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ABSTRACT

REPEATING IS IN EVERY ONE:
A DISCOURSE AND LITERARY ANALYSIS OF REPETITION
IN

GERTRUDE STEIN’S THREE LIVES

By
Barbara Lamberts Law

The book Three Lives, Gertrude Stein’s first published work, marks
the beginning of her truly experimental writing. Characterized by a
simplified vocabulary, a lack of traditional narrative line, a focus on
characterization and the consistent use of repetition throughout, Three
Lives has received either praise or condemnation during the seventy-odd
years since its first printing, and although most critics have touched
upon Stein’s use of repetition, none has focused on it directly.

Stein considered repetition to be her key stylistic feature, and
used repetition deliberately to embody her theories of determinism and
the idea that life is repetition and repetition is life. Through a
consistent repetition of both linguistic and literary features —
words, phrases, themes, actions and emotional states -- Stein painted
the psychological portraits of three wamen who were victimized by fate
and by the manipulations of others.

Until now there has been no general theory with which to analyze
repetition in literary text. Therefore, using theories of
textlinguistics, cohesiveness in English and the phenamenological and



transactional theories of reading, I have developed é model for the
analysis of repetition.

Based on this theory, my interpretation of Stein is very different
fram previous interpretations. This model does not isolate certain
repetitions from the text and derive an interpretation of the entire
text based upon a part. Rather, it seeks to classify all repetitions
according to form and function and then demonstrate how these
repetitions work together in the reader s mind during the evoking of

the text to arrive at a new and more camplete reading.
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INTRODUCTION

To say that Gertrude Stein is repetitious is to be redundant. This
is a given. Repetition has become her trademark; in fact, she is better
known for "A rose is a rose is a rose" than any other single work;
repetition with variations is a practice she employed consistently
throughout her writing career. No reader can proceed through a Stein
work without being confronted, possibly confused, or even confounded by
this technique; no critic can write in any depth about her style
without cammenting on it.

Her writing is also difficult, which has led to a great deal of
misunderstanding of most, if not all of her work, and, cansequently, of
Stein herself. Cynthia Secor writes that "as is so often the case with
a major woman writer, critics have been slow to read her thoroughly and
carefully, quick to trivialize her effort and even when entirely
sympathetic and impressed, baffled as to how best to explain her
achievemem:."1 Secor goes on to state that two aspects of Stein are
problematic: how she means and what she means. There are no plots in
her portraits, no rhyme schemes or meter to her poems, no traditional

narrative line to works such as Three Lives or The Making of Americans.

Thus traditional literary criticism has made only limited progress in
illuminating Stein’s work. As a result, more recently, critics have
gone further afield and delved into art history, stylistics,

2

phenamenology, lingquistics, and Jamesian psychology, etc. However,




although recently there have been a number of significant studies of
Stein’s works, no major critic has yet tackled the issue of repetition.

This is, I believe, a serious error. Repetition is so pervasive
in Stein’s work and so fundamental to her philosophy of both writing
and of life that lack of attention to this stylistic technique has
lead to a critical lack of understanding of what her works are all
about, and ultimately, what they mean. Although the new approaches have
all contributed significantly to understanding her style, I believe
that focusing on such matters as Jamesian influences, cubism,
antipatriarchalism, etc. without taking into account the repetition
which is central to her work has led to incamplete and even distorted
interpretations.

In the past same critics have implied that Stein’s use of
repetition was either arbitrary or capricious, with little purpose
other than her own whim. It is my contention that her use of repetition
is neither; that repetition is instead a masterful employment of words,
the fundamental "how", which, in turn, determines the "what" of her
writing. I argue that repetition is the key to unravelling many of the
secrets of her works, and to settling many old arguments as to her
meaning. I believe that a systematic analysis of repetition in one of
her texts can provide insight into all her works and further
understanding of what she meant by what she did.

A study of Stein’s employment of repetition, since it encompasses
the entire range and scope of her writing, would, of necessity, be an
enormous undertaking, impossible to achieve within the bounds of a
single volume. Therefore, it is appropriate to limit the focus to one
particular work. Fram there, once the foundations of study of her use



of repetition have been laid, one can prooeed to study other texts. It
is also appropriate to start from the beginning, to focus on Stein’s
first published work, Three Lives.

Although Q.E.D. was written first, Three Lives marks the beginning
of Stein’s truly experimental writing. Three Lives represents the first
consistent use of repetition as a stylistic device. Three Lives also
clearly documents the evolution of her style as she gradually moves to
more and more camplex repetition. Beginning with "The Good Anna," and
increasingly through "The Gentle Lena" and "Melanctha" she employed
repetition and experimented with language more and more consciously and
<:onsistent1y.3

It is also appropriate to study Three Lives simply because it is
relatively easier to arrive at an interpretation of a work when there
is still a clear storyline and same semblance of a plot. After Three
Lives Stein moved into her more radical stages of experimentation in
which she abandoned narrative altogether and eventually even syntax.

There are several possible reasons why critics have been reluctant
to tackle the problem of Stein’s repetition. This reluctance is partly
due, I believe, to the complexity of the repetition in even more
traditional works such as Three Lives which are more open to
traditional analytical approaches. Even in this small book of three
novellas Stein employs a great variety of repetition at both linguistic
and literary levels.

More problematic still is the fact that there is no adequate
theory of repetition either in linguistics or literature, much less a
theory which ocould cross lines between the two. Discussions of
repetition have tended to be incorporated into other linguistic
theories, such as Halliday and Hasan’s and Gutwinski ‘s theories of



4
cohesion. Less helpful have been statements about repetition which

tell us what repetition does without telling us how. J. Hillis Miller,
for instance, asserts that repetitions within a text generate meaning.
According to Miller, a text is interpreted in part by the reader’s
noticing recurrences. They also inhibit the too easy determination of
meaning based merely on the linear sequence of the story. The reader
may identify these repetitions at a more or less conscious level,
deliberately or not. What is important, states Miller, is that "what is
said two or more times may not be true, but the reader is fairly safe
in assuming that it is significant."5 These statements are not
particularly helpful because although they tell us about the what: that
a writer is foregrounding certain things by repeatedly placing them in
front of the reader s eyes and therefore his consciousness, they do not
tell us how: how the reader notices them and what this observation does
to generate meaning.

Another major critical prablem in developing a theory of Stein’s
use of repetition is due to her evolution of style over the years.
Randa Dubnick and Marianne DeKoven have both documented the progression
of her style over the years. In each stage, Stein’s notions of
language and consequently her style differed. Thus, a theory one inight
develop for Three Lives might not obtain for the portraits; a theory of
repetition in her narratives might not hold for her poetry. In the
past, writers have referred to her repetition as if it were the same
throughout her work. Therefore, one must develop a tentative model
based upon what Stein does in one work, and then modify it accordingly,
in response to her change in style and focus. It is to be hoped that
same of the basic tenets set forth here will hold throughout Stein’s



writings, but this is a matter which will be settled only by close
examination of each period in her evolution of style.

Therefore, the aim of this dissertation is essentially three-fold.
First, it is written in an attempt to increase, through a discussion of
her repetition, an understanding of Stein’s work.

Second, I will attempt to develop a theory of repetition which
draws upon discourse analysis, text-linguistics and reading theory. 1In
developing a theory it is necessary to examine not only current
theories on the use of repetition, but also what Stein wrote on the
subject. Stein was a writer with an overt interest in language and it
was this interest which led her to experiment with words. Stein had
her own theories of repetition, and she used them consciously
throughout her career. Thus, her theories of repetition will influence
any conclusions made about her use of it. I will then use this theory
to provide insight into her use of repetition.

Last, I hope to produce a study which demonstrates that the
techniques of linguistic analysis can serve to illuminate the literary
content of a text. Hopefully, it will be fruitful to build one small
bridge over the chasm which has developed between stylists and literary
critics over the past few years. Both approaches to literature have
merit, both can contribute to one’s understanding of a piece of
writing. By examining content, linguistic structures and strategies
employed by Stein in Three Lives and noticing the ways these forms and
structures work to achieve meaning and advance the aesthetic qualities
of the stories, one can more effectively read the sametimes difficult
texts.

In this dissertation I will analyze Three Lives as discourse as

well as literature. Approaching the text fram a discourse point of view



is an important theoretical standpoint, one which has not previously
been taken. This approach views literature as a type of cammnication,
and the author as a person having cammnicative intent, i.e. a message
which he or she intends to cammunicate through writing to a reader.

Brown and Yule, in Discourse Analysis, insist that it is the

speaker/writer who is at the center of the process of cammunication.
They assert that it is "people who cammnicate and people who
interpret. It is speakers/writers who have topics, presuppositions,
who assign information structure and who make reference. It is
hearers/readers who interpret and who draw inferences." Theirs is
primarily a functional viewpoint - an interactive model - which "seeks
to describe linquistic form, not as a static object, but as a dynamic
means of expressing intended meaning... [It] is opposed to the study of
these issues in terms of sentences considered in isolation fram
communicative contz-:»:vct:s."6 Thus this approach views text as “process’
instead of ‘product’ — language expressed in dynamic instead of static
terms.

In this study I will be viewing repetition as a device employed by
Stein to cammunicate meaning to be interpreted within the larger
context of the work of Three Lives. Using linquistic theory and
textlinguistics I will show the ways repetition is a cohesive device
used to foreground certain elements which Stein considered significant
and wished her reader to perceive as such. Using the phenamenological
and transactional views of the reading process I will demonstrate the
way this repetition is perceived in the mind of the reader during the
act of reading and the way this perception drastically alters the

interpretation of Three Lives.



This view of text as process and the perception of repetition
within the reading of the text is an important distinction to make
where Stein’s work is concerned. As I will demonstrate, this approach
sheds new light on Stein’s use of repetition. Fram a functional
standpoint we can answer the questions: What does she do? How does she
do it? Why does she do it? and What effect does this technique have
upon her reader, the recipient of her message?

At the outset we must make the assumption that all discourse
produced by Stein was intended to be meaningful. Whether it is
intelligible is another question altogether. In many cases it is not.
It does have meaning, if the reader is willing to work hard enough to
find it. We can also assume that it was very possible - if not probable
-~ that in many instances she failed in communicating.

Three Lives is a work in which she particularly succeeds. In this
study I will examine each of the three stories in turn. In Chapter One
I will develop a theory of repetition. In Chapter Two I will examine
"The Good Anna." Although "The Gentle Lena” is placed last in the text,
it was written first, therefore I will examine it before "Melanctha" as
the next step in Stein’s evolution of style. "Melanctha," because of
its length and camplexity will be divided into two chapters, Four and
Five. In the final chapter I will draw together the different types of
repetition and show how they work across the three stories to make the
work a cohesive whole.




CHAPTER 1
THEORIES OF REPETITION AND READING

One of the fundamental postulates we must make about repetitions
in literary texts is that they are intentional. They have a definite
artistic purpose; the writer has used repetition for a specific reason
to achieve a specific effect. Thus, according to Calvin S. Brown, one
of the few authors who has treated repetition at length, the reader is
supposed to recognize repetitions and take them into ac<::ount.1

But how does one know whether or not repetitions are significant?
And how does one recognize them and apply meaning to them? In order to
address this question we must first lay same theoretical groundwork and
to do that, we need to and define several terms.

First we must define “text’. Because Halliday and Hasan’s Cohesion
in English is by far the most camprehensive treatment of the subject of
cohesion and is considered the standard text in this area, and because
I will be relying extensively upon their theories, I propose to use
their definitions, supplemented by further insights from other
textlinguists. Halliday and Hasan define a text as "not just a string
of sentences... [It] is best thought of not as a grammatical unit at
all, but rather as a unit of a different kind: a semantic unit. The
unity that it has is a unity of meaning in context, a texture that
expresses the fact that it relates as a whole to the environment in

which it is placed. Being a semantic unit, a text is REALIZED in the



form of sentences... the expression of the semantic unity of the text
lies in the cohesion among the sentences of which it is ccmposed."2 In
other words, a text is a set of sentences which have coherence and
sense, and are related in same way such that a participant - a reader
or listener perceives that taken together, they constitute a whole
which achieves closure. Fram a discourse point of view a text is a unit
of communication with the unity and integrity which result fram the
unity of the author s communicative intention. It is a single
actualized organized entity with all its diverse parts linked.3

A text must have both coherence and cohesion. Although in many
discussions these words have been used interchangeably, a useful
distinction has been made (Halliday & Hasan, Gutwinski, Levy, Ellis).
Both words refer to the ‘connectivity’ of discourse. Both coherence and
ocohesion mean "hanging together,” and both work to make a series of
sentences hang together to achieve closure, but closure is achieved at
different levels. Coherence in this case means, as specified by lLevy,
‘comprehensible. * "Where cohesion refers to the particular mechanism of
structural binding, coherence connotes the mental processes that allow
a discourse to be sensible and understood by the participants."4
Mayordamo further elucidates this notion when he writes, "In order that
a linquistic product have the character of a text, coherence must be
evident in the surface linear manifestation by means of the surface
mechanisms of cohesion. "5 A discourse may be coherent with respect to a
particular theme. Mayordamo asserts that a text is characterized by
having a topic underlying it. "Every sentence of a discourse has an
underlying proposition, every sequence also has an underlying
proposition of which those sentences partake... a text topic is the

cammon denaminator of the topics of the sequences.... [thus] a



10
6

succession of sentences without coherence and sense lacks text topic.”
Coherence, then, is a matter of consistency, relevancy and order.

Coherence is realized in ocohesion. Coherence, according to Ellis,
"refers to the mental processes that allow a discourse to be sensible
and understood by the participants, [while] cchesion refers to the
particular mechanisms of structural bJ'.nding.”7 Cohesion relates to the
relationships obtaining among the sentences and clauses within the
text. Halliday and Hasan state that cohesion occurs "where the
interpretation of same element in the disocourse is dependent on that of
another. The one presupposes the other, in the sense that it cannot be
effectively decoded except by recourse to it. When this happens a
relation of cohesion is set up. "8 Cohesion ties a text together. A
network, patterns of meaning, is formed by certain features of the text
corresponding with or presupposing other features. Much of our
interpretation of what happens in a text depends on the continuity of
what went before. Cohesion provides, "for the text... the sort of
continuity which is achieved in units at the grammatical level...the
cchesive relations themselves are relations in meaning, and the
continuity which they bring about is a semantic continuity. This is
what makes it possible for cohesive patterns to play the part they do
in processing of text by listener or a reader, not merely signaling the
presence and extent of text, but actually enabling him to interpret and
determining how he does so."9 To give a very simple example, we can see
that the pair of sentences: "Bob’s mother is an alcoholic. He doesn’t
take the dogs out in the rain," could be classified as cohesive,
because the "he" anaphorically relates to "Bob." But the two camponent
sentences are not truly coherent because the second does not logically
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follow the first.
This impartant distinction must be made in studying Stein. Louise

Rosenblatt ‘s transactional theory, in The Reader, The Text, The Poem

agrees with these theories of text when she writes, "As one decodes the
opening lines or sentences and pages of a text, one begins to develop a
tentative sense of a framework within which to place what will follow.
Underlying this is the assumption that this body of words, set forth in
certain patterns and sequences on the page, bears the potentiality for
a reasonably unified or integrated or at the very least, coherent,
expt-z.rienc:e."10 With Stein, however, there is no such assurance. One
cannot autcmatically assume that the text will be either. Stein
deliberately violates the rules of appropriateness in creating many of
her wc:rks.11 There are times when she is both coherent and cohesive:
"The tradesmen of Bridgepoint learned to dread the sound of ‘Miss
Mathilda“, for with that name the good Anna always conquered" (TGA,
17). At other times Stein can be cohesive but not particularly
coherent: ""Very many are certainly being ones being living and are
being ones going on in being living and certainly this is frightening
to same one."12 Then further into her obscure style, although she
displays syntactic and phonological cohesion, she is not coherent at
all: "Drinks pups drinks pups lease a sash hold, see it shine and a
bobolink has pins. It shows a nail."13 At her most obscure it is
difficult to see either coherence or cohesion: "a no, a no since, a no
since when, a no since when since, a no since when since a no since
when since..."14 Thus, in the absence of either cohesion ar coherence
the reader must resort to different strategies to reach same type of
satisfactory reading. One such effective method is to look for certain

points of contimuity in the text as points of reference to hold the
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text together.

Gutwinski and Halliday & Hasan have outlined a taxonomy of types
of cohesive relationships which can be formally established within a
text, providing the cohesive ties which bind a text together. They
attempt to place cohesion within a theoretical framework of language
organization. Cohesion "has not been treated as a collection of
unrelated grammatical categories but rather [as a] related and
integrated part of the total structure of language."15 Repetition,
according to this categorization, is one form of lexical cohesion.
Consistently repeating words or phrases is one method of linking parts
of text together. Words themselves are not necessarily cohesive.
Particular lexical items do not always have a cohesive function. But
Halliday and Hasan note that "every lexical item MAY enter into a
cohesive relation, but by itself it carries no indication whether it is
functioning cohesively or not. That can be established only by
reference to the te.xt."16 A word is only cohesive in the context of
what came before and what is caming afterwards. And, as Gutwinski
notes, not every word, when it is repeated, can be considered cohesive.

The reader needs to distinguish between what we might call "motivated
17

recurrences" and "trivial recurrences."

Gutwinski suggests that one way of distinguishing between whether
repetitions are motivated and trivial is by noting whether or not these
words are "high frequency" words, words that have a high overall
frequency in the language, such as "look," "see," "get," "put." A word
such as "say" is not a cohesive repetition in a story which employs a
great deal of dialogue. On the other hand, low frequency words easily

qualify as nontrivial. For instance, the word "wander" occurs a total
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of forty-six times in "Melanctha." This word cannot be considered a
high frequency word, and the fact that Stein employs it continuously
renders it cohesive. This question of "frequency," notes Gutwinski, is
a relative one, and depends on the kind of text in which the item
occurs.

However, "high frequency" words can also be cohesive, if they are
reinforced by other factors. One of these is the overall frequency of
the word within the whole of the text. "Good," one of the most
praminent repetitions within all three stories of Three Lives could be
considered a "high frequency" word in the English language, but the
sheer number of times it is repeated in these three stories also
renders it cohesive.

Another factor can be the "density" of repetitions. Note, for
example, this paragraph fram "The Gentle Lena":

Lena was a brown and pleasant creature, brown as blonde
races often have them brown, brown, not with the yellow or the
red or the chocolate brown of sun burned countries, but brown
with the clear color laid flat on the light toned skin beneath,
the plain, spare brown that makes it right to have been made
with hazel eyes, and not too abundant straight, brown hair,
hair that only later deepens itself into brown fram the straw
yellow of a german childhood (240).

Synonyms can also be cohesive. For instance, Stein uses the
adjectives "bad," "evil" and "wicked" to describe the behavior of
Anna’s dogs. Words do not necessarily have to be the same morphological
form to be considered cohesive. Therefore, "blacken black" (TGA, 50)

and "Rose was never joyous with the earthborn, boundless joy of
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negroes" (M, 86), can be considered cohesive, as can "Melanctha’s
wanderings after wisdam she always had to do in secret...and so though
Melanctha wandered widely, she was really very safe with all the
wandering" (M, 97). In order to be cohesive, lexical items do not
necessarily have to be the same exact words; words formed fram the same
root can display cohesive properties similar to those of synonyms. For
exanmple, the words "marry," "marriage," and "matrimony" can be
cahesive.

The clearest instance of lexical cohesion occurs when the same
word is found in succession, such as "She did it all, all of the
housework," (TGA, 28) or "Not stupid like our Sallie, Sallie would
never learn to do a thing" (TGA, 19). In Stein a lexical item can be
introduced in one sentence and then repeated in the immediately
adjacent sentence. For example, "She wondered, often, how she could go
on living when she was so blue. Melanctha told Rose one day how a
waman wham she knew had killed herself because she was so blue" (M,
87).

Lexical cohesion can also result when a word is repeated in two or

more sentences which, although they are not adjacent, are in close

proximity. Stein’s characteristic lexical cohesion depends on the
introduction of a lexical item or phrase in one sentence or clause and
then the repetition of the same item or phrase throughout the text.
Thus her cohesion does not simply exist on the local level, but the
"universal" level - the text in its entirety.

In Three Lives key words or phrases often appear sporadically in
the text before they achieve any significance which alters

interpretation. But these occurrences are not always close enough
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together to warrant attention and often the words display many of their
different meanings. For example, the word "good" appears throughout the
stories in many ways which do not relate to the central meaning which
it achieves through its use in regards to Anna and other major

characters.

"Well Molly then try and do better," answered Miss Mathilda,
keeping a good stern front... (TGA, 16).

"... that tired crew who loved the good things Anna made to
eat (TGA, 23).
She had a fair, soft, reqular, good-looking face (TGA, 29).
Anna heard a good deal of this (TGA, 56)
This place Lena had found very good (GL, 239).
Lena had good hard work all morning (GL, 239).

Lena had sucked a good deal of the green paint from her
finger (GL, 241).
Sam... got good wages (M, 88).

Melanctha... had had a good chance to live with horses (M,
91).

Stein’s tactic of using words in several of their meanings often
creates a lag between the time the word is introduced and the time the
reader perceives that it is significant. However, when Stein is using
the word for emphasis, the repetitions are closely grouped and
literally hammered into the reader ‘s consciousness so that there is
often no chance of missing them.

A very real question which must be addressed is: how far apart
can a lexical item be and still be said to display lexical cohesion?
Gutwinski notes that the cohesive range of an item, whether this be
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grammatical or lexical, can vary fram two adjacent sentences through
three or more to several non-adjacent sentences or groups, but whether
this range can be extended any farther is an empirical question. The
reader s ability to remember a word and then associate it with a
recurrence of the same word later on in the text in part has to do with
the frequency of the recurrences. In the larger units of repetition,
such as phrases, clauses or sentences, we could postulate that
exactness of repetition is a significant factor in its cohesive force.
Stein uses a great many sentential repetitions. For instance, in "The
Good Anna," the sentence "Anna led an arduous and troubled life," is
repeated three times within the space of eleven pages. The first
repetition occurs three pages after the initial sentence. The
exactness of the repetition (with the addition of "You see...")
immediately brings the sentence to the reader’s attention.

This discussion of lexical cohesion should not be taken as
isolating the lexicon from discourse as a whole. It is to be studied
within the realm of discourse. All language consists of simultaneously
occurring subsystems - phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics and
pragmatics. Stein employs repetition in each of these subsystems
consistently. However, although I will mention repetition at the
grammatical and syntactic level etc. in my discussions of the three
stories I will largely limit my linguistic discussion to repetition at
the semantic level. This is not to say that focusing on any or each is
less interesting or less revealing, but these are beyond the scope of
my study.

But it is not enough to merely isolate the types of cohesion
available in a text. Geoffrey Leech in his study of poetry writes that
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"in studying cohesion we pick out the patterns of meaning running
through the text and arrive at same sort of linquistic account of what
the text is "about." In addition to types of cohesion we can also speak
of "oohesion of foregrounding," in which certain foregrounded features
that have been identified in isolation are related to one another and
to the text in its entirety. He writes, "If a single scheme extends
over the whole text, it can itself be regarded as a form of
cohesion."18 The words, phrases, themes and patterns which are
repeated, i.e. foregrounded by Stein, work to unify the text, and must
be examined within the context of their use. Therefore, repetition is a
form of cohesion which unifies and integrates the total structure of
the text.

Cohesion by repetition can also be studied on a larger scale than
simply lexicon. At this time, very little has been done to investigate
repetition at the higher level, such as theme and plot, although Gut-
winski refers to this problem briefly in his study of ocohesion in James
and Hemingway. As I will demonstrate, Stein employs repetition of not
only words, phrases, and sentences, but also themes, actions, patterns
of behavior and life situations within and across the three stories in
Three Lives. These all work together to form a cohesive "whole," a
densely woven intricate pattern of repetitions that create three vivid
renderings of three wamen caught in their own repetitious patterns of
life fram which they cannot escape.

However, the issue of the reader s ability to remember and make

associations is a question in itself.

Theories of Reading

Statements made by textlinguists concerning the ways a text is
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perceived are very similar to the phenomenological theory of reading
set forth by Wolfgang Iser and Rosenblatt ‘s transactional model of
reading. Halliday and Hasan write, "In reading or listening to text, we
process continuously and therefore by the time any given lexical item
is taken in, its context has already been prepared; and the preceding
lexical environment is perhaps the most significant camponent of this
context.... the lexical enviranment of any item includes, naturally,
not only the words that are in same way or other related to it... but
also all other words in the preceding passage, and all of these
contribute to its specific interpret in the given instance. But it is
the occurrence of the item IN THE CONTEXT OF RELATED LEXICAL ITEMS that
provides cchesion and gives to the passage the quality of text."19

Iser defines reading as an interaction between a reader and a
text, a text being " an array of sign impulses (signifiers) which are
received by the reader.”20 This interaction is by nature a dynamic
process which has the character of an event. The reader, by the act of
reading, realizes the text, brings it into being and responds to it
aesthetically. Reading causes a literary work to "unfold."

Because a text is realized both temporally and spatially, the
whole text can never be perceived at any one time. But neither is this
perception at any one mament of reading isolated and unconnected to
what has been read and what is yet to come. It does not just flow
forward smoothly, unhindered and unchanged. Memory and expectations
play a profound role in the process of selecting, synthesizing and
organizing. The reader approaches the text with certain expectations.
These expectations are verified, modified, or contradicted by what he
or she reads. As the reader proceeds memories of what has been read are
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also modified because of the unfolding of the text. Each new mament in
reading stands out against the old, projected against what the reader
expects to come. Thus, Iser states, "the past will remain as a
background to the present, exerting influence on it, and at the same
time, itself being modified by the present... [so that] throughout the
reading process there is a continual interplay between modified
expectations and transformed rnarc)ries."21 He goes on to state "every
reading mament sends out stimuli into the memory and what is recalled
can activate perspectives in such a way that they continually modify
and so individualize one another... recalled segments also have a
retroactive effect, with the present transforming the past. .. the
present retention of a past perspective qualifies both past and
present. It also qualifies the future, because whatever modifications

it has brought about will immediately affect the nature of our
22

expectations."”

For example, the word "good" in the title "The Good Anna" leads us
to expect that Anna is a good woman. Upon reading the story, however,
the reader gradually realizes that she is not: Anna is far fram good.
The reader ’s initial acceptance of the word "good" without question
must be modified by repeated encounters where the meaning does not hold
true in the context of the situation, and thus his/her expectations
concerning the word will be modified also. One is led then to suspect
possible irony in the use of the word and the characters Stein refers
to as being "good" as the word is encountered in the rest of the story,
and on through "The Gentle Lena" and "Melanctha."

Through this evocation of the text in time and space, the reader
forms a ‘gestalt’ of the text, in which he/she groups together all the
different aspects of the text, or synthesizes the various parts into a
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‘whole” or a structure which is a work of art. Iser stresses that a
reader is always in search of consistent pattern, that he or she
requires it. "If we cannot find (or impose) this consistency, sooner
or later we will put the text down."23

If, as Iser, Rosenblatt and others assert, the meaning of the text
unfolds during the reading and the processing of a text results in an
interpretation of the text, we can logically extend this theory to
assert that the realizing of a text will also profoundly affect the
meanings of the words in the text.

Ballmer, in Petofi, writes, "It is a fact that controlled by
longer texts, the meanings of words, phrases and sentences can be
modified considerably with respect to primary, lexicon meanings. The
same referential phrase may have quite different reference a meaning if
the text in which it occurs is accordingly different. It depends very
much on what has been said before (and sametimes on what is going to be
said afterwards ) how an expression in a text is interpreted... the
details of interpretation may depend crucially on the extralinguistic
conte-zxt:."24

This is a point of critical importance to be made in regards to
repetition in Stein. As I will demonstrate in the course of the
chapters, it is the repetitions in varying contexts which give them
their full power. One cannot make a hasty decision as to what a word
such as "suffering" means in "Melanctha" because it is only through the
gradual accumulation of repetitions in is various contexts that the
word achieves a totality of meaning. It is also through the repetition
that words achieve their irony. Thus they cannot be studied in

isolation, out of context.
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This discussion should not be construed as arguing that these
various theoreticians would agree totally on all counts. But there are
enough points of contact between them and their theories of the process
of reading to lead to insight into the reading of a text and the
understanding of the effects of repetition on the reader. They assert
that a reader approaches a text with the assumption that it will be
coherent, and that during the realization of a text a reader constructs
coherence cumulatively. These theorists also believe that on the
linguistic and paralinguistic levels, every sentence contains a preview
of the next and that what has been said before and what is going to be
said next determines the interpretation of a text, in an active and
retroactive way.

The reader is instrumental in activating the text and evoking a
response. But this response is not entirely unlimited or unrestrained.
There are restrictions and limitations upon what can be evoked which
are inherent in the text. One does not read Othello and evoke Hamlet.
The text itself constrains the reading by what is there. However, as
Iser notes, the reader selects what he or she sees and uses what he or
she selects to form a gestalt for the text. This "selection automa-
tically involves exclusion, and that which has been excluded remains on
the fringes as a potential range of connections. It is the reader who
unfolds the network of possible connections, and it is the reader who
then makes a selection fram that netwark."25 And it is the reader who
arrives at an interpretation of the text. In part, it is this selection
and exclusion process which leads to different readings of a text, by
the reader ‘s focusing on different elements within the text.

Repetition is, first, a cohesive device, a way of making
connections which is consciously chosen by the author. This repetition
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affects the reader, which in turn affects the interpretation of the
text. Thus, as I will show, excluding the repetition fram one’s
interpretation, focusing attention elsewhere, ignoring the role of
repetition in Stein - and particularly in Three Lives - can lead to
distorted interpretations.

In recent years, the study of literature has shifted its focus
fram concern for the author and/or the text to a concern for the
reader. Prince, in Narratology writes, "Instead of establishing the
meaning of a given text in terms of an author ‘s intentions or a set of
textual patterns, for instance, students of literature have focused
more and more frequently on the ways in which readers, armed with
expectations and interpretive conventions, structure a text and give it
meaning. Ideal readers, vital readers, implied readers, informed
readers, campetent readers, experienced readers, super-readers,
archreaders, average readers, and plain old readers now abound in
literary criticism and we seem to have entered an age in which the
writer, the writing and the written are less important than the read,
the reading and the rea ."26

This method is a reaction against the one-sided textual emphasis
of the New Criticism, but its presence does not necessarily lead to
anarchy in the field of criticism in which any and all responses evoked
are valid, or all are equal. Nor does it in any way deny the importance
of the text, nor the purpose of the author in including and/or
foregrounding certain items. When one evokes and interprets a text
aesthetically, and/or investigates it critically, one must look at
which elements in the text are potentially important. The author can
deliberately point out the direction he or she wants the reader to
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take. This idea of the author ‘s cammnicative purpose is an important
issue, particularly when we return to focus on the premise that
repetition is a deliberate stylistic choice on the part of Stein,
designed to achieve a specific end.

One of the primary reasons for the use of repetition is simply to
attract the reader s attention to an idea, word or theme. Repetition
is a type of explicit signal, a red light as it were. The author is
foregrounding, through repetition, what he or she feels is important in
the text, and announcing by this foregrounding, what exactly he or she
wants the reader to pay attention to. Thus, because the repetitions,
when perceived, have a cumulative effect upon reader, they form a
different gestalt and bring about a different interpretation of the
text than when ignored. Donald Sutherland approached this idea when he
wrote, "One has to give [Stein’s] work word by word the deliberate
attention one gives to samething written in italics... the work has to
be read word by word, as a succession of single meanings accumulating
into a larger meaning." 27

He goes on to say that "unhappily all our training and most of our
reasons for reading are against this," and he is certainly correct.
This use of repetition can backfire on the author, and in many cases it
has with Stein. Iser writes "the degree to which the retaining mind
will implement perspective connections inherent in the text depends on
a large number of subjective factors: memory, interest, attention and
mental capacity) 28 He also states that there are limits to the
reader ‘s willingness to participate and "these will be exceeded if the
text makes things too clear or, on the other hand, too abscure: baredam
and overstrain represent the two poles of tolerance, and in either case

29
the reader is likely to opt ou of the game.
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Many readers have found both boredam and overstrain to be hazards
inherent in reading Stein’s texts. Many of her portraits, The Making of
Americans, "Melanctha" and several other works suffer fram such an
overuse of repetition that often the reader becames unwilling to
proceed. In many cases, if there were any pramise or indication of
progress, or better yet, closure, one might be willing to continue.

But often there is no sense of gaining ground.

Many readers have been plagued by the repetitions in "Melanctha,"
repetitions of words, phrases, passages that are so similar that
progress is almost imperceptible. For instance, on page 136, we read,
"It was a very uncertain time, all these months, for Jeff Campbell. He
did not know very well what it was that he really wanted." Then again
on page 149, we encounter the passage "Jeff was a little uncertain all
this time inside him...." On page 165, another variation on this theme
appears: "All these days Jeff was uncertain in him."” These repetitions
are interspersed with others, such as "Now for a little time there was
not any kind of trouble between Jeff Campbell and Nelanctha Herbert"
(153) and "And now for a real long time there was no open trouble any
more between Jeff Campbell and Melanctha Herbert" (161). These
repetitions occur in the midst of seemingly endless repetitions of such
words as "certainly" and "understand” and "think." The reader begins to
feel overwhelmed. Readers who encounter such a passage the third or
fourth time, think "I already read that." And yet no progress has been
made. Closure or resolution seems no nearer. The temptation to skim
is sametimes overpowering in a desperate attempt to find an end or at
least to reach a point where the situation between Jeff and Melanctha

has changed. Iser points out that texts can be more or less effective
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in eliciting and holding the interest of the reader. The repetition, in
this case, has made for many a hostile reader who gives up in disgust
and vows "Never again." It can also lead simply to boredom and lack of
interest. One’s attention can only be held so long by such repartees as
"I certainly do think you would have told me. I certainly do think I
could make you feel it right to tell me. I certainly do think all I
did wrong was to let Jane Harden tell me. I certainly do know I never
did wrong, to learn what she told me. I certainly know very well
Melanctha..."” (152). Interest tends to fade in a hurry, and lead, in
many cases, to a hasty interpretation of the entire story based on what
the reader was able to focus on and maintain during the brief time when
his/her attention was actually being held.

Kawin is careful to differentiate between repetitious, by which he
means "when a wqrd, percept, or experience is repeated with less impact
at each recurrence; repeated to no particular end, out of a failure of
invention or sloppiness of thought" and repetitive, which is "when a
word, etc. is repeated with equal or greater force at each
occurrence."30 Often, readers plowing their way through a Stein text
would agree that her repetition is the former, not the latter.

One can be fairly safe in asserting that even the most unitiated
reader of Stein is aware of her use of repetition. Thus we approach a
Stein text with the expectation that it will occur. This expectation
can affect our stance toward the text even before we turn to the first
page. For example, after a reader has plowed his way through "The Good
Anna" and "The Gentle Lena" he can be so tired of repetition that he
will abandon any attempts to read "Melanctha", or will approach it with
such a negative attitude that any response will autamatically be

negative if not outright hostile.
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Obviously, this is not the effect Stein wanted. Because she placed
so much emphasis on this repetition, she wanted a careful reader, one
who would take the time to move through the undulations of each story.
She was very aware of what she was doing, and wrote at length on her
theory of repetitions. I am well aware of the hazards of taking what
she wrote in later years and applying it - if not wholesale and without
question, or even cautiously - to what she did in her early years. But
Stein did have certain notions fram the beginning, and although same of
her styles changed, and these notions evolved, she knew the uses of
repetition early.

In the course of this dissertation I hope to demonstrate that
during the process of reading a Stein text, if the reader takes note of
the repetitions as they occur, and allows these repetitions to guide
rather than obstruct the evocation, he/she will achiewve an altogether
different interpretation than if he/she had not. The cumulative effect
of the repetitions as they work to achieve a cohesive whole, results in
a more camplete reading of the text. An important side-effect, not
often noted in response to reading Stein, is that when the reader notes
the repetitions and apéreciates their significance in the text, he/she

can have a singularly satisfying and delightful reading experience.

Stein’s Theories of Life and Repetition

Stein believed that repetition is a fundamental fact of life. She
wrote, "Repeating then is in every one, in every one their being and
their feeling and their way of realizing everything and every one comes
out of them in repeating."31 In "The Gradual Making of The Making of

Americans” she documents how she began to listen to people’s
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conversation and take note of the repetitions in their speech and in

their lives.

I began to get enormously interested in hearing how
everybody said the same thing over and over again with
infinite variations but over and over again until finally if
you listened with great intensity you could hear it rise and
fall and tell all that there was inside them, not so much by
the actual words they said or the thoughts they had but the
movement of their thoughts and words endlessly the same and
endlessly different."32
Gradually this was incorporated into her philosophy of the basic nature

of the individual. Michael Hoffman notes that:

Life to Gertrude Stein is not a convenient package with

a beginning middle and end as it was for the conventional
novelists. It consists of all the everyday existences and
of repetition not only of boring habit, but also of events
whose character is dictated by the basic nature of the

individual.

Stein was enormously influenced by William James and his philosophies
of psychology and personality. Rejecting the idea of "epiphany" and
character change, Stein believed in determinism. According to this
philosophy, characters never changed. Their personalities and
circumstances were fixed. There was no escape. The characters
depicted in her earliest works were "personalities who (were) fixed in
their modes of life and who (thought gx;d did) everything within the

context of inexorable circumstances." A person who is born with
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certain characteristics or personality traits will always exhibit those
traits. One who is born into a certain social class will :erain in that
class. One is doamed to repeat the patterns and habits and actions
again and again and again,' without hope of changing them. As Hoffman
notes, "the nature of the individual ‘s behavior, thought, and emotions
is always determined by the class of personality, national or social
types to which he belongs." The personality was not a tabula rasa,
and did not become the sum of one’s total experiences. Instead, as
Weinstein has noted, "Stein follows James in seeing the personality in
terms of a fixed nature, a central "core", subject to alteration by
experience, but only subject to change within the limitation imposed by
the entire character st.ruct:ure."36

Stein accepted the idea of characterology, that people could be

classified into character types. Her two basic types were those people
who need to love and those who need to be loved. These types, she
believed, were innate in every person. Each character had a “bottam
nature” which was not the "secret explanation and the driving impulse
of character; for character was a "system" of interrelated impulses of
character, and the "bottam" was simply the range of such interrelations
furthest removed fraom consciousness. Rather than a single force
impelling behavior fundamentally, it was itself a "system" of impulses,
both reflecting and reflected in all the others."37

By using repetition in her writing, by beginning again and again
and using everything, Stein was attempting to cammnicate the
repetition that is life. As Kawin writes, "repetition, the key to our
experience, may became the key to our expression of experience."38

Stein understood that repetition can have a psychological effect
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on the reader as well as an aesthetic one, a fact which advertisers
today capitalize upon: by dominating the reader ‘s attention repetition
serves to focus, reinforce and strengthen an impression. Alfred lee, in

How to Understand Propaganda writes that "the surest way to maintain a

campetitive advantage is to repeat a message so often it’s always fresh
in the mind of the consumer... Repetition reinforces and strengthens
the impression made. Each time an idea is repeated, the impression
becames stronger."39 Once the repetition of, for example, a particular
word has served to attract the reader’s attention, continued use of the
word can add to its impact. Continuous repetition of a statement
emphasizes and drives the impression into the memory. The more
repetition, the more emphasized the thing repeated. Thus, in the act of
evoking a text, the repetition will have a cumulative effect. It will
continually appear before the reader s eyeé and his consciousness, the
memory activating and reactivating perspectives, and influencing the
expectations of what will came.

And yet she denied that her writing contained repetition; the term

she preferred, rather, was ‘insistence.’

If this existence is this thing is actually existing there

can be no repetition... Then we have insistence insistence

that in its emphasis can never be repeating because

insistence is always alive and if it is alive it is never

saying anything in the same way because emphasis can never

be the same not even when it is most the same...40
Repetition, then, for Stein, meant "identical recurrence with no
increase in force, with none of the slight differences in composition

41
that constitute life." Instead, Stein beliewved in what she called
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‘continuous succession, * a pattern similar to the effect of changing

movie frames.

Existing as a human being, that is being listening and

hearing is never repetition. It is not repetition if it is

that which you are actually doing because naturally each

time the emphasis is different just as the cinema has each

time a slightly different thing to make it all be m:ving“42
She réalized that within the flow of language, neither the word nor the
reader or hearer are ever the same. As Kawin writes, "The growth of the
work, even fram one identical line to another, makes exact repetition
impossible... Even hearing an identical phrase many times is to hear it
in the changing contexts of our reception and the ongoing progress not
only of the author ‘s consciousness but also of the work."43 Stein
herself wrote "Every time I said what they were I said it so that they
were this thing. Each time I said not that they were different nor
that I was, but as it was not the same mr:ment."44 Thus when questioned
about her sentence "A rose is a rose is a rose," she could reply, "Now
listen! I'm no fool; but I think that in that line the rose is red for
the first time in English poetry for a hundred years."45

The technique of using repetition, Stein felt, was how a tool for

penetrating beneath the surface of the character:

When you come to feel the whole of anyone from the
beginning to the ending, all the kind of repeating there is
in them, the different ways at different times repeating
comes out of them, all the kinds of things and mixtures in

each one, anyone can see then by looking hard at any one
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living near them that a history of every one must be a long
one... slowly it cames out fram them fram their beginning to
their ending, slowly you can see it in them the nature and
the mixtures in them, slowly everything cames out fram each
one in the kind of repeating each one does in the different
parts and kinds of living they have in them, slowly then any
one who looks well at any one will have the history of the
whole of that one. Slowly the history of each one comes out
of each one.... More and more then every one comes to be

46
clear to same one."

Three Lives

Three Lives embodies these ideas of determinism, of fixed

personalities, of the importance of repetition in one’s life. In this
text Stein attempted to paint the psychological portraits of three
wamen, women, as Mellow writes, "who were acted upon in life and who
seemed incapable of understanding, much less mastering their personal
fates.4 ! They did not make things happen, life happened to them and they
were unable to control their own destinies.

The epigraph for Three Lives, ostensibly the words of the
symbolist poet Jules LaForgue provided the frame for the work:"Donc je
suis un malheureux et ce n’est ni ma faute ni celle de la vie:"
"Therefore, I am an unfortunate person, and it is neither my fault nor
that of life."48

None of the three stories is technically a "portrait", as the
definition by Steiner will attest.49 Neither are they novellas in the

typical rhetorical style of the nineteenth century. The narrative
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action does not rise and fall. Instead, the stories are episodic -
attempts, through series of scenes in each characters life, none more
important than the other - to paint total pictures of the wamen’s
consciousnesses. Henry James, in his cammentary on the work of
Trollope, in 1883, Qrote that "character is action, action is plot, and
any plot which hangs together... plays upon our emotion, our suspense
by means of personal references. We care what happens to people only
in proportion as we know what people are."50 Stein believed that the
reality of her characters would not be revealed by plot and movement,
but by the representative samplings of their lives and "through the
self-revealing perception of their emotions as they struggle to
articulate their t.houghts."51 Thus her narrative choices were the
repeated rhythms of their speech and their lives, through which she
felt she could capture the essence of their identities.

She used repetition of words, actions, emotional states,
relationships, themes, life patterns in order to do just that - capture
the essence of their identities. It is through a close examination of
these repetitions that the reader will attain a camplete picture of
each of the three women.

But it is not enough to state simply that Stein used repetition.
Repetition can occur at many levels and scales, the smaller scale being
the lexical, the grammatical levels; the larger scale consisting of
units such as the phrase, sentence, paragraph; and, still larger, at
the thematic, structural level, events and scenes which can occur
within as well as across stories, works and entire bodies of work. Thus
an attempt must be made to classify Stein’s repetition systematically.

One method of studying repetition is simply to investigate the

forms and types of constructions they manifest, enumerating the various
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ways in which words are put together and repeated. These can be
noted on the different levels of repetition, the small scale and the
large. The form method of classification simply arranges lexical
repetitions in an ascending order from simple to complex. The simplest
form of repetition is the successive repetition of the same wbrd; then
one would consider double repetitions of different words, then triple
repetitions and so on.

Several of cases of single successive repetitions have already
been discussed in terms of their cohesives properties. Stein
occasionally uses what is termed non-consecutive repetition, a
practice in which one word is repeated often in a single sentence, or
across several adjacent sentences, such as: "She saved and saved and
always saved;" "she worked and worked;" "a girl was a girl and should

always act like a girl;" "Sorrow upon sorrow" and "Disgrace, Lena

talking about disgrace! It was a disgrace... Disgrace to have him go
away and leave her."

One can also note the repetitions of various grammatical forms,
such as repetitions of noun phrases, verb phrases, sentence structure,
etc. Stein consistently employs the SVO word order and at times begins
a whole series of sentences and clauses with similar subjects. For
example, in her descriptions of Anna, Stein begins each sentence with a
particular feature and the personal pronoun "her": "Her face was worn,
her cheeks were thin, her mouth drawn and firm, and her light blue eyes
were very bright... Her voice was a pleasant one, when she told the
histories of bad Peter and of Baby and of little Rags. Her voice was a
high and piercing one when she called to the teamsters... her strained

voice and her glittering eyes and her queer piercing german english
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first made them afraid and then ashamed” (14).
Stein also consistently uses the coordinating conjunction "and" to
string together series of adjectives, adverbs, and independent clauses

to create immense sentences

"Mathilda was an overgrown, slow, flabby, blonde, stupid,
fat girl, just beginning as a woman; thick in her speech and
dull and simple in her mind, and very jealous of all her
family and of other girls, and proud that she could have
good_dresses and new hats and learn music, and hating very

badly to have a cousin who was a cammon servant" (248).

However, this method of merely cataloguing repetitions is limited in
its utility, because although it can give one a detailed account of
what occurs when and how many repetitions of one word or phrase exists
within the story, this listing does not contribute to an understanding
of why these repetitions are where they are, what their function is ,
and how they contribute to the overall meaning of the story. Word
counts, in and of themselves, are useless in contributing to an
understanding of the aesthetic effects of linguistic features.

A more fruitful way to examine repetitions is to classify them
according to function. Although this type of classification does not
hold the key to understanding all the uses of repetition in Stein, it
does help demonstrate how they work and how they contribute to the
structure of each story.

Calvin S. Brown, in his study Repetition in Zola’s Novels examined

formal repetitions ranging fram significant single words to phrases,
sentences and larger passages which were repeated either identically or

with variation. Brown classified and named the types, and although
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they were not designed as a general system applicable to all literary
repetitions, many of these types also occur in Three Lives. Thus, his
system is invaluable as a starting point for studying Stein’s methods.
The first type of repetition he notes is one of the simplest, and
occurs often in both "The Good Anna" and "The Gentle Lena." Stein
makes considerable use of phrases, groups of one, two or perhaps three
words, repeated throughout passages and sametimes the entire text,
attached to names or objects, for example, "old Katy" "naughty Peter,"
and "jolly little Rags." Brown calls this “the tag.” This is a "word
or phrase, usually brief, serving to describe or characterize a person
or thing, or to represent a characteristic trait or habit."53 Thus, we
see "good" attached to Anna and "gentle" to Lena, in the titles, as if

these are fundamental characteristics of these women. We are “"set up"

fram the outset to expect these traits to be true and therefore to
expect all actions and interactions to be motivated by these
characteristics, and thus judge the characters accordingly. However,
Brown cautions that the descriptive tag, "which at first sight seems to
be merely physical will usually turn out to have scme ‘ironic
aplplicability."54 In many cases, as the story progresses, “tags’ begin
to display ironic overtones which at the beginning they did not have.
BEqually common and striking to the reader are camplex intricate
cumulative repetitions. Throughout Three Lives Stein employs the
technique of using polyadjectival strings, noun phrases camposed of a
head noun and a long string of modifying elements, to develop camplete,
descriptions of her characters. This practice involves not merely

incremental repetition in which she adds one new adjective to each

successive description. Rather, it is an addition, subtraction,
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variation on a theme.

For example, in "The Good Anna," Stein introduces Anna as a "small
spare, german woman... her face was worn, her cheeks were thin" (13).
On page 31, she describes Anna again, almost as if we had not been
given a description before. "Anna was a medium sized, thin, hard
working worrying woman." Again, on page 32 we are told "she was always
thin and worn." On page 38 and 46 the adjectives used to describe Anna
as a whole, shift to her face in particular: "her worn, thin, lined
determined face" and "her lined, worn, thin, pale yellow face." The
adjective "determined" is replaced by "pale yellow," but the
adjectives, "worn," and "thin," remain. As Anna begins to go downhill
toward her death, we are told "she always grew more tired, more pale,
yellow and in her face more thin and worn and worried" (80).

Stein also uses this technique to describe minor characters, such
as Miss Mary Wadsmith, who was a "large fair helpless woman...large,
docile, helpless Miss Mary Wadsmith... always large, helpless,
gentle..." and Mrs. Haydon, "short, stout, hard built, german... all a
campact and well hardened mass... a good and generous woman."

The simple technique of inundating the reader with these
particular descriptive adjectives serves to keep them continuously in
the foreground of the reader s mind. Each word has been carefully
chosen to capture a facet of the character, and repeated so that the
reader will pay attention. Stein does not state simply that Anna is
thin and tired and worn, or Lena is gentle and patient and Melanctha is
intelligent, camwplex and desiring, and leave it at that. She returns
again and again to reassert these fécts. This repetition forces the
reader to react at more than a surface level, to visualize and

internalize these characteristics. With each repetition Stein is making
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the character fresh in the mind of the reader.

This technique of continually repeating certain traits also serves
to further Stein’s theory of determinism by emphasizing the
unchangingness of the character of each individual. The personalities
they were given by fate do not change and in the end seal the
character s fate. Anna remains thin, worn and worrying, only to became
more thin and worn until she wears out and dies. Lena’s passive
gentleness does not change, rendering her helpless in the face of the
troubles she encounters. Melanctha’s camplex desires force her
continually to seek love which is not satisfied and eventually leads to
her sad and lonely death.

Another type of repetition Brown has defined is called the ‘key
passage, ~ a "relatively long repetition embodying in a striking and
memorable form, one of the fundamental ideas of a book or sametimes the
single idea on which the entire work is based. The key-passage is often
used to indicate a fixed idéa or obsession in the mind of a
character.”55 Brown notes that because of its length and importance the
repetition is more likely to be exact. As will be demonstrated in the
discussion of each story, Stein used this important technique of
foregrounding critical themes and ideas in all three of the stories. By
repeating a passage verbatim, often with the interjections "Remember"
and "you see" to draw our attention even more specifically to it, Stein
indicates that these passages are significant, fundamental to our
understanding of the stories.

Stein also relies heavily on scattered repetitions, certain key
words which appear continuously throughout either the whole text or

certain passages. Brown appropriately calls these “hammer ~ words, words
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used extensively and intensively "in order to emphasize an acting or
situation, driving it home by repeated blows... (the hammer) indicates
a strong or exclusive preoccupation with any single idea."58 Each story
has its own ‘hammer” words, although same carry over fram "The Good
Anna" to "The Gentle Lena" and on to "Melanctha" which, as I will show,
makes a very important difference in our interpretation of all three.
The most striking example of this type of repetition is, of course, the
word "certainly," which appears 433 times in "Melanctha." In the face
of this intensive use of a single word, one cannot ignore it, nor the
fact that, if repeated so often, it must be significant, and yet, many,
if not most critics have.

It must be noted that these classifications necessarily overlap,
since Brown used form, function and content in deciding upon ways to
classify each type. For instance, "good" is part of the tag for "the
good Anna", but it is also a “hammer” word used throughout the three
stories. It will also be necessary to decide in the course of the study
whether a particular sentence, repeated verbatim, is a key-passage or
not, and this will, naturally, make a difference in the interpretation
of the story.

This method of classifying repetitions takes us further toward an
understanding of what Stein was attempting to accamplish in Three
Lives. But Brown extracted each of these types of repetition and
studied them out of context:.57 In order to achieve a complete reading
of these stories, one must examine them in context, as they appear.

Examining repetitions in context is a crucial difference,
especially in the light of what Ballmer has written concerning the
changing of meanings within the referential context of the text as a

whole. This is also, as I see it, the major error critics have made in
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reading Three Lives. Readers have had a tendency to focus on the
repetition of one word or another or a repeated phrase or action. They
use this focus to decide upon an interpretation of the character or the
story. For instance, in his discussion of the problems Jeff and
Melanctha experience in their relationship, Frederick Hoffman focuses
on the word "trouble." He writes, "Perhaps the key word is "trouble";
it suggests a coammitment to experience without a full understanding of
it.58 Hilfer, on the other hand, notices most of the key terms in
"Melanctha" but he too chooses to single out the word "trouble" to
interpret Jeff s problems. He cites the sentence "Jeff Campbell had
never yet in his life had trouble" (p. 111) and crows, "Clearly this is
what is wrong with him! Personally and socially vibrant and joyous,
Jeff exhibits, nevertheless, a lack of depth and full reality... his
ethical control over relationships is a shield against real experience.
Needing real trouble in his life, he finds Melr:mctha.”59 Similarly,
DeKoven tends to oversimplify when she writes that " “the good Anna’
dies of her goodness, ‘[and that] the gentle Lena’ dies of her
gentleness. "60

These inadequate readings, as I will show, result in distorted
pictures. Taken out of context words or phrases elicit a certain
response. Taken in context, however, when a certain repetition appears
in the course of a story that repetition can change its meaning, and
thus one’s interpretation of that repetition, and ultimately of the
story as a whole is changed. Key words or phrases often appear
sporadically in the text before they are used as ‘hammer words” or ‘key
passages ~ Therefore, there is often a lag between the time the word is
introduced and the time the reader perceives that it is significant.
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Thus the reader ‘s retrospection, as Iser notes, plays a significant
part in recognizing the significance of any particular element.
Therefore, it is necessary to proceed through each work separately in
order to evoke a new reading of each, and, ultimately of all three
taken together. It is only by reading through the stories that the
richness of each, and the repetitions in all their various shades of
meanings, can be appreciated. As Iser writes, "Aesthetic experiences
can only take place because they are cammnicated and the way they are
experienced must depend on the way in which they are px:esented."61 In
my study of the three stories I will note the various types of
repetition as they appear in the context of the story and show how the
cunulative affect of these results in a different interpretation
altogether.

One important effect of repetition in Stein’s stories is to
establish an ironic view of superficially sympathetic characters.
Brinnin writes that Stein "set about to encampass the meanings of the
lives of “The Gentle Lena,” “The Good Anna’ and ‘Melanctha’ not with
irony, but with a magnified, slow-moving and sympathetic realisn."62 I
can agree with this statement only to a certain extent. Stein does
treat the three women with deep sympathy and campassion, but not
without irony. And her irony, especially when it is not levelled at
her three main characters is often bitter and biting.

Stein establishes the irony through the use of an unreliable
narrator. Dekoven has documented this use in detail. She notes that
Stein uses the "amiscient third" but that the narrator is obtuse
nonetheless: "There is a discrepancy, sometimes to the point of

contradiction, between the tone of the narrative voice and the content

of the narrative. Same such discrepancy is... characteristic of
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fiction where irony, understatement or a conflict of conscious and
unconscious creation so often generates a camplex vision. But in Three
Lives the discrepancy is so extreme that the narrator seems at times
entirely blind to the import of what she narrates. While the narrator
of Three Lives is consistently innocent, straightforward, mildly jolly
and approving, the content is often grotesque, sinister, ridiculous."63
This simple childish narrative voice serves to distance the language
ironically fram the content and heighten the discrepancy. For example,
in the first scene in "Melanctha, describing the death of Rose’s baby,
Stein writes, "Rose Johnson had liked the baby well enough and perhaps
she just forgot it for awhile, anyway the child was dead... [and]
neither of them thought about it very long" (85). Anyway. The death is
shrugged off. It is a fact of life in the negro cammnity of
Bridgeport, and whether or not it was Rose’s fault doesn’t seem to
matter. Sam and Rose don’t care.

Irony is also established through repetition. Throughout the three
stories we are exposed to the continuous repetitions of people’s
thoughts and words. Each person’s words, and alternatively, Stein’s
words to describe them, render, what Weinstein calls the unique
"rhythm, density, continuity, speed, quantity" of c:aonsciousness.e‘1
However, as will be demonstrated, what one says one is, or thinks one
is, or what Stein tells the reader a person is, is very seldam what
that character actually turns out to be. The effect of the repetitions
in context sharply contradicts what the words themselves, if realized
without remembering, have stated. In Stein’s fiction, actions belie
what words have insisted.

Another issue is the general misunderstanding of Stein’s use of
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the continuous present. Many writers assumed that Three Lives was

written in this form. This assumption is incorrect. Three Lives does

mark the beginning of her use of the ‘continuous present; ~ however, it

has not yet evolved to the extent in which it was used later as in The

Making of the Americans and her portraits. Here, she uses what she

termed the ‘prolonged present.” In "Composition as Explanation’ Stein

wrote;

In beginning writing I wrote a book called Three Lives
this was written in 1905. I wrote a negro story called
"Melanctha." In that there was a constant recurring and
beginning there was a marked direction in the direction of
being in the present although naturally I had been accustamed
to past present and future, and why, because the camposition
forming around me was a prolonged present. A composition of
a prolonged present is a natural composition in the world as
it has been these thirty years it was more and more a
prolonged present. I created then a prolonged present
naturally I knew nothing of a continuous present but it came
naturally to me to make one, it was simple it was clear to
me and nobody knew why it was done like that, I did not
myself although naturally to me it was natural... In the
first book there was a groping for a continuous present and
for using everything by beginning again and again. There
was a groping for using everything and there was an inevita-
ble beginninggf beginning again and again and again. I lost

myself in it.

In Three Lives Stein severely limits her vocabulary. This, critics
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agree, was a deliberate attempt to reflect the dialects of the
characters themselves: Anna and Lena with their German English and
Melanctha with her "Negro" dialects. At times, as Walker has pointed
out, Stein does use words such as "coquetry" and "repressed" that are
far removed fram the lexicon of the characters, but generally she
restricted her vocabulary to words which she felt would be in the
lexicon of second language or non-standard dialect speakers.

I would accept the view that this limited vocabulary is an attempt
to reflect the speech of the characters. However, it seems that many
critics such as Hoffman and Walker have mistaken simplicity of speech
with simplemindedness of character. Michael Hoffman writes, "[The
narrator] not only reflects the dialect of the characters, but he
expresses the inarticulate thoughts of the characters in the very

language that they would use were they able to express their thoughts
for thenselves."66 Walker, in the same tone, writes of "the narrowly
restricted linguistic universe that confines the speech and thoughts of
simple uneducated characters."67 According to Walker, Stein was
exploring "the role of language in shaping the thoughts and the lives
of characters whose imperfect cammand of English makes self-expression
an arduous labor." She believes that each of the three wamen were
"verbally impotent, [lacking] the verbal and conceptual resources
provided by their class and educational background,"” and that this
‘verbal impotence’ - the "confines of [their] language - shape and,
finally, impede their understanding."68 In Walker ‘s opinion, Anna’s
inability to express herself in an awkward situation is due to the
"inadequacy" of her language; Lena’s victimization is the result of her

limited command of English and lack of "resources to defend herself
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adequately against the verbal barrages to which she is constantly
subjected;" Jeff ‘s "struggle to understand Melanctha and his own
awakening passion dramatizes the extent to which his language shapes
and confines his thoughts."69

This is nothing short of linguistic chauvinism, due largely to a
misunderstanding of the elasticity and capacity of language to express
anything that needs to be expressed in however simple terms. Both
Hoffman and Walker are confusing simplicity with inadequacy. Frederick
Hof fman was nearer the mark when he wrote that Stein’s technique
suggested a broadening of perspective in the functions and uses of
character analysis. "Its application to the minds of relatively
‘unlettered” persons pointed away from the clumsy assumptions of
contemporary naturalists who seemed to think that subconsciously a
person’s emotional status was as complex as his background and social
level dictated. "70 I will demonstrate in the course of the chapters,
neither Anna nor #Melanctha are inarticulate, but are quite capable of
expressing themselves well, Anna even with her so-called “broken
English.” Lena, I would agree is inarticulate, but I feel the reasons
for this inability to express herself lie elsewhere.

I believe that Williams James” theory of knowledge influenced
Stein’s choice of characters. James felt that there were two types of
knowledge and made a clear distinction these types. He called the first
‘knowledge of acquaintance” and the second ‘knowledge-about. ”
‘Knowledge of acquaintance” is an elementary kind of knowledge which is
vaguely intuited; in other words, "knowledge immediately obtained and
thus recognized but without the ability to be communicated to others,
who must themselves became acquainted with whatever is known in this

way. Included in this incammunicable way of mere acquaintance are ‘all
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the elementary natures of the world, its highest genera, the simple
qualities of matter and mind, together with the kinds of relation that
subsist between them...." ‘Knowledge-about  is a more sophisticated
grasp of the nature of things. It implies a selection of details, a
making sense out of the chaos of the world around one. ‘Knowledge-
about * a thing means "a conceptual grasp of its relations, whereas
acquaintance with it is limited to a bare impression of the thing while
being vaguely aware of a ‘fringe” of unarticulated affinit:ies.“71 This
theory has important implications for Anna, Lena and Melanctha. The
spheres of their lives were limited, and thus their knowledge of the
world. This did not make them stupid or inarticulate, merely narrow in
focus, limited in their the world view and concept of it.

But while she has chosen to reduce the vocabulary itself, Stein
expands the range of meanings of many words and this exasperating
"slipperiness" of words has been a major problem in interpreting these
three stories, particularly "Melanctha." Ambiquity, the use of syntax
to simultaneously present more than one contextually appropriate
semantic unit, is a characteristic feature of Stein, and repetition of
words in various contexts makes it difficult to pin down and make a
definitive statement about what Stein meant by a particular word.
Bridgman theorizes that Stein restricted her vocabulary in part because
of the subject matters she was exploring. Vague indirect statements and
euphemisms "in part reflect the verbally puritanic milieu about which
she was writing in Three Lives but it was also persanally useful for
Gertrude Stein since it permitted the broaching of taboo subject:s."72
For instance, in "The Good Anna" Mrs. Lehntman’s friend was an evil and

mysterious man who "got into trouble doing things that were not right
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to do (64). It is quite clear that this man is involved with perfarming
abortions, but Stein does not explicitly say.

In "Melanctha" Stein displays her remarkable sense of humor and
ear for language with her double enfendres and euphemisms: "Hullo, sis,
do you want to sit on my engine?" (98); "Hi there, you yaller girl,
came here and we ‘1l take you sailin... Do you think you would make a
nice jelly?" (101-102); "It was not from men that Melanctha learned her
wisdam" (108); "Melanctha loved it the way Jem knew how to do it"
(218).

An outstanding example of her expansion of meanings of simple
words in varying contexts is the word "wander," in "Melanctha." This
word is especially interesting precisely because of its repetition -
the manner it which it wanders through the text, appearing and
reappearing in an artless, and, at first glance, indiscriminate manner.
The word "wandering” implies movement without direction, a vague going
nowhere in particular, movement for movement ‘s sake. The word is
introduced in the description of Melanctha’s mother, who "had always
been a little wandering and mysterious and uncertain in her ways" (90).
In this context the words means vague and perhaps slightly crazy,
sweet, but unable to focus thoughts or energies. "Wandering" next
appears when Melanctha begins to "wander after wisdam." In this
context "wandering," means a quest for knowledge, Melanctha’s seeking
to learn about the world, searching for answers to her question about
sex, men and life. "Wandering" appears again when Melanctha and Jane
wander together. This use expressly implies pramiscuity, although it
is not men fram whom Melanctha learns wisdam. After her breakup with
Jane, Melanctha begins to wander again, and in this context wander

undoubtedly means pramiscuity, because the sentence "Melanctha these
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days wandered very widely" is followed immediately by "Melanctha tried
a great many men, in these days before she was really suited" (108).
After she meets Jeff she never wanders except with him, and this
ocontext returns us to the original meaning of movement for the sake of
movement, Jeff and Melanctha engaging in directionless meandering,
engrossed more in being together than where they are going or where
they will end up. As the relationship begins to dissolve, Melanctha
resumes her wandering, returning both to indiscriminate pramiscuity and
to a desperate search for camfort and friendship beyond Jeff. Stein
refers directly to this shading of meanings on page 216 when she writes
"One day Melanctha had been very busy with the different kinds of ways
she wandered."

The manner in which Stein plays with words, I feel, is where she
particularly demonstrates her virtuosity and genius. The manner in
which she makes words resonate and single words take on a variety of
meanings and display overtones which bring into being many of the
nuances of the word at once is a marvelous display of power which has
generally been overlooked.

It will be necessary to discuss same of the various critical
readings of Three Lives in order to show, in the course of the
discussion, how exactly interpretations are incamplete. But, rather
than focus on the criticism as a whole, I will mention the various
readings in the context of my own interpretation of each of the three
stories and demonstrate how a study of the repetition in each either
clarifies, corroborates or contradicts what has previously been written
on the subject.

Three Lives, because it seems to be one of the simplest of Stein’s
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works to read and understand, has been grossly underestimated. Over
the years, the criticism of this work has been equally divided between
praise and condemnation. Stein deliberately used a very limited lexicon
and a spare style which has mislead readers and critics alike to
construe her simplicity as being simplistic. I hope to show, in the
ocourse of this dissertation that these stories are worthy of praise,
and that they were actually extraordinarily camplex disguised under the

seeming simplicity of restricted vocabulary and incessant repetition.



CHAPTER TWO

Of the three novellas in Three Lives, "The Good Anna" was written
first. As has been documented by Walker, Michael Hoffman, Carolyn
Copeland and others, "The Good Anna" was directly influenced by
Flaubert ‘s "Un Coeur Simple." Both are simple stories of servant wamen
who, "because of their social position, the course of their lives is the
by-product of the actions of o'c.hers."1 Anna is a feisty German-
American of lower middle-class stock who works her way through a series
of employers and finally dies at a relatively young age.

For such a simple story, the critical literature surrounding it is
surprisingly contradictory. Anna has been labelled everything fram
slow-witted, inarticulate and simple-minded to crafty, tyrannical and
overbearing. Some critics have been sympathetic, others decidedly
negative. One tells us that Anna is damineering, another has told us
that Anna has been daminated by women her entire life.

For instance, Marilyn Gaddis Rose calls Anna a self-elected
martyr. She states that "Anna is overbearing, imposing her rigid yet
inconsistent standards without reflection or self-awareness... To the
extent that Anna emerges as a "real" fictional character, it is a
generally pitiable person whose damestic capabilities barely counteract
her self-righteous damineering."” She states that the repetition of the

sentence: "Anna led an arduous and troubled life" reveals that the
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distresses Anna suffers are paradigmatic, and that "the petty loams as
large as the serious [and] her martyrdam, regardless of the triviality
of same of its causes, will be real." Her summation of Anna is that
"Stein has shown how "good" her Anna is - an efficient house manager
and friend to animals - but simultaneously cruel, tyrannical, childish,
cantankerous nagging and crafty."2

In contrast Bridgman writes that "The Good Anna" "describes the
scoldings and mutterings of a loyal servant who is clearly intended to
be endearing.”3

Marianne DeKoven concurs with Bridgman, stating that Anna is a
"generous, hard working, stubborn, managing German immigrant [who]
works herself to death for a series of selfish employers and friends
who take all she offers, allow her to run their lives (the only
repayment she exacts,) then desert her when she has outlived her
usefulness or when they are tired of her rigid control."4

Frederick Hoffman writes that the ‘goodness” of Anna appears often
to be wasted on lazy mistresses, or to have the contrary effect of
"spoiling” the men wham she favors as masters; but goodness is in
itself a convention that has many particular forms of expression and
the values of Anna’s goodness are realized with a full appreciation of
their pathos, occasional eccentricity and ultimate sounﬂness."5

In this chapter I will demonstrate through a close study of the
repetitions which occur throughout "The Good Anna" that these different
interpretations of Anna, contradictory though they might be, are
accurate descriptions of Anna. I will show that Anna is a very camplex
person who displays all of these traits, but that the repetitions
reveal a character who is all of these and yet different from any one

interpretation which has been given her yet. My interpretation most
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closely agrees with Carl Wood, who writes that Anna is a "petty and
incorrigible damestic tyrant..." However, he notes, due to the
shifting perspectives of the story, as the reader lives through Anna’s
life with her, her character becames sympathetic and her actions
defensible. He writes that Stein "has presented the reader with
conflicting views of Anna which cannot be resolved to form a neat,
coherent estimate of her character. At the end of the story we are
forced to the paradoxical awareness that Anna is both the triumphant
damestic tyrant of Part I and a pitiful, basically unhappy
individual,"6

Although Wood focuses on several of the key repetitions in "The
Good Anna and although he is concerned with how the reading-through of
the text changes the reader 's interpretation, he does not go far enough
in recognizing how the various repetitions work together with the
shifting perspectives to render the character of Anna. As the reader
progresses, the key repetitive patterns of words, phrase and actions
begin to shape the narrative and, consequently, the reader’s
interpretation. Using the classifications formulated by Calvin Brown we
can impose order on these different types of repetition and draw
conclusions about the character of Anna. I will first isolate these
different types and then demonstrate how they work together in the
context of the story.

The reader will notice immediately that the word "house" is an
oft-repeated word: "Anna managed the whole little house... it was a
funny little house, one of a whole row... they were funny little
houses... This one little house was always very full with Miss

Mathilda, an under servant, stray dogs and cats and Anna’s voice..."
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(11). This sets the stage for the scenes which unfold. The house
represents Anna’s universe, the whole of her life, the environment in
which she exists and fram which she takes her identity. She lives in
and through and for the households she runs. Anna’s ‘knowledge-about’
is strictly of the households. Her knowledge of the world beyond is
‘knowledge of acquaintance.’ But she does not care. The house is her
universe and beyond what she needs to know to run it, nothing matters.

Stein’s irony begins immediately. The fourth sentence of the
story is set off as a separate paragraph as though it were a
significant and important thought: "Anna led an arduous life." This
statement is juxtaposed against descriptions of Anna bargaining for
lower prices in one store with the threat of getting groceries for a
little less "by Lindheims; Anna’s arguments with Sallie over the
butcher boy; her confrontations with the teamsters and other "wicked
men" and her shouting at her dogs for their misbehavior. This same
sentence is repeated again, after the sad mishap of Peter’s
philandering. The "arduousness" of her life, set in opposition to these
trivial incidents, is rendered slightly ridiculous.

In "The Good Anna" Stein makes use of certain phrases, consisting
of two or three or more words, repeated within sentences and sametimes
throughout the entire text. These often take the form of descriptive
adjectives modifying certain characters or objects: for example, "Old
Katy," and "funny little house." As noted in Chapter One, Brown's
classification lables these modifiers ‘tags.”’ These tags serve to
characterize a person or thing or to represent a character trait or
habit. "The most frequent function of the tag is state or imply, with
one or two brief strokes, the essentials of a person’s character ar

7
function." Thus we see "naughty Peter", "jolly little Rags" and, most
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importantly, "the good Anna," recur throughout the story. Anna is not
simply Anna - she is the good Anna. In the beginning it is reasonable
to accept tﬁis tag at face value. It is only further readins, viewing
this tag in context that first impressions will be modified. At first
the reader need only assume that Anna is just that - good.

Stein also uses certain camplex and intricate repetitions of
phrases. In her descriptions, particularly of Anna, Miss Mary Wadsmith
and Miss Mathilda, she uses her characteristic polyadjectival strings
attached to a head noun. Stein begins with a descriptive statement: The
good Anna was a small spare, german waman... her face was worn, her
cheeks were thin" (13). On page 31, she writes, "Anna was a medium
sized, thin, hard working worrying waman." On the next page she repeats
these characteristics: "She was always thin and worn" (32). The

repetitions continue:

Her worn, thin, lined determined face... (38).

Her spare, thin, awkward body and her worn, pale yellow
face (40).
Her lined, worn, thin, pale yellow face (46).

She always grew more tired, more pale, yellow and in

her face more thin and worn and worried. (80).

Thus we are presented continually with a picture of Anna throughout the
text which does not change except that the thinness and wornness became
more pronounced and exaggerated as she grows older.

We are also given an extensive description of Miss Mary

Wadsmith which is in direct contrast to Anna:

A large fair helpless waman (25).
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large, docile, helpless, Miss Mary Wadsmith (27).
She sat there always, large, helpless, gentle (29).
Like all large and helpless wamen, Miss Mary’s heart beat

weakly in the soft and helpless mass it had to govern (29).

The next type of repetition found in "Anna" is the ‘key passage.’
We will recall that this is a "relatively long repetition embodying in
a striking and memorable form, one of the fundamental ideas of a book
or sametimes the single idea on which the entire work is based."8
"The Good Anna" has two major key-passages. The first is: "Mrs. Lehntman
was the only ramance Anna ever knew." This sentence is repeated
verbatim five times, (30, 34, 52, 54, 55) and then in a variation when
Anna’s friendship with Mrs. Lehntman builds again slowly after their
long falling out: "Mrs. Lehntman could never be again the ramance in
the good Anna’s life, but they ocould be friends again" (70).

The second key passage is: "Anna led an arduous and troubled life"
(11, 13, 21). This passage is also repeated verbatim. With both, Stein
uses the interjections "Remember" and "you see", to draw our attention
even more specifically to them, a device which indicates that she is
foregrounding these passages as significant and fundamental to an
understanding of the life of the good Anna.

In this story Stein also relies on scattered repetitions of
certain key words which appear extensively throughout the text. The
most notable of these words are "good," "bad," "work," "worry," "poor,"
and "scold."

A careful analysis of these different types of repetitions, the
hammer words in relation to the key-passages, will begin to reveal
exactly what it is that Stein is trying to tell the reader about Anna.
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The most striking hammer in "The Good Anna" is, of course, the
word "good." "Good" is used as an adjective in many of the different
senses of the word. For example, Stein writes of the "good looking"
Peter, and Anna’s "good natured" brother. We find many other uses

throughout the text:

Never going to came to any good (50).

...honest, decent, good, hard working, foolish girls who were
in trouble (52).
It will be a good place (53).
Anna heard a good deal of this (56).
Anna saw Mrs. Lehntman a good deal now (71).

...they all knew how well Anna could take care of people and
their clothes and goods (77).

Many of these uses relate to Anna herself:

...and you so good to them Anna (50).
You are so good Anna (51).
Anna’s life went on, taking care of Miss Mathilda... and

being good to everyone that asked or seemed to'need her help (70).

The most notable use of "good" is the tag in the phrase "the good
Anna." The reader is literally barraged; the phrase "good Anna"
appears a total of 84 times, with the variations "the good Anna," "our
good Anna," and "a good and german Anna." Each increment of the
repetition serves ostensibly to hammer hame the fact that Anna is good.
But, unlike the factual descriptive adjectives, "good" is an evaluative

adjective. At first, the repetition reinforces the idea that Anna is a
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good person, but with its insistence, it sets up doubts. In the face of
the trivial ironic situations Stein has placed Anna in the reader is
forced to question, to suspect possible irony, to re-evaluate Anna, and
finally to revise his or her appraisal. This insistence does not allow
one the luxury of taking the word at face value, because, as the
reader proceeds through the text it becames evident that the word
"good" is often used in an inconsistent way with her behavior.

Anna does do good things. She takes in stray dogs; she helps the
poor girls in trouble, takes care of old Katy, gives away her savings
for this charity or that person in trouble, bails out Mrs. Lehntman
whenever she needs money. Anna is, in many cases, a good person. Bt!Jt
she also lies, gets rid of Molly when Molly won’t knuckle under, and
manipulates everyone around her - interfering, bossing, grumbling and
scolding. In fact, most of Anna’s life is taken up with scolding and
pushing other people around.

This trait is especially evident in her work relationships.

During her life Anna works for Miss Mary Wadsmith, Miss Mathilda and
Dr. Shonjen; her last position is that of a boarding house keeper.
Throughout her life, Anna is very particular about wham she works for.
"Anna ‘s superiors must be always these large helpless women, or be
men, for none others could give themselves to be made so camfortable
and free." (25) "Most women were interfering in their ways... She did
not like them thin and small and active and always looking and always
prying." (58). If the reader will return to the physical description of
Anna herself, as a small thin, spare, woman who is always working hard
and worrying, s/he can deduce that Anna does not like to work for wamen
who are too much like herself. Anna also does not like little girls,

because of the "subtle opposition showing so early always in a young
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girl ‘s nature." (25)

In the beginning of the story Anna is managing Miss Mathilda’s
house. There is a succession of under-servants. Melancholy Molly is
sent away because she will not obey Anna. Molly goes to work in a
factory, her health fails, and when she finally breaks down Anna takes
charge again of her life and dictat\es the way Molly should be cared
for. As long as Anna is in control, it is a "happy family all there
together in the kitchen" (19).

Under Miss Mary Wadsmith, Anna has a serious encounter with Miss
Jane over the blue dressings, and Anna threatens to leave unless she is
given absolute power to make all the decisions. When Miss Jane
marries, Anna leaves because "she could not live as her Miss Mary’s
girl, in a house where Miss Jane would be the head." (33).

Anna also leaves the service of Dr. Shonjen when he marries. She
will not go back to Miss Mary because she dreads "Miss Jane’s
interfering ways" (57). She is happy with Miss Mathilda, and when Miss
Mathilda goes abroad, Anna cannot bring herself to be under any more
people because "no one could ever again freely let her do it all” (77).
So she begins taking in boarders. Only men. She will not take in
wamen. She loves to work for men. Once they ‘'ve eaten and are content,
they "let her do whatever she thought best" (37). She is once again
happy working and scolding and taking care of people.

It becames evident that the word "power" is a key word in Anna’s
life. She must have control over everyone - Dr. Shonjen, Miss Mary,
Miss Mathilda, Miss Jane and even Mrs. Lehntman. It is important to
note, however, that although the word "power" is used eight times in the

story, four occur when Anna has lost power. These four uses occur in
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connection with an episode with Mrs. Lehntman and the argument over her
new house. Mrs. Lehntman wins the argument and for Anna, the loss is a

great defeat.

So the good Anna grew always weaker in her power to
control (54).

In friendship power always has its downward curve (54).

There is always danger of a break or of a stronger power
coming in between (55).

Poor Anna had no power to say no (55).

Mrs. Lehntman is the ramance of Anna’s life. She is a woman other wamen
love, the one person Anna cannot control. "Mrs. Lehntman was the only
one who had any power over Anna" (31). In turn, the only person who has
power over Mrs. Lehntman is the evil doctor. One can only speculate
whether this inability to control is part of Anna’s fascination and
obsession with the midwife. When they break off, the affair is "too
sacred and grievous” to ever be told to anyone, not even to Mrs.
Drehten.

The depth of feeling Anna has doesn’t mean that she doesn’t try to
take control: "Anna gradually had came to lead" (42) in the
relationship. But not really lead. Mrs. Lehntman has a devious way of
not hearing, of saying she will do things and yet not doing them, of
ignoring Anna ‘s advice. She also has a way of manipulating Anna in
order to get Anna to do what she wants. She uses up Anna’s savings to
buy the house and to help girls who are in trouble, and to help Julia
get started when she marries. A key factor in this relationship is
that although Mrs. Lehntman needs Anna just as much as Anna needs her,

Mrs. Lehntman is "ready to risk Anna’s loss" (54). Anna has power in
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superficial things such as dictating how the house should be done over,
but her strength of control is less; Mrs. Lehntman "could always hold
out longer" (55). So Anna is defeated. This romance, which Stein
tellls us is "the ideal in one’s life" (55) is crucial to Anna’s
happiness. Stein goes on to write "it is very lonely living with (the
ramance) lost" (55). Wood speculates that Anna’s insistent management
and tyranny over others is part of her struggle to cope with the loss
of Mrs. Lehntman’s friendship. However, he fails to notice that Anna’s
tendency to take over is consistent throughout her life, and that Anna
has also tried with Mrs. Lehntman. Wood also fails to notice that Anna
does find happiness in each of her positions, and that, although the
brilliance and ramance is gone fram their friendship, Anna and Mrs.
Lehntman do re-establish their relationship. However, when the
friendship collapses, it is a terrible blow for Anna.

Another word consistenly used is the word ®*poor.* Anna is poor in
several ways. She is monetarily poor. She is continually giving up
her savings to others. "She saved and saved and always saved, and then
here and there, to this friend and that, to one in her troubles and to
the other in her joy, in sickness, death, and weddings, or to make
young people happy, it always went, the hard earned money she had
saved" (54). "Of course, it was the good Anna’s savings that came in
handy" (71). She is also poor in the sense of being an unfortunate
victim. Poor Anna. She is forced to pretend love for the relatives
she does not love. Poor Anna. She is defeated by Mrs. Lehntman. Poor
Anna. She is forced to resign because the doctor has married and Anna
cannot suffer being overruled by his haughty arrogant wife. Poor Anna.
Miss Mathilda goes off to another country for good. Sorrow upon
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sorrow. "Dark were these days and much she had to suffer (57).

Two other hammer words used consistently with respect to Anna are
"work" and "worry."In the cumulative repetition of her characteristics
In the polyadjectival strings describing Anna, we are told she is
medium sized, hard working and worrying. If her life is not taken up

in scolding, it is consumed by working and worrying.

You know I work myself sick for you (29).
She worked away her appetite, her health and strength
and always for the sake of those who begged her not to
work so hard (32).
Anna endured the operation... but when she was once more at
work all the good effect of the several months of rest
were soon worked and worried well away (32).

Anna worked and sewed hard... worked so all the time (33).
She worked and worked all day... and with all the work
she just managed to keep living (79).
Anna worked and thought and saved and scolded (80).
Anna oould never take a rest. She must work hard through

the summer as well as through the winter (81).

There is never an end to Anna’s effort. Finally she literally works
herself to death. "The good Anna with her strong, strained, worn-out
body died" (82). It becames clear that Anna is, as Gaddis asserts, a
martyr. "I gave her better things to eat than I had for myself," she
tells Miss Mathilda of old Katy (18). "I do everything I can and you
know I work myself sick for you," she tells Miss Mary in the fight over
the blue dressings.

The question that the reader must ask is why? Why does Anna work
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so hard? If power is the key and she is happiest when she is scolding
and bullying, why is her life so difficult and why does she drive
herself, slaving, as she puts it, for others? Why is her life so
arduous and troubled? This key-passage, used to introduce Anna, has
served to make her appear ridiculous when juxtaposed against the
description of her life with Miss Mathilda, the dogs, the under-
servants. On the surface it appears to be a good life, relatively free
of worries, and with "troubles" that are relatively minor and
inconsequential.

Close examination of Stein’s patterns of repetition, however,

reveal that the key to this question is the word "right:" "the right

thing," "the right way." Anna is of South German Catholic stock and has
very strong ideas about what is good and what is bad. "She did try so
hard to do the best she knew" (58). This word "right" is repeated again
and again, both by Stein in describing Anna ‘s behavior and by Anna

herself:

Anna always had a firm old world sense of what was the right
way for a girl to do (24).

She never campromised herself...in what was the right thing
for a girl to wear (40).

To her thinking, in her stubborn, faithful, german soul,
this was the right way for a girl to do (32).
She ain“t got no sense what’s the right way to do (43).
It ain’t right, Mrs. Lehntman, to do so (44).

The young people nowadays have no sense at all of what’s
the right way for them to do (54).
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Anna has fixed in her mind what should be and she will not be swayed.
"Anna was, as usual, determined for the right" (42). She also believes
it is her duty to entrench this idea in the minds of others. "Now it
was not only other girls and the colored man, and dogs, and cats, and
horses and her parrot, but her cheery master, jolly Dr. Shonjen, whom
she could guide and constantly rebuke to his own good" (37).

The firmness and fervour with which Anna holds to these principles
are emphasized by Stein in her subtle and ironic use of Biblical plays

on words:

The new owners were certain that this Foxy had known no dog
since she was in their care (12).

Not that Julia Lehntman was pleasant in the good Anna’s
sight (39).

The brother s wife had not found favour in our good Anna’s
sight (49).

Her daughters were well trained, quiet, obedient, well
dressed girls, and yet our good Anna loved them not,
nor their mother, nor any of their ways (49).

The good Anna did not weep for poor old Baby. Nay, she
had not time even to feel lonely, for with the good Anna it

was sorrow upon sorrow (75).

By using these Biblical references, Stein is entrenching the strength
and fervour of Anna’s beliefs into the reader’s mind. She is also, at
a subliminal level, attempting to hook the reader into accepting that,
in her fervour, Anna is in the right.

At this point, we must return to the use of the word "good" as a

tag. "Good," as noted, seamed to be used indiscriminately, and in places
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when Anna is not being good. We find the "good Anna" when she is lying
about Peter, when she is having her troubles trying to daminate Miss
Mathilda, when she is favoring the children of Mrs. Drehten over her
own nieces, when she is disobeying her religion to visit the medium.

But closer examination reveals a pattern in the way "good" is used
throughout the text. In Chapter One, we are introduced to Anna when she
is working for Miss Mathilda. Then in Chapter Two, we are taken back in
time to Anna’s emigration from Germany and her first position with Miss
Mary. The tag "good" appears only twice while Anna is working for Miss
Mary until Anna’s first operation, when she has worked and slaved and
worried herself to the bone so that she is never really well again. As
she grows older and works harder and becames more and more set in her
ways, the use of the word "good" appears more and more insistently.
Most of the uses of "good" occur in the latter half of Anna’s life.

In direct opposition to the word "good" we find the word "bad.
"Bad" primarily occurs in reference to others in the story, to their

actions and their situations in life:

"You bad dog," Anna said to Peter that night. "You bad dog"
(11).
Molly had a bad temper and always said ugly dreadful swear
words (14).
Sallie’s chief badness... was the butcher boy (19).
She spent the evenings when Anna was away, in campany with
this bad boy (20).
This was as bad as it could be (44).

Mrs. Drehten who with her chief trouble, her bad husband...(80).
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Anna does do a few "bad" things, such as bargaining sharply to get
things at "a little less," or not going to mass. And then things tend
to go wrong for her. But she also deceives people "far their good" and
when she tells Dr. Shonjen what she has done her deed is not really a
sin anymore and she doesn’t have to confess to the father and do
penance.

"Bad" is used in one significant episode in relation to Anna
herself. This instance, which refers directly to Anna’s behavior,
occurs during Anna’s visit to the fortune teller. "It was very bad to
go to a waman who tells fortunes...the german priest...always said that
it was very bad to do things so..." (58). But this emphasis is
ocountered by "But what else now could the good Anna do? She was so
mixed and bothered in her mind, and so troubled with this life that was
all wrong, though she did try so hard to do the best she knew" (58).

The ‘badness’ of her action is rationalized away with the excuse that
Anna is terribly mixed up and does not know where to turn. Therefore,

we are led to assume that it is excusable, and not her fault.

William James, in his book, Psychology wrote:

An act has no ethical quality whatever unless it be
chosen out of several all equally possible. To sustain
the arguments for the good course and keep them ever before
us, to stifle our longing for more flowery ways, to keep
the foot unflinchingly on the arduous path, these are
characteristic ethical energies. But more than these;

for these but deal with the means of campassing interests
9
already felt by them to be supreme.

James ~ words bring us back to Stein’s key-passage, "Anna led an arduous

64
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and troubled life." Her choice of the word "arduous" when we keep in
mind the profound influence William James had upon her life, cannot
have been merely coincidental. Goodness and doing the right thing are,
to Anna, supreme. She is struggling to do what she feels is right,
forever working to keep her feet and those of others unflinchingly on
the right path.

In order to understand Anna fully, we must also examine Stein’s
use of repetition on a larger scale. Stein’s idea that history repeats
itself in this type of determined character, and that nothing changes
is embodied in Anna’s history. Anna’s life does not change measurably,
nor do her circumstances. Thin, tired, worn, she becames only
progressively more thin, more tired, and more worn until she is worn
out and dies. She moves fram one servant situation to another, each one
a nearly exact repetition of the former. Her history repeats itself
again and again until her death.

Not only does she not believe, neither does she even conceive
that she might better herself or change her life or go anywhere beyond
her servant status. She was born of lower middle class south German
stock and that is where she will stay. So ingrained is her sense of her
‘place” she will never sit in the parlor evenings, not even when the
smell of new paint in the kitchen makes her sick. She always stands
up while she talks with Miss Mathilda. Anna’s and other characters
accept their fate without question. This blind acceptance permeates the

story:

It was a family life the good Anna very much approved...
with a german’s feeling for the masterhood in men, she was

docile to the surly father and rarely rubbed him the wrong
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way (46).

It is only in such a close tie such as marriage that
influence can mount and grow always stronger with the
years and never meet with a decline. It can only happen
so when there is no way to escape. (54).

Mrs. Drehten was a large, worn, patient german woman, with
a soft face, lined, yellow brown in color and with the
lock that cames fram a german husband to obey. (69).

It is wonderful how poor people love to take advice fram
people who are friendly and above them, fram people who
read in books and who are good. (70).

Even in her dress, Anna "knew so well the kind of ugliness

appropriate to each rank in life" (40).

She knows her place, and does not aspire to better it. Hers is a
recurring lifestyle with no way out. The essence of Anna, her being and
her state in life, do not change.

By using Stein’s repetitions as a guide to the character of Anna,
we derive a totally different picture of the good Anna. We find that
the criticism is not wholly wrong, but neither is it correct in the
sense that the critics have failed to capture the character of who Anna
is. Yes, she is domineering and manipulative - because she feels that
this behavior is her duty She is also a victim of manipulatiaon,
because she is so genuinely concerned with what is right for others.
Mrs. Lehntman, and everybody else know that "Anna (has) a feeling
heart" and they have no shame in taking everything she has. Had she
lived to be o0ld, her fear of dying in poverty would probably have been
realized.
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Stein’s narrator in "The Good Anna" has been called an unobtrusive
narrator. But she actually is obtruding, blatantly so, not only with
the occasional "you see" and "remember," she is subtly and deliberately
forcing, thrusting, her opinion onto the reader. "Good" is a value
judgment. It is literally pounded into the readerts head and not anly
when Anna is being good. Although it does not appear so, because she
uses the third person narrator, Stein has in effect entered the mind of
her character. She is seeing life through Anna’s eyes, as it looks to
Anna.

Stein also reinforces the effect of seeing life through Anna’s
eyes at a subtle level by employing a syntax which has been manipulated
to simulate German immigrant speech patterns. The syntax has been
rearranged to sound as if the syntactic rules of German are still

prevalent in Anna’s speech. For example:

Miss Mathilda every day put off the scolding (15).

Boys love always better to be done for and be made camfortable
and full of eating (25).

Mrs. Lehntman in her work loved best to deliver young girls
(31).
BEdgar had now been for same years away from hame (32).
And you so good to them Anna all the time (50).

She had every day her busy time... and every night she had
her happy time (51).
Doctor got married now very soon (57).
Then they did the operation (82).

These examples are in addition to Anna’s speech, which is structured to
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reflect interference from German syntactic formation:

Miss Mary... Of course I go help you to get settled and
then I think I came back and stay right here in Bridgepoint. You
know my brother he is here and all his family, and I think it
would be not right to go away fram them so far, and you know you
don’t want me now so much Miss Mary when you are all together

there in Curden (3S).

We must digress for a moment to confront the issue of Anna’s
alleged "inarticulateness." The incidents Walker cite are when Anna
must confront Miss Mary, first, with the issue of the blue dressings
fram the bedroam and then with the news that Anna will not continue to
work for Miss Mary after Jane marries. In the second situation she
relies on Mrs. Lehntman to help her through this tense scene. "Anna's
words had not the strength of meaning they were meant to have." Walker
focuses on this statement and the "grammatical errors” in Anna’s speech
to demonstrate the inadequacy of Anna’s language to express herself,
ignoring the sentence that "even courageous Mrs. Lehntman, efficient,
impulsive and camplacent as she was and not deeply concerned in the
event, felt awkward, abashed and almost quilty in that mild, helpless
presence" (34). It it not Anna’s inability to express herself so much
as her anxiety caused by the situation rather than the linquistic
impotence to which Walker attributes it. The "errors" in Anna’s speech
are not "errors," but the interference of her first language as she
uses her second. She is using English words with German syntax. In
other situations Anna uses language to her own advantage very
effectively. Anna is certainly able to manipulate the tradesmen to give

her bargains; she is able to shame and strike fear in the hearts of the
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teamsters over their treatment of animals. Most of the descriptions of
Anna are her talking, camplaining, teasing, scolding. She is an
extremely verbal person. This is not linguistic impotence at all.

The story is full of examples of Anna’s verbosity:

But she truly loved it best when she could scold (37).
... like all who had to do with the good Anna, Mrs.

Lehntman dreaded her firm character, her vigorous judgments

and the bitter fervour of her tongue (42).

Then Anna would tell these histories to her doctor...And the
good Anna full of the coquetry of pleasing would bridle with

her angular, thin, spinster body, straining her stories and

herself to please (38).

The boy was easier to scold, for scoldings never sank in

very deep, and indeed he liked them very well for they brought

with them... lively teasing, and good jokes (39).

And then he would listen and laugh so loud, as she told him

stories of what had happened on that day (51).

The different devices of "German" syntax, the cumulative
insistence of "good" and the technique of making the reader see the
world through Anna’s eyes, work together to demonstrate that the
"goodness" in Anna is in Anna’s mind. Not that Anna is so good, but
that she is struggling unflinchingly along the arduous path to be good
and do what is right, and she sees herself as being good.

Seen in this light, Anna is not an overbearing, tedious, miserable
character, but rather a tragic figure. Caught in a life fram which she
cannot escape, struggling to gain same control over her circumstances,
she is living the best life she knows how. She does good. She is of
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the type Stein categorized as "needing to love." The people she works
for and takes care of are happy. All her manipulating is done in the
best interest of others.

The word Yhard" also appears continually throughout the story.
Anna is a hard-working person slaving to get by. The only thing that
is easy in her life is her death. "Miss Annie died easy" .(83). She
lived and she died. And that was all.

I have mentioned before the issue of irony. Certainly, Stein has
been ironic in same instances, as indicated above. But we must look
beneath the surface irony of Anna’s character. There is some irony.
But not irony that provokes ridicule; irony that promotes, instead,
campassion. As seen by others, Anna is a slightly ridiculous figure.
But when one is inside looking out, the view is different. There is no

irony, just hard work and worry and finally, an easy death to end it
all.



CHAPTER THREE

Of the three stories in Three Lives "The Gentle Lena" has been
passed over in the critical literature in favor of the more camplex and
interesting Melanctha or the more strident Anna. "The Gentle Lena"
appears on the surface to be a simple, albeit tragic story. The
bareness of the prose, the deliberate understatement, and again, the
innocent narrative voice have distracted all but the most careful of
readers fram the intricate web, woven by the repetitions, which reveal
the characters in great depth and a camplexity of structure that make
this as technically accamplished a piece of writing as the other two.
Few critics have afforded Lena more than a passing glance and find
little to say, summing up the story in a sentence or two. Again, the
criticism is divided as to how to interpret the story.

For example, Richard Bridgman writes that the story "describes a
simple creature who desires only the kindness of others. She is
manipulated, notably by an aunt who makes a marriage match for her...
After Lena and her fiance marry, they have a reasonably contented
relationship until she dies in childbirth."1

Frederick Hoffman, on the other hand, reaches a much less cheerful
interpretation when he writes that this story is "almost pure pathos.
[Lena] suffers experience without really understanding what is

happening to her. The manners of her world require of her decisions
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that she is scarcely able to camprehend... Lena’s pathos comes fram her
immaturity, her inability to appreciate any crisis personally; she dies
without really understanding why she has lived. She is passiwvely a
victim of the failure of persons to respond to a convention and to live
within it."2

DeKoven focuses on Lena’s "gentleness": "Lena dies of her
gentleness. She is passive, dreamy, absent, slow witted, out of touch
with her feelings."3 Walker turns her attention to Lena’s silence in
the face of the manipulations of all those who have authority over her,
concluding that Lena "lacks the resources to defend herself adequately
against the verbal barrages to which she is constantly subjected.
Consequently, she becames the passive victim of the desires, and the
discourse of others.... For her, marriage and children only increase
her isolation and alienation."

My own reading, based on a careful study of the repetitions in
"Lena" leads me to agree most closely with Frederick Hoffman and his
smmetic reading of the story. I will show in the course of the
study that Lena’s married life is definitely not contented, and that
there is more to her passive acceptance of her fate than mere
gentleness or lingquistic impotence.

Stein’s style has evolved; "The Gentle Lena" is much different
from "The Good Anna." The irony has a bitter quality; the tone is less
jolly; the narrator is still innocent and straightforward, but no
longer cheerful. There is little to like in this story. Few of the
characters are sympathetic or even likable except the cook, who is the
only one who really cares for Lena.

In the title "The Gentle Lena," Stein gives Lena the ‘tag’

"gentle." Stein sets up the same expectations with this word"gentle” in
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the title as she did with "good" in "The Good Anna" and critics have
characteristically camplied by focusing on this ‘tag” and taking the
word at face value as Lena’s most salient character trait. However,
the experienced reader who has caught the irony in “"good" approaches
"The Gentle Lena" with the idea that this “tag” might also be either
ironic or possibly be used in a contradictory sense.

Contrary to "The Good Anna," Stein does not immediately create
irony by showing the reader lLena in situations which contradict the
“tag. ” Instead, she reinforces the impression of "gentleness" by her
choice of words and scenes which enhance the image of a gentle sweet
waman. Stein crystallizes the essence of Lena in the first paragraph.
"Lena was patient, gentle, sweet and german." With the gradual
accumulation of adjectives, Stein rounds out the character over the

next few pages:

She stood in the hallway... in her unexpectant and unsuffering
german patience...(239)
all liked the simple, gentle, german Lena very well (240).
Lena was a brown and pleasant creature (240).

Lena had the flat chest... of the patient and enduring
working waman... and the eyes, simple and human, with the

earth patience of the working, gentle, german woman (240-241).

Use of the word "the" in the sentence "the working, gentle, german

waman" suggests that these traits characterize a certain type of woman.

Stein’s desc