility wi t h t he cha r acter

and temperament of ~ :i s s .loodburn , but Howel l s mus t ha ve a arria ge

and so he for ce s t he m into t he na t r imon i a l bond .

I n the Lady of the oostook ,the l ove and fi nally the mar r iage

of Stan i f ord and Lydia does not appear to be f aithful t o real ity

be cause both of t hem wer e r ear ed i n cont r a s t i ng environments and

ar e of whol ly di fferent t emper a . en t s , but Howe l ls te rminates t he

story i n a beaut if ul marr iage .

Fa i thfu.lness i s t he theory of Howe l ls ' endin gs , bu.t conven­

tionality i s his pr a c t i ce .

Vi olat ion of ~impl e Pl ot
Compl i cated and Double Pl ot s

Howel ls i s a firm advoca te of a simple and effective pl ot wi t h

ever even t and in cid en t contr i buting to t he pl ot pr ope r . I n

r e gar d t o Howe l ls ' l a r ger works , Firkins s ays :

. 10 • Del nar Gr os s Cooke , 'J i l l i am D~ Howells , p . 92 .
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A story must be bor n do uble; the f a bl e must be t wof ol d
in t he germ. To o many o f Howel l s ' l ar ger works r emi nd
on e of hous e s i n des i gn , but has t i ly remode l led a s
duplexes in compliance wi th an i mpul s i ve af t e r thought . 20

An illus t r a t i on i s afforded b y !::. ~; ode r n Instance . That

vigorou s novel unfold s a p s y ch i c p r ocess , a pr oc e ss of al i ena­

t i on betwee n t wo p er sons , lover s at f i rst , l ater h usband and

wife , whi ch ends i n t h e s hame a nd bi tterness of d i vorce . The

pr ogr e s s i ve a nd mut ual att i t ud e of t he s e t wo p ers~ns is t he

substance .of t h e s tor y .

There i s a not h er young man who l ov es the wi f e . I n Par i s

t his woul d b e r el evant , surpassingl y relevant ; t he young man

would a t once t ake a n act i ve par t in the disintegrative pr o c e s s .

But Vie a r e not i n Par i s ; we a r e i n Boston , and t he young man who

loves t he woman a s gi r l , wife , and widow i s Bost on ian i n hi s

del icac y of 00 nsc Lence , Thi s del i cacy i s a c t i ve no t only af t e r

the mar r iage , whi ch convert s h i s pa s s i on int o nominal gui l t ,

but af t er t he d i vor ce , whi ch r ecall s i t to t h e pl ane of t echni cal

i nn oc enc e . He is no f a ctor i n the sepa rat ion . The co ndemnation

of t his deedl e s s a nd wor dl e s s pa s s i on is a po i nt nea r t o Howel l s '

heart , a nd h e su spends h i s s tory t o pr ovide t h e l ega l fr i end ,

l. r . Uberton , who voices Howel l s ' op inions , with a wife . He does

t hi s appar ent l y f or no ot h er end t han to e n s ure t ha t f ull n es s

and f ranlrness of d i s cus s i on whi ch domest i c lei sur e and caudor s

i nvi t e . The momentum of a po wer ful s t ory s uf fe r s an irr emed i able

ch eck .

In The Ri s e of Si las Lapham we have another o f t he many

20 . Os car 1,'[. F i rki n s , \'ii l l i am Dean Howel l s , p . 69
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i l l ust r at i ons of t hi s defect . ·:;e have her e t 0 pl ots , a l ove

af fair a nd a bankr upt cy . They do not concern each other , but

t he y conc er n t he same per sons , a nd t hei r domi ci l iat ion wi t hi n

t he same covers would have bee n entirely pardona bl e i f they had

been so d omi ciled f rom t he outset . As it happ en s , t he mo st

i mpor t ant pa r t of t he story , t he ba nkr upt cy pl ot , is l ate ; it

i s so much a l aggar d t hat it almo s t seems a trespasser .

Non-Rea l i s ti c Devi ces

Howel ls has elsewhere i n his novels a s wel l as in hi s

crit i c i S1ll been a t great p a i ns t o d emons t rat e the f ut i l i ty of

tryi ng to redeem a he r o by making him t ake part in a re scue or

oth er heroi c expl oit . That can be done only by making the nobi l ­

i t y i nher ent i n his characte r .

But Howel l s i n Chanc e cg,uaint an ce at t empt s to r edeem .11' .

Ather t on i n par t by having h im glamor o us ly s ave the h er o i ne

Ki t t y from a fe r oci ous d og . He aga i n r epe at s h im.self i n t he

Lady of the I.roostook by havi ng ::1' . Staniford r edeem hims el f

by sacr i fic i ng hi s life to save t he drunkard , Hi ck . Thes e de­

vices ar e contradict or y to his p r i ncip l es , un convincing and non­

reali stic .



CHAPTER V

EVALUATION OF WILLIAM DEAN HO\~TELLS

It must not be assumed that the writer finds the works

of Howells void of all quality and hence to be regarded as

products of an infantile mind. Nothing could be further from

the truth. But literary cri ticisn. must deal harshly with Howells

because he has given expression to his critical principles, ad­

vocated the establishment of a school of realism, and further

implied that he has assiduously followed these principles. Again,

nothing could be more removed f rom the t ruth. However, for the

moment, without a strict eye to his principles, let us consider

his novels.

Howells' comedies of manners, being nothing but light,

superficial criticisms of an artificial society, attained the

end for which they were written. In their class there is nothing

in American literature that rivals them. They are beautifully

written, pregnant with humor and wit, and they contain beautiful

scenic descriptions. Lightness and gaiety pervade throughout

all the passages.

In the ethical novels, Howells' chief aim was the delinea­

tion of human character. He sought to portray the thoughts,

the feelings, the impulses, the latent potentialities of the

human soul. Ifa high degree of success did not crown his

efforts, it must be acknowledged that hi s method was impeccable

58
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and that he introduced it in America.

Having been born in Ohio, he was in part immune against

the catastrophe that 0 vertook all thorough-going literary

Bostonians. His American birth and training preserved him.

But he was never the man he might have been if he had not

come under the enervating spell of obsolete pieties. Nature

made him witty, genial, sympathetic, observant, and endowed him

wi th an infallible ear for the rhythms of Engli sh p rose. To

read any of 'h i s earlier novels is to get an impression of a man

of rare and diversified gifts, born to be one of the great in­

terpreters 0 f human life. But something happened to him -- he

was stricken by t he dead hand in 1 iterature. In this evalua­

tion of Howells, we shall attempt to uncover the reason for

this deadly blow.

Typ e of Reali SID

The persistent voice of William Dean Howells was heard

throughout the corridors of America continually advocating his

case for a realistic type of literature. Realism. is riding the

wave of popularity today, but the good Dean lies buried in the

grave of forgotten literature. What is the reason for this?

His realism. was by no means the kind that one thinks of as

derived even in part from French sources. It was well-mannered

and invariably under control. A fastidious man, Howells avoided

in his fiction, as in his life, all that smacked of vulgarity,

of noise, of violence. He was' a Westerner, but h is humor was

as remote f rom Mark Twain t S as the poles are separate. Howells t
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realism is rather of the Jane Austen variety, placid in behav­

ior and refined in taste. In editorial and essay, he battled

vigorously and successfully for such realism a s Boston could

read with complete approbation, not the brand that Stephen Crane

was soon to flourish before shocked eyes in New York. By

example and by precept Howells practised shunning the disagreeable

and repulsive.

To take the method of realism without its SUbstance,
without its integrity to the bolder passions, results
in a work precise in form and excellently finished,
but narrow in outlook and shallow. Hamlet and the
King's crime are both left out.l

Throughout his critical principles, Howells prepares us to

expect a divine average type of realism in his novels.

His gentle nature would not p ermit him to follow men
out of the cheerful sun into those darknesses of the
mind and the soul vtlich also belong close tot he
commonplace. He clung to the day as Hawthorne to
the night. Like Emerson, Howells closed his eyes to
evil and its innumerable 'traces. His America, trans­
cribed so fully as it is, is still an America of the
smooth surfaces. 2

Howells employed a selective, a respectable, an official

reali sn. He chose his s ub je ct s a s a sage chooses his conversa­

tion -- decently. Selectivism, of course, is a necessary device

for any realistic author, but Howells goes to the extreme when

his s electivisn concerns only that which has successfully passed

a p rudi sh examination by him.

By closing his eyes and ignoring the great truths in this

world, his fiction was weak and a fal se expression of this or

1. W. O.Brownell , "The Novels of Mr . Howells," Nation,JODCI
(July, l880) , p. 50.

2. Carl Van Doren, The 'Ame r i can Novel, p. 136.
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any other country. He thus belied his own critical d octrines

and sapped their strength wi th absurd qualifications.

Did not the very things that he shunned constitute a p art

of the actual phenomena of soc ial behavior that he had not

business to ignore and did not his turning h i s back upon them

put him in the ranks of the romantics?

His realism is therefore genteel, h i ghl y selective, and

tainted with the vapors of romanticism -- a truly Bostonized

realism.

cause for this Type of Reali SID.

What is the reason for this type of reali sn.? Why is i t

that a person gifted wi th such high artistic geni u s , re ared in

the true vein of American blood, the small mi d-west ern town ,

exposed during his youth to a life of poverty and hardship ,

should wear the garb of a false and decayed re al i sm?

His environment constitutes a partial solut i on t o this ques­

tion. During the period of his youth, hi s e nt i r e being was con­

sumed wi th a passion for reading. At t hat time his interest i n

books far exceeded his interest in human nature. From t he a ge

of ten, his imagination was clouded wi th t he figures of Don

Q.ui xot e , Pancho, the Vicar of Wakef i el d , Rip Van Wi nkl e , and

innumerable other artistic creations. He i nhabi ted thi s arcad i an

dreamland, not the realistic world of s po r ts and game s in which

the average youth finds so much delight. During t his time , h e

had little s ooial intercourse wi th people and so h e commenced

life with an inadequate understanding of human nature. Also ,
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since his contacts with the youths of that day were almost nil,

his nature took on no ruggedness and strength, but instead it

was left ina delicate and sensitive condition.

At the age of twenty-three he procured a position as consul

to the Venetian government. As there was little activity at that

time in Venice, he spent his time in becoming acquainted with

all phases 0 f Ita1j,an 1it erat ure • A1though he ins isted that he

hated Europe, he unconsciously imbibed its customs and so at the

termination 0 f his consulship he was quite Europeanized.

When he finally arrived in America, he was not obsessed with

any desire to travel over the country and view the "real" America

in the making -- the America of growing ~actories and towns, but

instead he chose to settle in isolated Boston and write of the

real Amer Lca,

He was very fastidious in the choice of his friends; they

consisted largely of the literati of Boston ari stocratic society

Lowell, Longfellow, James, Hawthorne, Emerson, etc. He possessed

no actual dislike of the lower and uncouth classes, but he did

possess an unconscious aversion to their company. In short, they .

were distasteful to him.

He became so enamored of Boston society that he gradually

became an organic part of it with all its artificiality and

ornamental brightness. It finally became his norm 0 f civi1iza­

tion, a Utopia to the rest of America.

The civilization of Boston -- Cambridge -- Concord
seemed to him the highest, the best, t he most desir­
able yet attained by mankind. Since he believed the
Massachusetts civilization to be the ultimate, he
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wanted everyone to participate in it, everywhere in
the United States to be like it. 3

The octopus of Boston society finally had seized Howells

and slowly began to squeeze. Nothing could now save him. When

he left the growing West and settled in Boston, he It••• left a

christening to attend a funeral". 4 He accepted the urbane mores

of its social and literary arbiters and wasted the rest of his

career in safe and sane works for young ladies, books that dealt

only with the most smil ing aspects of life.

Another reason f or his type of reali sm lies in his tempera­

ment. He was ultra-genteel, Victorian, and highly sensitive.

He was squeamish when faced with dirt, gain, crime , bestiality

the ingredients in the life of a large part of both the rural

and urban masses. He, the exponent of realism and polemicist

for truth, shrank from such realities and such truths.

As an illustration of his ultra-gentility, he once said in

defense of Twain, when a person criticized Twain f or his blas­

phemy, "I can forgive a little blasphemy, but I cannot forgive

people who place their hands upon me when we meet; Twain does

not do this. 1t5

A human touch" it appears,even irritated the genteel

Howell s,

Resul t of this Typ e of Reali sm

From a perspective survey of Howells' realism. as propounded

B. Smith, "Howells: The Genteel Radical", Saturday Review
of Literature, XI (August 11, 1934), p. 42.
Harry HartwIck, The Foreground of American Fiction, p.339.
J.Erskine, ItVlilliam Dean Howells," Bookman, LI (June, 1920),
pp. 385-9.
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throughout hi s multif a r ious novels, we have no picture of the

true Ame r i ca , but rather a meticulous and we l l -drawn picture

of t he age of innocence.

If his purpose was to p or t r a y v ividly t he Bostonian social

conscience in all its p e culia r aspect s, i t must be acknowledged

by all t hat he a dmi r a bly a tta ined his pu rpo se . If it was to

focus mi cr o scop i c attention upon the met i culous details of Bos­

tonian life, a gain all mu st reverently bow to the result . But ,

as we know, this was far f rom the purpose of Howells.

For year s Howells 1 ived in a n atmo sphe r e of complacent

convention, a society dominated by women , cUlture , and convention .

Cambridge and Bos ton in the seventies and ei ghties were still in

the age of innocence, gr ea t ly conce rne d with erecting defenses

against the intrusion of the unpleasant, reveren ci ng t he g ent e e l

in life and lett ers, soberly mor al and making much of the ete rnal

verities. In such a w or l d of refined manners and narrow outlook ,

what should the realist do b ut report fa ithfully of what he saw

and he ar d '? And Howells p erf orc e be came a specialist in women 's

news, an analyst of the tenuous New England consci ence, a master

of Boston small t alk.

His' realism in the end. became little more than a technique -­

a meticulous transcription of New England convention , the casual

action submerging itself i n an endless stream of talk. No doubt

Howells was true to what h e saw; certainly no one has eve r fixed

more exactly t han h e t he substance of t he age of i nnoc en ce.

He possessed real gifts of wh i ch he mad e t he most . Refine-
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ment, humor , sympathy, ridelity to external manner, and r a r e

skill in catching the changing expression or lire -- a pas s i on

ror truth and a jealous regard r or his art; h e ha d all the s e

qualities, yet they wer e not enough to make him a great reali st .

He belonged to the age of innocence, a nd, with i ts pa ssin g, his

works have been laid away. He had no followers to k eep his

method alive.

Reason for Decline i n Pop ular i t y

Howells' popularity has waned chiefly becaus e o f t he f'ac t

that naturalism has replaced humanism a s a mode of l i f e , a nd that

Boston is no longer America.

Not hing could better illustrate the d istorted perspective

of Howells than t he reaction of the p r e sent generation to hi s

novels. The characters in these novels appear to be p r oduct s

of a European environment; they are f or e i gn a nd strange . They

lack American t rai t a, The average American 0 f today simply.

cannot feel at ease in the presence of Howells ' creations , all

of which proves that the Boston of that day is as far distant

to the average American reader ~s Europe today is to him.

There is little doubt of Howells' popula ri ty during his

lifetime. Although polemical discussi on r a ged over him , h e was

universally read by all literate Ame r icans . He fitted hi s t ime s .

He was looked upon as an interpreter of the mecca of culture to

the United States. But, as Boston and her socia l doct r ine s

began to lose influence in the United States, Howel l s ' wo rks

also began to lose influence. His works po s s e s s no shreds of
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immortality because they are based t oo much upon fluctuating

values. The stamp 0 f immortality is engraved only upon those

works ~hat are based upon the eternal verities and beauties of

life.

Style

Howells' staggering output is sufficient to war r an t that

he did not conceiv,e art a s a long patience, but it may be in­

terest ing to inquire somewhat more closely into his intention,

his theory of style. His ideal of styl e in literature is, as

a matter of fact, perfectly consonant wi t h his i deal 0 f s truc­

ture. ' J ust as t he form of the novel s hould be f ree and flex­

ible, adaptable always to the exact transcript ion o f ordinary

events, so the manner of speech should be the ordinary manner

of a clear and musical speaker. Since he wo uld not have t he

form distorted or moulded in ac cord with Stevenson 's one cr ea -

tive and controlling thought to which ever y incident and char ­

acter must oontribute, he could not have t he style pitched in

unison with this; as the romance bids.

The contriving of patterns and webs of discourse , which

for Stevenson made writing a fine art , appear t o Howells a s an

artifioiality only less dangerous than t he contriving of Plat o .

Of tributes to his graceful and musical style ther e
is no end. Even those who deny its posse ssor ' s ide~s
are ready to promise him immortality becaus e of it . 6

To read any of the beautiful pages o f Ven et i an Li f e (t h e
, --

book in which he is nearest to being a poet) and then to read

6. Delmar Gross Cooke, Wi ll i am Dean Howells, p . 142.
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!h! Flight of Pony Baker, a delicious boys' book wh i ch proves

that he was incorrigibly young at sixty-five, creates the im­

pression 0 f a man with a great i magination and the g en i us of

perfectly expressing the tunes of t ha t imagination.

Mark Twain, in an essay on Howells' style, once declared

that other men, including himself, sometimes f ound t he r i ght

word, but Howells always found it.

At one time, he had a craze for t he simple Anglo-Saxon

words, despising most heartily all long Latin derivatives.

I still like the little word i f it says the thing I
want to say as well as the big one, but I honor
above all the word that says the t hi ng . To a im at
succinctness and brevity, merely, as some t ea ch , is
to practise a kind of mockery almost as offensive
as the charlatanry of rhetoriQ.. In ei ther case the
life goes out of the subject. "/

The crowning aspect of Howells' style is hi s mastery of

dialogue -- the ordinary, everyday language of men and women .

Dal.mar Cooke says, ''Even those hostile to Howell s ' social and

artistic ideals will tell you that he has no competitors living

or dead in this branch of the narrative art ". 8

The secret of the success of his dialo gue is the attainment

by Howells of the conversational m~ner and correct adjusting of

the conversation to the person's character. Howells' humor is

of that very high sort which is based on a close and del i ca t e

observation, humor true, unexaggerated, life itself .

7. Wi l l i am Dean Howells, ·Ml Literary Pa s s i ons , p . 112.
8. Delmar Gross Cooke, Wi lli am Dean Howells, p. 150.



The best comment upon his humor is that g i ven by his

friend, Mark Twain:

As concerns his humor, I will not try to say anything,
yet I would try if I had the words that might approx­
imately reach up to its high place. I do not think:
anyone else can play with humorous fancies so grace­
fully and delicately and deliciously as he does, nor
has so many to play with, nor can come so near making
them look as if they were doing the playing themselves
and he was not aware that they were at it. For they
are unobtrusive and quiet in their ways and well-con­
ducted. His is a humor which flows softly all around,
about, and over and through the mesh of the page, per­
vasive, refreshing, he al th-giving, and makes no more
show and no more noise than does the circulation of
the blood.9

9. Delmar Gross Cooke, William Dean Howells, p. 150.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSIONS

Significance - Place in American Letters

William Dean Howells will always remain a great l i terary

tradition in America. His name will always remain s yno nymous

with the spirit of" American letters. His name wi ll always be

rung when the masters of the American l anguag e pl ay upon t h e

chords of the American spirit. Howells will be acknowl edged

as taking an important part in the development of the i r music .

His natural abilities stamped h im t o be the long-awaited ,

great interpreter 0 f the American s cene -- the creator of the

great American novel. Fate, however, in t he nature of unfor e­

seen circumstances, was to play its part; America sadly moaned

as she watched Howells gradually lose his battle with fate,

then sadly resigned herself until another i nt e rp r et e r should

step forth and catch the true spirit and greatness of this

youthful and mighty land.

Modern America developed in the single generation from the

Civil War to 1900. Wi t h i n t h i rty yea r s , 1870 to 1900 , the pop­

ulation grew from thirty-eight mill ion t o s event y-s i x million .

Wi t hi n even less time the enormous areas between Kansas and

California were settled. Meanwhi l e t h e older s ectiona l cultures ­

New England, Mi d-Wes t , and Southern - were being SUbmerged in a

69
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nation-wide, rising tide of industrialism, which shifted the

economic basis of our culture from farms to factories, from

rural life to urban. At the same time the older cultural

disciplines --speculative, theological, and aesthetic -- were

being replaced by new disciplines brought forth by nineteenth

century science. Those new forces, working with astonishing

speed, produced no · slow, orderly development, but a cUltural

revolution, a revolution that made the Civil War itself almost

as remote by 1900 as the Wax for Independence had been in 1860.

The East, stiJ.:!- basking in the glory of its outworn aristo­

cratic cul.t.ure , turned its face away from the rising young Wes t

and remained isolated. Her young men, the only hope 0 f her

future, had left to take their part in the westward movement.

The East was now stagnant and sterile; it was slowly sinking

into a state of decay and corrosion. When Howells left the

West to live in the East, he indeed "left a christening to at­

tend a funeral",l and h is novels afford a perfect illustration

and description of that Bostonian funeral.

But all this does not discount the f acrt that Wi l l i am Dean

Howells is one of the stars in the American galaxy of authors.

America has profoundly the impression he has made in her nation­

al life. His influence was by no means limited to his literary

. output; on the contrary, h is influence has struck at the roots

of American life and culture.

Howells placed himself accurately in r elation to his pre-

1. Harry Hartwick, The Foreground of American Fiction, p.339.
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decessors in American literature when he said at his seventy­

fifth birthday dinner in 1 912: "I knew Hawthorne and Emer son

and Walt Whi tma n ; I knew Longfellow and Holmes and Whi tti e r

and Lowell; I knew Bryant and Bancroft and Motl ey ; I knew Har­

riet Beecher Stowe and Julia Ward Howe; I knew Artemus Ward

and stockton and Mark Twain; I knew Parkman and Fi ske" . 2

Four years later he could have s poken of his intimate

friend, Henry James, in the past tense a l s o . If we add that

he was born in 1837 before t h e deaths of Poe , Irving , and Coop er ,

it will be seen that his lifetime t ouched all of the important

writers. His own first book appeared i n 1860 and hi s l ast, post ­

humously, in 1920. In 1916 he recorded, in commenting bi t t erly

on a rejection, that he could look back on f i f t y years of i n ev ­

itable acceptance. His constant friendliness enabled him to meet

the young men 0 f h is last days. He wa s fr i endl y , for instance ,

with Hamlin Garland, Booth Tarkington, and Brand \Vhi t l o ck . He

was kind to Stephen Crane. He was interviewed by Van Wyck Brooks .

Thus his lifetime spanned almost t he whol e course 0 f American

literature, while he was himself act ive fo r sixty years .

During this span of time he was not on ly regarded as one of

. the literary figures of his time, but in a certain sens e he wa s

looked upon as a dictator of American let t e r s. His opinions

were valued and respected. Hi s i nfluence was pervasive and

far-reaching, more than t hat of any other single person .

When Howells began his c aree r of prolific outpour i ng,

2. C. Hartlay Gratton, "Howells: Ten Years Ai'ter" , Amer ican
Mercury, XX (May, 1930), p. 42.



. eric .. 5 i n a puer ile nd dolescent ::> t e r . to

artist i c taste . _: e • i t orical r o, ce te» in vo zue , T e

publ i c c La nored f or ovels t at wer-e 2r e; t ;i t : ction

bloo and t hwlder ro a nces . Tas te 1 s on an i cr edi bl e 1~1

l evel of u li t .

: is sria Ll, book , Cri ticisr and Fiction , electrified t e

orld . It was the ca us e of ra "'ing contro e s i es , but it a cco -

plished i t s purpos e i n akLn z

it s low intellectual t a ste .

ica s ensitive and a ha~ed of

j s a cr i t i c he was amon t he ea liest to 1 ke c onte or-ar v

fo re i n l i t er a t ure 60~0 intellectual c r enc v i n t h s c ount

es necial l . t he literature of Russia , a in , and Ital" , anf. he

lielded an inca l culable i nfl uenc e in ivin ~ a r eali stic ( s e

~ derstood t) color to 1er i can readin o •

3efore t he e es of an amazed uro ne , es .iec La.Ll. « ":n-"l a d , 're

t bled I c: ens , Thac "era , and .Jc ot t f rom t heir Lof t ': t . or.e s •

• s a resul t of t hi , he bec~e t e t ar et f or ~uch s eve re criti-

ci so , but os te i t y has pr oved hi corr e c t i n hi s es tL~a t ion of

t he se . asters .

s a 10ve l is t he was t he f i rs t r.1er i can \f i ter t o undert ake

realistic f i ct ion . There ler e pl ent y of earl ier vrite s of

fic tion , but the \lere either no t t heore t i ca l r eal i s t s or not
- ,

pure ficti oni st s . I n his e thi ca l no ve ls , he stressed t he i ~por­

t ance of h .an nature and cha acter in reference to ction .

T e ' as the i s pi rat ion and discoverer of t he " O' • s c..ool

of eal is. , -, hich i ncl uded such rr i ters as Bo esen , '} l a nd ,

t e hen G ane , ~ "or-r L s , nd ober t He ric. , who 1 r 011 0' ed
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the trail he had blazed.

So, in the last analysis, Howells was really more impor­

tant in the hi story and elevation of Ame r i can taste than as

an artist. America will always o we Howel l s an undying t r i but e

of gratitude as an arduous laborer in striving to arouse Amer­

ica from a state of adolescence to a state of .maturity . He ,

like Mat t hew Arnold, was a school teacher for his a ge and , like

the classici st, hi s success and influence has not y et been f ull y

tabulated.

He is now looked upon in literary history a s a t r ans it i on

writer. It is chiefly owing to him for the pre s ent pop ula r i ty

of the naturalistic school 0 l' American wr i t e rs. His wr i t ings

formed a t ransi tion stage between t he t hen pr evalent form o f

idealism. and the present form of naturalism. It i s my opinion

that Howells would have achieved inimitable success as one o f

the world I s great essayist s it' he h ad e l ung to that form 0 l'

expression. His informal and conversational manner of writing ,

his sparkling humor, his easy and carefree manner of expression

stamp him with the supreme qualities of an i nformal es s a y ist.

His brilliant and vivid essays in Life~ Li t er atur e 3 and

Literary Friends and Acquaintances4 equal, if th ey do not sur­

pass, anything of its kind in the history of Amer i can let ters.

In these works we see the genial Howells, per f ectly at ease,

and relating in h is informal .manner his thought s a nd i deas

upon the insignificant things of life. They are model s of pe r -

3. Wi l l i am Dean Howells, Life and Literature.
4. Wi l l i am Dean Howells, L'It"erary Friends ~ ACqua intance s .
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fection and hi gh artistry. But, as existing facts pr ove , he

chose the novel as his supreme form of expression, and so

today his chief importance rests i n h i s va lue t o the liter ary

historian. The opportunity of Howell s to return to popular

fancy, as did his friend Hen r y James, is v ery s mall indeed .

The dead hand of literature, in the r o nn o f stri c t provinc i a lity ,

has secured Howells' position in the li terary grave wi t h only

quietness and memories of forgotten lore to comfort him.
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