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Despilte the importance of Sincleir Lewis as writer end
soclal critic, there i.es never been a full-scale study of
hise careerxr or s comvlete examinetion of his total literary
product. It was the intention of thne present writer to
remedy <this, and to provide in this study both a handbook
for the student of Lewis and a foundation for future schol-
ershipe.

In general, the dissertation Led four main objectives:

1l. To glve an overall survey of the 1life and
career of Sinclair Lewis,

2. To consider tnis life and cereer with sve-
cial reference to lLewls as a critic of
American soclety eand culture.

3. To present a brief summary of the critics!

view of Lewis and tneir reception of his
work.,

L, To offer some sucgestion of Lewis! impect

on his time and nhis place in modern 1lit-
erature.

The writer has not hesitated to correlste evisodes in Lewis!
literary career with events in his life. Thus, although
this study makes no pretense of being a complete or detail-
ed bilography, 1t does attemnt to demonstrate how Lewls' ex-
periences affected his outlook end nis writing.

For 1ts sources, this dissertation has taken the whole
corpus of Lewls! work, including not only his novels, but
also short stories, essays, contributlons to veriodicals,
news items, speeches, and, 1n short, every avallable blb-

liographic resource and mention of Lewis tinat has appeared

Sheldon Grebstein
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in print. In adaition, the author has consulted such ref-
exrences as books, scholerly erticles, and reviews. He has
al so made extensive use of Yale University's collection of
Lewls material, including originsl docu-ente end items nev-
i er before utilized. Consecuently, the conclusions in the
! study represent both a cereful study of originel sources
and a sifting of the best criticsl and escholerly opinion.
1 The author has concluded that the litersry career of
Sinclair Lewls divides into four mejor vheses and has er-
ranged nhis study accoraingly, devoting a chanter to the
discussion of eacn, es follows:
I: The Early Lewis. This incluces the inves-
tigation of Lewis' environment, education,
Jobs, travels, and writing, centering eround
his five early novels, and chronicling the

first anvearance of his satire and some of
hig imvortant tnemes.

II: Social Criticism, Satire, and Success. This
analyzes Lewls' career in tne decade 1920-
1930, the yeers in which he satirized Ameri-
can soclety most savagely and attained his
greatest success, culminating in the Nobel
Prize. The diecussion is based lergely on
the novels, beginning with lain Street.

ITI: The Affirmative Yeers. An examination of
Lewis! work 1930-1940, a time when his sa-
tire and social criticiem softened, vehement
only in the outstanding It Can't Havven Here.

IV: The Final Phase. The study of the end of
Lewisg! career, 1940-1950, a period marked
by renewed vitality and one notable book,
Kingsblood Royal, with several others of
. varying auallity and significance,

In the approach to Lewis' work, the euthor hss attempt-

' ed to meke one thing clesr, thet no matter whet nis techniaue

' Sheldon Grebstein
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or subject matter, Sincleir Lewls was a man wno loved Ameri-

ca and devoted his 1life to tne attemot to imorove her.

Sneldon Grebstein

’ PRy« . 4
/
|
|
|
)
|
|



<

L
-

-
o,
S
S
. ~

Y
O
D)

LN
P
PO
;-
(SRS
oo
. -
"2
»

I
AL

R
L WRal
foal

...... . ™ S .



Table of Contents

Introduction « ¢« ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ e e o o o o o

Chepter

1.
2.

I: The Early Lewis

Sauk Center: 1885-1903 . . .
Sinclair lLewis at Yale: 1903~ 1 08

3. Wanderjahren and Apprenticeship: 1008-l9lh

L4, The Aporenticeship Ended: 1914-1919.

5.

a. Qur Mr. Wrenn: 1914 . . . . .
b. The Trail of the Hewk Hewk' 1915
c. The Job: 1917 « . . .« « « .+ .
d. The Innocents: 1916 . . . . .
e. Free Alr: 1919. . .

Summary and Conclusions: 1885-1919

Footnotes to Chepter I. . . « . . . .

Chapter

[ ]

o ~NonmFwh -

9.
10,

Footnotes to Chapter II. . . . .

Chepter

.

.

o fFwp -

70

II: Social Criticism, Satire, and Success

M"iin street: 1920. ] [ . . . L] .
Babbitt. 1922 . . . . . . . . .
Arrowsmiths 1925 . . . .

Politics and the Artist 1n America' 1924-25

Mantrap: 1926. . . . . c e o o o
The Pulitzer Prize: 1926 . .

Sinclair Lewis and Religion Elmer Gantrz

1927 L] L] L] . L] L . . L] L4 .

Lewis! Satire? The Man Who Knew Coolldge:

1928 3 . . . o . L] . . o . L] 3 °
Dodsworth: 1929. . . ¢ ¢« ¢ ¢ ¢ o .
The Nobel Prize: 1930. . . . . . .

III: The Affirmative Years

The Novel Lewlis Never Wrote. . . .
Ann Vickers: 1933. . ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ « « &
Work of Art: 1934, . . . . . . . .
It Cen't Heppen Here: 1935 . .

The Prodigal Parents: 1938 .

Bethel Merriday: 1940. . . . :

Summary eand Conclusions: 1930 1940

Footnotes to Chapter III. . . . .

Chapter

IV: The Finsl Phase

1., Gideon Planish: 1943 , . . . . .

L J
°
[ ]

. ] * ] [ ]

3 [ ) [ ) L[] . L] L) . L]

. ° ° L] L] 3

L] . . * L] L] [ ] [ ]

88
109
130
151
166
170

173

200
208
223
234

253
261
278
287
312
329
334
34

352



Teble of Contents

2. Cass Timberlane: 1945, e e e+ 4+ . . . 367

3. Kingsblooda Royale: 1947 . . . . . . . . . . . 381
4. The God-Seeker: 1949 . . . . . . . . . . . . kooO
5. Terminus; World So Wide: 1951. . . . . . . . 407
Footnotes to Chapter IV . . . . . ¢« « « « + « o U415

Selected Bibllogravhy. o« « o« « o « « o o o o« o o . o 424



Introduction

In his lest year alive in Italy, lonely and far from
home, Sinclair Lewis would stare moodily throuch hls win-
dow and say, "I love America. I Love America, but I don't
like it." Those words could almost stand as a summary of
Lewis! literary career, for he snent his life tryling to
save America's soul, an act of love, while at the same time
he chastised unmercifully her menners, morels, ethics, hab-
its, and soclal codes. This etudy 1e the history of that
strange duality in one of our grestest writers.

Although Sinclalr Lewls hes been the subject of meny
eoholarly‘articles and essays 1n periodicals, there nas not
yet teen a complete, detailed survey of his life and 1lit-
erary career, The present wrlter hess sttemnted, in this
dissertation, to provide Jjust that, esveclally from the
viewpolnt of Lewlis as a critic of moaern American 1life and
soclety. To this end, the author has considered everything
that Lewls ever wrote trat was available to him, including
much original material in the Yale Collection of Lewis!'! pa-
pers. He has also made a ceareful investigation into schol-
erly and critical ovinion, so that the conclusions vresent-
ed herein are the result’of both a close textual analysis
of Lewis! own work and a consideration of the keenest pro-

fesslonal comment.
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The discussion generelly focuses earound each of Lewis!
novels, at tne seme time utilizing blogravhicel materieal,
evidence from other of Lewis! writings, contemporary ovnin-
ion, etc., relating all sgainst & background of the 11ter4
ature and events of the day. It moves from Lewis' birth
to his death, and to the best knowledge of the author, omits
no important incident, writing, or ectivity in Lewlis!' liter-
ary career. Also, in tane examination of each novel or 1lit-
erary event, there is a brief survey of their criticsl and
popular reception.

This study falls into four main sections, each dealing
with a major phase of Lewls' career, chronologicelly arrang-
ed. The first chapter takes the reader from Lewis' child-
hood to the end of his apprenticeship, from 1885 to 1919.

It includes the treatment of Lewis"early environmuent, edu-
cation, Jjobe, travel, and writing, concentrating on his five
apprentice novels, and traclng the first appesrance of his
satiric method and some of his importent tnemes. Chanter
Two indicates Lewis' shift from the popular-romance writing
of hils early work to the satire and social criticism which
was to bring him permanent fame in the years from 1920 %o
1930, resulting in the Nobel Prize. This chapter contains

a detalled discussion of each of the great novels of the

decade, Main Street, Babbitt, Arrowsmith, Elrer-Gantry, and

Dodsworth, and ends with a close analysis of Lewis! Nobel
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Prize Speech, while otner of Lewig' literary activities are
also considered in thelr proper places. This chaoter 1is
probably the longest and most important section in the dis-
sertation. In Chapter Three the author has tried to show
how Lewlis grew more and more nostalgic and affirmative in
tone from 1930 to 1940, eand desnite flasiies of satiriec or
narrative talent, how nis books stesdily deteriorated, with

the exception of It Can't Heopen Here. The concluding chep-

ter chronicles the last ten years of Lewis! 1life and career.
It establishes his return to satire and social commentary

in Gideon Planish and Casgs Timberlane, culminating in the

memorable crusade esgainst recisl prejudice in Kingsblood

Royal. Lewls'! last two novels, The God-Seeker and World

S0 Wide are discussed 1in relation to their significance in
Lewis! work as a whole.

Throughout this entire study, the writer has tried to
Justlfy and explain Sinclair Lewig! literary attempt to prod
his native soclety out of its materialistic wallow, an at-
tempt much misunderstood and reviled by contemporary review-
ers who wrote that Lewis was a man who hated America. Only
recently have a few perceptive critics begun to see that
he was, on the contrary, & man who loved America with a
paseionate and idealistic love, coupled with an uncuenchable
desire to make her fulfill the promise of her greatness.

It was Lewls' satiric disguise that fooled the critics and
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some of the public, for he made no effort to sugar-coat

his bitter pills of truth; ratner, he seemed to delight

in often making them more bitter ti.an they really were.
Yet, agree or disagree, pralse or curse, deny or affirm as
they might, Americans bought his books by the tens of mil-
lions, for the fact of the matter was tnat Sinclair Lewis!
truth pills, bitter as only tne truth could be, held éhe
cure for the nation's sicknesses, and his diagnoses, satire
and all, were too frightening to be ignored.

The world, too, became fascinated by Lewis' unforget-
table plctures of twentieth century America, and his books
wvere translated into more languages thian those of eny other
American writer of the time. Finally, es a fitting tribute
to his greatest decade, the world thought enough of Sinclsair
Lewis to make him the first American ever to be awarded the
Nobel Prize in Literature.

As various critics have pointed out, Lewis helped Amer-
ica achieve self-recognition. He told his'readers things
about themselves and their nelzhbors that they could under-
stand. While his fellow writers fled to Psris to avoid
contamination by native philistinism, Lewis stayed here
and fought it. His books helped to aestroy our taboos,
and while they may have mede us uneasy, they always ended
by meking us proud. Witn otners, he pnrovided the substance

of intellectual discussion in the first vost-war world,






but more tnan any other, Lewls stimulated a renaissance of
our literature in the twenties and thirties. A satirist

by nature and a reformer at neart, he attacked evil on vir-
tually every important level of American life, but nhe nev-
er hesltated to ldentify greatness wherever it existed.

Fascinated by peovle, Sincleir Lewls entered tnelr
world and, in so doing, cnhenged it. He had tne satiric
genius of turning man into a pathetic puonvet, tut never a
lifeless pupvet, for his cuaaraecters entered our national
consciousness and folklore. He himself was a vart of the
same folklore in that he was the classic irreverent obser-
ver, the dlsresvectful Westerner, the village athelst wno
sees through pnoniness, yet is a part of the very soclety
ne mocks.,

He denied he was a reformer and he lixed to think he
was a romantlic story-teller, but neither one of these ele=-
mente was strong enough to stand alone. His greatness wss
embodied in his ebllity to combine them into books which
were simultaneously memorable filction and biting soclal
criticism., It was this talent, together with the ever-pre-
sent ambigulty of love and hate, which gave his work its
distinctive so0lidity and vitality. He reflected the nation-
al characteristics of his native land - restlessness, energy,
impatience, quick friendliness, hatred of pretense, idesl-

ism, and ne also exemplified our greatest fault - the tendency
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to excess. In short, he was Americen to the core.
The whole world has reed his books and been affected
by them. They are, on the whole, & magnificent achievement.

The pages to follow contain the record of that achlevement.



I. THE EARLY LEWIS
1. Seuk Center: 1885-1903

Any serious consideration of the literary career of
Sinclair Lewis and of Lewls as American social critic must
begin with an understanding of Lewis'! childhood in the Min-
nesota village where he was born, for this perilod was to
have a deep and &briding influence on his 1life and work.

Sauk Center, Minnesota, was, in 1885, a perfect birth-
place for Harry Sinclalr Lewis, because this raw pralrie
town with 1ts population of twenty-five hundred was a reo-
resentative sample of provincial America.l Here, when Lewls
wvas born, the piloneer tradition was still a vital one end
was to considerably influence Lewls, although the last gen-
eration of ploneers was to grow old and diseppear as Lewis
wag growing up.2 Lewis! own father was a doctor with sev-
eral generations of New England forebears, a man who had
left his Connecticut home to travel the pioneer trail into
the hinterlands of Minnesota. Here, also, a new generation
of ploneers, that of Scandinavian end German immigrants,
wag arriving, at firet resented by the "natives," but in
the short span of a few years, their children were to be-
come more American than the Americans.-

It was, then, in the environment of a prairie town in
the era of 1ts transition from a dynamic frontier settlement

to a static, settled community, that Sinclair Lewis grew up.



He was named, so the legend goes, after a traveling thnester
company, whose performance of "East Lynne" in Seuk Center
in December, 1884, so excited Dr. Emmet Lewis that he per-
suaded his wife to name the untorn baty after the company's
founder and lesding actor, Harry St. Cleir. The baby was
torn on February 7, 1885, and, as honed, it was a boy, but
when the proud parents drove to the county seat to register
the name of the infant, the registrar, who was hard of hear-
ing, wrote down "Harry Sinclair,' instesd of "Harry St. Clair!
end eo 1t remained for posterity. Many years lster Lewilis was
to fulfill the legendary theatricel source of his name.u
Lewls! childhood was & crucial period for him end was
to permanently affect his character and his writing. Lewig!
own writings were a good source of material for the story of
his boyhood. On one occasion he wrote:
I was born . . . in a genuine prairie town, ringed

round with wheat flelds broken by slew and ogk-rim-

med lakes, with the autumn flight of ducks from Can-

ada as 1ts most exotic feature. My boyhood was alarm-

ingly normal, mid-western, American - my father the

prosperous ploneer doctor whose diversions were hunt-

ing and travel; my school the publlic school, with no

peculiarly inspired teachers; my sports, aside from

huge amounts of totally unsystematized reading of

everything from dime novels and Ned books and casual

sentimental novels to translations of Homer, were

the typicel occupations of such a boy: swimming in

the creek, hunting rabbits, playing pom-vom-oull-

away under the arc light in the evening., There was

not much work - a few evening chores, of the woodbox

filling sort.5
This 1s all true as far as 1t goes, but there i1s another part

of the story that Lewis dld not tell here, although he did on

- —

other occaslions, and this is that other, deever, part, Lewis






wags & poor athlete and a poor student. The boys he admired,
his older brother Claude and his "gang," considered him too
little and frall to allow him to "hang around® with them,

and, in the thoughtlessly cruel way of children, they const-
antly tricked him into diverting his attention elsewhere,

while they vanlshed and left him all alone.6 In school Lewls
found little compensation for his lack of athletic prowess,

for hie eighth grade report card showed him to rank seventeenth
in a class of e1ghteen.7 But Lewis had other talents. He once
started a debating soclety, only to have a teacher take it over
and formalize it, rulning 1t as far as he was concerned.® When
he was ten, Lewis started a newspaper and tried unsuccessfully
to get his classmates interested in it, yet continued to write
1t regularly solely for his own pleasure even after the others
digdained to help.?

All this is not to conclude that Lewis turned to writing
only because he was a fallure at the two great activities of
childhood, athletics and school, although this may be partially
true. Lewis himself stated the matter perfectly:

While I was a mediocre sportsman...I was nelther

& cripple nor a Sensitive Soul. With this tempta-
tlon to artistic revenge was probable combined the
fact that my stepmother (since my father remarried
when I was six, she was psychically my own mother)
read to me more than was the usual village custom,
And my father, though he never spoke of them, did
have books in the house and did respect them, as
one who had beegoa schoolteacher before he went to
medical school.

In any case, Lewls had decided to be a writer before he was

eleven, and by the time he was fourteen had already sent a
poem to Harpert's,ll






In the summer of 1899, working at no salary for the Bauk
Center Weekly Herald as type-sefter, hand press operator, and
soclety reporter, the fourteen year 0ld Lewls had the thrill
of first breaking into print with his story of a S8auk Center
bridge party. This thrill irrevocably decided Lewis in his
literary ambition, although he was fired at the end of the
summer when he asgked for a raise because, in the words of the
editor, he was "already getting more than he was worth.%1l2
Undaunted, Lewis returned to his journalistic career the next
summer as man-of-all-trades on the other town paper, the
Weekly Avalanche, for the huge salary of three dollars per
week.13

But of all Lewis' childhood experiences, it was his read-
ing that had the greatest influence on him. The evidence for
this 18 to be found in Lewis' reminigcences of his own child-
hoods

His boyhood was utterly commonplace,..except for a

love of reading not very usual in that raw new town

...Dickens, Walter Scott, Washington Irving.

Ho begen as & Wild romentiesist. Dk o o L YPIHLNE:
Other examples of Lewis®! favorite childhood authors bear out
this youthful romantic taste. Howard Pyle's King Arthur stories
based on Malory were another strong literary 1nrluence,15 and
Thoreau's Walden was Lewis! boyhood vision of Mecca.16

This romanticiem, born and nurtured in Lewis' early read-
ing, was modified by the reading of Hamlin Garland (whom Lewis
later credited with teaching him that American life could be
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portrayed frankly and realleticall;),17 but still remained
the strongest basic element in Lewle'! early philosophy and
writing. To Sinclalr Lewisg 1t was a vital and dynamic ing-
redient in his nature, compounded out of boyhood dreams and
longings, reading, an already active rebellion against the
standards of his environment, and a growing, somewhat bitter
regsllization that there were no rulned castles or fair damsels
to be rescued in Minnesota.l8 |
This sensitive, gawky doctor's gon had already felt the
lagh of the town's opinion and the weight of theilr judgement,
for although the children loved him for his ability to narrate
etories that never ended or grew dull, their elders regarded
him with good-natured contempt and generally agreed that he
'wouldn't amount to much."l9 At home Lewis had to face the
sllent disapproval of the two men whom he most held in awe and
could never impress even at the height of his fame, his father
and his brother Claude, who would never admit that being a
writer might conceivably be as important as being a doctor.20

As far as Sauk Center was concerned, Lewig'! literary ambitions

vere Just one more proof that he was "queer.* Main St.,

many years later, revealed just how deep Lewis'!' resentment

vag against the philistinism of his home town, and also revealed
that this resentment had not been forgotten, but had been
nursed, slow-burning, through the intervening years. The scorn
of the citizens of his birthplace and the disapproval of his
adored father and brother were to leave an open wound in Lewis!'

sensibility which profoundly affected his career and which

nelther fame nor success nor wealth could ever cure, 2l






80 8inclair Lewisg grew up, known to the town not only
for hie literary notions, but also for other, more serious
heresies. He had already earned the personal attention of the
Congregationalist pastor by questioning the story of Jonah
" and the Whale. The S8unday-school teacher also found Lewis to
be a rather alarmingly iconoclastic pupil, very reluctant to
absorb doctrines and opinions which had traditionally never
been challenged.22 About the time Lewis was a high-school senior,
he was being tutored in Greek by an Episcopalian parson who
read Plato, chewed tobacco, had been a chaplain in the Confederate
army, and was known to have preached evolution. What effect
this relationship had on Lewlis is & matter of speculation, but
the prototype of the “village atheist" or noncomformist which
appears all through Lewig' work in such books as Trail of the
Hawk, Main Street, and Ann Vickersg, probably owes more than
a little to this long forgotten free-thinker. Lewis also want-

ed to study French, but in Sauk Center this was going a bit too

rar.2“

Lewis also admired the business and professional men in
his town, and one of his boyhood visions wae that of a life of
success, comfort, and local prestige similar to that enjoyed
by the town banker and even his own father, but these Babbitt-
like dreams of the Joratii Alger school were submerged by other,
more vivid dreams of writing, learning, culture.25 One of Lewig!
earliest, most persistent ambitlons was his desire to be a

scholar and historlan, especially an Egyptologist. An entry






in his diary the winter before he entered Yale is striking
proof of this. Written or the occasion of tracing some re-
ferences on Macaulay, then one of Lewis! favorites, the entry
reads:

All such work as looking up these references gives

me & desire to be a master of some subject - say

of ancient Egyptian religion or ancient Egyptian

history or the geography of the Ancient World or

Sanskrit or the History of Rome from 509 B.C. to

the Birth of Christ; or the History, Literature

and Language of Phoenicia - touching specially

or rather studying eepecially Astarte, a favorite

toplc of mine.
and further on: "A boy - nay a child of eighteen, knowing
or expecting to know anything. I must walt fifty years to
begin to 1earn.'26

The portralt of the young Sinclair Lewie before he left
his home town for the first time to travel East to college 1is
now complete., He was a young prairie romantic, a dreamer and
a geeker after knowledge and truth, already something of an
individualist and a rebel, and already hopelessly intoxicated

by that most potent of brewe - printer's ink,






2. 8inclair Lewis at Yale: 1503-1908

It had been decided for Lewis that he was to become a
teacher and to go to the University of Minnesota, as any
ordinary young man with a bookish inclination would have
done.27 But Lewls was no ordinary bookish young man., He had
been reading Charles Flandrau's Harverd Eplsodes and had been

inflamed with the idea of going to Harvard, but Lewls'! father
insleted on Yale because he had originally come from the
vicinity of New Haven, and so Yale was chosen,28 After six
months at Oberlin Academy in Ohio to qualify for the Yale
entrance requirement in Greek, Sinclalr Lewls made the first
long trip of his 1life East, to New Haven, in September, 1903.
Eager to see everything he possibly could on this first
long trip away from home, Lewlis left the train at Albany and
Proceeded to New York by boat down the Hudson, drinking in the
romantic atmosphere of the Catskills, locale of those wonder-
ful legends Lewis had read.aa a boy in the pages of Washington
Irving. In New York, he was bewildered by the throngs of New
Jergey commuters, which struck him ag something out of Dantels
inferno, He wag rrightened by the crowds of people and disen-
chanted by the dirty streets of New York, yet at the same time
he felt a kinship with all these thousands of anonymous faces.
8even years later, when he himself returned to work in New York
for a few dollars a week, the poignancy and poverty of the lives

of all these "little" people, the forgotten men and women whose






renks he had Joined in the great metropolis, were to furnish

the background for such of his early books as Qur Mr. Wrenn,

Trail of the Hawk, The Innocents, and The Job, and later, much

of Ann Vickers. 8inclair Lewls was never quite at home in New
York, and his later booke as well as the early ones gave ample
evidence of this. When Lewls finally got to New Haven, 1its
peace and quiet was like a blessing to him after the tumult of
New !ork.29

Unfortunately, Yale did not receive Sinclair Lewis with
open arme. PFrom the first, Lewls felt himeelf to be a raw,
uncouth Westerner in the midst of suave, sophisticated East-
erners, but he was unwilling and by nature unable to curry
either the favor or the attention of most of his classmates.
Hig cadaverous, freckled, red-hesded appearance, his untiring
energy, his unabashed enthuslasm in those of his classes that
he enjoyed - all these things marked him as one apart. Lewis
had escaped the cramped atmosphere of Sauk Center only to find
himself in another unsympathetic social situation. His class-
nates promptly dubbed him with such nicknames as "Red" and
"God-forbid,® and just as promptly forgot that he existed, 0
Professor William Lyon Phelps, one of Lewis! few friends at Yale,

remembered him thus:?

He was not disliked in college, but was regarded

with amiable tolerance as a freak, He took not the
slightest interest in the idols of the place - athletics,
societies, etc. ... and as he took no interest in

these things, he did not see why he should pretend to

do eo. In other words, he was a complete and consistent

in dividualist, going his own way,_and tealking only
about things that interested him, 1
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Lewis had arrived at Yale with the enthusiastic notion
that everyone would feel as he did about Yale and about 11t-
erature, and Yale had given nim the cold shoulaer.32 He haa
thrown nimself eagerly into his class work, answerlng.queetiona,
staying atter class to discuss the work with his 1natructora,33
only to have one professor publically mock him in his Greek

clase for hisg over-dramatic translation or Qedipus Rex.34

But aespite such rebufrs, Lewis continued to be feverishly
interested in anything literary. He had been, to use his own
vords, an "inveterate scribbler® even before coming to Yale,
and now he again turned to his writing with continued vigor,
to the exclusion of almost all other activity.35 At the same
time, he read voraciously, "drawing more books from the Yale
library than ... any under graduate has before or since.%36
Lewis was also working at least one night a week on the New
Haven Journal - Courier.>’

Lewls himself best describes the bulk of his writing at
Yale:

On tne Yale Literary Magazine and the Yale Courant I
showered long medieval poems, with (0 God!) ladys

clad 1n white samite, mystic, won-der-ful; tales

about Minnesota Swedes; and even two lyrics in what
must have been terrible German. Perhaps nalf of them
were accepted. The Lit was solemn, awesome, gram-
matical, traditional, and completely useless as a work-
shop; the Courant was frivolous, humble, and of the

greatest use.38
but there were certain items besides the dozens of inconse-
quential Tennysonian and Swinburnian lyrics that Lewis turned

out which are worthy of careful attention and which are highly
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significant ag the first recorded expression of tnemes which
were to dominate Lewls' entire work., As a sophomore, Lewis
had slready published one article in a "real® magazine, and
encouraged by this, he began in his sophomore and Junior years
in 1905 and 1906 to concentrate more and more on serious toplcs
in hise vriting.39

1he earliest example of Lewis &8 & critic and commentator
on a phase of modern civilization 1s to be found in a story

called “The Yellow 8treak," published in the Yale Literary

Magazine in the spring of 1905."'o The story is about a writer
who has been affected by success, and its theme is closely
related to what is perhaps Lewis' most beloved satirical

target in all of his early writing and which persists, with
lesser frequency but not intensity, to the very end of his
career; the theme of cultural, literary, and artistic pre-
tension, tralse intellectualism, or, to use Lewis' owﬁ coined
expression, "Hobohemia.® The moral of the story is clearly
drawn and is inherent in the plot: 1ennyson Bonn, a poet

Just beginning to achieve trame, is giving a public reading of
his poems. Among those in the audience are an old friend,

and a dreary washerwoman whose only touch dr romance in life

1s Bonn's poetry, and a group of famous editors and critics.
The moment ne sees these literary gods, Bonn directs his reading
to them and pertorms tor them alone, forsaking those who really
ﬁatter, the “little" people. Lewis' opinions on such writers
a8 Bonn can be summarized in the teelings of the broker and

the washerwoman, as they watch him prancing on the stage:"
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'Hag trame changed him,' pondered tne broker. ‘I'm afraid I
sawv a querulous, cynical note in‘those last verses of nis ...
& catering to the %claeses,' the cynics, the allettants...'¥l
'The washerwoman was unconsciously thinking that she woula
like it better Af the poets shoulders were broader and his
step rirmer, ana 1f he carried a rapier instead of a nice
roll of tinted paper,*42

"The Yellow Streak®" was but one of several stories which
dealt with serious themes, at this stage only in infant rorm,
but later to appear tull-grown. Such stories as "The Lone-
liness of Theodore" (a lonely little boy is snuboed by his
;ﬂaymate).“3 "The Heart ot Pope Innocent™ (a characterization

of a cruel and vain medieval pontiff),““

and *A Theory of Values"
(a boy who planned to go to college becomes & slave to money
and business euccess),“5 all are concerned with classic themes
in Lewis' work; loneliness, materialiem, religilous nypocrisy.
At about the same time that Lewls was writing these stories,
he had worked nimeelf up to an editorship of the Lit, and ais
editorials were written almost entirely in a reflective and
contemplative mood, usually concerning eilther literature or
New Haven. ‘the frollowing is a perrect example of Lewis®
'literary" editorilals and of nis deep interest in current
literary and social movemente:

"How much do you know by actual reading of tnose

mighty forces in literature which are accompanying

the recent movements in economic thought, ana the

bullding up ofr that new religion, whose trinity is
cosmic emotion, peauty-worship, and public service?4o
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In the same eaitorial, Lewls retrerred to a nost of writers,
such names ag Hardy, Mereditn, James, Howells, Austin, Bronte,
Shelley, Keats, Coleridge, Hossetti, Swinburne, Clough, Ibsen,
lolstol, Pushkin, Tourgenietr, Gogol, klaubert, 4ola, Huneker,
Pinero, Jones, Bhaw, D'Annunzio, Sudermann, Yeats, Moore,
Nletzsche, Haeckel, Huxley, Moody, Merx, Gorky, Blake, Pater;
all indicative of the voluminous reading tvhat Lewis must have
been doing at this time., 1n other editorlials ot the same
type, ne praised the American poets Whittier and Riley,“7
and in yet anotner, nhe alscussed "Fashions in Literature, "48
It 18 now very clear that Lewlis was an unusual kind of

undergraduate. His insatiable thiret tor reading was comple-
mented by his restless, curious, lonely wanderings through the
streets of New Haven at night, rinding treasures in that city
which were as exhllarating to the romantic side ot nis nature
as to that observant, indignant part of him which was to
later establish his tame. Lewis the romantic, the dreamer
vho scriboled children's verses and l'ennysonian-8winburnian
stanzas, 1s here manifest:

Seriously, there are tew matters giving the quiet,

absolute enjoyment of standing near ihe pig kgypt-

ian gateway ot ine trove 8treet Cemetary, and look-

ing at the classical nobility of this temple, with

Diana's silver ghield in the dun sky above 1it...

truly, this seems & temple of Diana, cool chaste,

regal; thne moon looking aown on 1t as an equal,

One can sit on the leage at the root of the rence,

and rise to divinity, like a Neo-Platonist, as ne
gazes.49

vhile Lewis the social oritic, the tireless observer of people

and places, 18 Just as strongly in evidence:
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How many of the class in American Socilal Condi-

tions think that only New York hnas slums? Lo

they know of the strange region of Oak Street,

of its Saturday night wnen the Jewlsh Sabbath

is Just over? Have they ever seen it at tnree

in the morning, when huge rats irisk volaly

down ihe sldewalks, and the shops are opening

tor a new aay?50

Pernaps the most significant thing that Lewlis wrote at
Yale wag an essay called “Unknown undergraduates,® which appear-
ed in the Lit. 1t was an appeal tor understanaing ana toler-
ance rrom the mass of the student body for those wnom Lewls
habitually champloned, tne “little" people, the unknowns, the
poor, the non-contormists. Witn a mixture of loglc ana passion,
Lewis pointed out vhat vhose “unknown unaergrads" Are probably
those who are mogt aeserving of admiration because ot tneir
siruggle. He warned againsti passing Judgement on such 1limsy
criteria as participation in atnletics and campus politics;
he shrewdly noted that the man who 18 unknown at lale because
0r aeeper pre-occupations than winning popularity may pe Just
the one who will do the most ror the school in ihe 1uture.
Lewis concluded tnat 1t is wige to tolerate those with ais-
senting view points, because 1t is often Just those men who
are too rar above iLhe average L0 contorm, Ior great men nave

never peen kKnown ror uhelr coprormity.Jl nere spoke Lewls the

rebel, the lonely, non-contormist undergraduate who was already
best known as a soclallist and agnastic.’? Here spoke the pOy
Yho was by nature unable to plunge into the college activities

that meant automatic populariiy: atnletics, traternity, campus

politice. Tnis plea ror the unknown undergraduate was 1in
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reality a plea tor nimseltr and nis kind. ‘'he hero or one or
Lewlis' best short stories, "Young Man Axelbrod," originally

publisheda in the Satvurday Evening Post in 1yly7, was Lewisg!

spiritual kinsman, an "unknown undergraauete,® and the lone-
liness ne endured, the indetinanle longing tor beauty he had,
vas as true for Lewis ag it was tor Axelbrod. "Young Man
Axelbrod" was essentially tne story or Lewis at Yale.

In the meantime, Lewis had already started tne incessant
traveling that ne was to continue ror tne rest or his life,
since in the summers or 1904 and 1906, during the vacations
from college, Lewlis had worked his way to England on catile
boats, once landing at Liverpool witn but tritteen cents in
hig pocket ana saved rrom starvation only by a three dollar
loan from a triend on the boat.>3

In tne rali or 1906, Sinclair Lewis, hurt by Yale's
snobbisnnees and with a taste ror adventure whetived by nis
catile-boat experiences, went to Upton Sinclair's experimental
communist colony "Helicon Hall,® in New Jersey. Here he
remained rrom November 3 to Decemper 1, 1906, with his Yale
friend, Allan Updegrarr, working ag a Janitor, and seeking to
draw some ingpiration trom such visiting notaples as Emma
Goldman, Lincoln 8tetrens, ana the proprietor, Upton Sinclair,
but finding instead only distastetul work, a general shirking
0r responsibility on the part ot the otner reslaents, and a

reigning chaos and disorder. % One writer later reported that
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Lewis found his Helicen Hall experience an inspiring one, but
if Lewis' own account of his experience there is to be taken
at face value, this seeme dubious.55

The rest of that year, 1906-1907, which would have been
Lewis' genior year at Yale, continued to be Just as hectic as
its beginning. After Helicon Hall, Lewis and Updegraff went
to New York, where they lived on the edge of starvation, both
free~-lancing, with Lewis devoting most of his energy to writ-
ing children's verses for popular magazines. , From March, 1907,

to October, Lewlis worked as the agsistant editor of the megazine

Iransatlantic Tales, translating stories from German and French
into English. 1In October, Lewis went to Panama by steerage,
hoping to get employment on the Canal, but could find no Jjob
there and roturned.56 All these experiences of Lewis!, living
in poverty in New York, the trip to Panama, were to be utiliz-
ed in such of his early books as gg;_gg&_!gggg,.ggg Innocentsg,
and The Trall of the Hawk, but, strangely enough, Lewis never
did use his stay at Helicon Hall in any of his fiction. Per-
haps, underneath, he did have a feeling of respect for what
S8inclalr was trying to do, and felt that it deserved silence
rather than satire.

All during th;s time, Lewis had been breaking into print
more and more frequently, his published output consisting al-
most entirely of light verse, with an occasional short story
or brief article, but all this was written only to sell, not

for posterity, and it reveals 1ittle of Lewis' genius except

his amazing productivity. He continued to write in the esame
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vein after his return to Yale in the fall of 1907 and all
during his senior year Lewls seems to have given up his writing
for the college literary magazines, because the only writings
of his extant from his senlior year at college are those verses
and occaalénal pleces mentioned above, and a group of themes
vhich Lewig wrote for Professor Phelps! course in 8S8eventeenth
Century English literature, themes which indicate only that
Lewis was a clever student and that his hunger for literature
renained as voracious as ever.J5’

Lewis! graduation from Yale marked the end of one great
epoch in his life. Despite his loneliness, despite his im-
patience with the restrictions of college socliety, Yale had
been a valuable experience for Lewis., He had read deeply
there, he had done his first serious writing there, he had
gotten a vision of a far better life than could ever be con-
ceived in Sauk Center.58

Literature had appealed to him so much that he had for a
while toyed with the i1dea of getting a Ph.D. in English, but
he gave this up to devote himself to his first, real, and
only love, vrlting.59 Lewig had suffered at Yale, but he had
also matured. Many years later, when he was famous, he was to
Joyfully revenge himeelf on those who had snubbed him in his
college days, because those who ignored him as an undergraduate,
honored him as an alunnua.6° For the rest of his life, Lewis
vag proud that he had gone to Iale,61 and even such incidents
as the Nobel Medal affair, did not in the long run diminish

his love for hig alma mater.62
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3. Vanderjahren and Apprenticeship: 1908-1914

Lewig! first Job, in the eummer of 1908, after his grad-
uation from Yale, was as editorial writer, telegraph editor,

and proof-reader on the Waterloo, Iowa, Daily Courier. He

vag dlecharged abruptly after ten weeks, because, as edit-
orlal writer, he was supposed to keep himself informed of
local happenings but did not, preferring to write on larger
lgsues, of national and universal eignificance.63 Hie edit-
orials are worth serious attention because they already re-
veal Lewis to be an astute and liberal observer of important
domestic and foreign happenings. The tone of the editorials
is thoroughly earnest, many of them being of a reforming,
hortatory, and "gelf-improvement" nature. Two of these edit-
orials deserve special conslderation, for they show the dev-
elopement of that vital phase of Lewis the social reformer
@nd critic which was to emerge full-grown a few years later.
The editorial for August 3, 1908, was called "The Needful
Knocker,® and showed that Lewlis was already conscious of the
importance to civilization of the critic and reformer. He
Wrote:

It 1e well known to the philosopher that the clear

sighted pessimist is quite as often in the right

as the optimist, who 18 8o likely to be blinded by

enthusiaem......The great reformers and martyrs

have been knockers for the most part....Yet it was

these same knockers who saved the world....The

boaster's enthusiasm is the motive force which

builds up our American cities. Granted. But the

hated knocker's Jibes are the check necessary to
guide that force.6l4
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In another editorial. "“The Deadshots,® written August 8,
1908, Lewis made his first specific full-length attack on one
of his life-long pet hatreds, false clergymen, evangelists,
and religious imposters. He demanded that the genuine clergy
unite to cast these religious pretenders out of theilr ranks,
lest thelr infamy corrupt true religion and its honorable
ninistera.65 Lewisg! indignation here was one of the sparks of
that hot fire which Lewis was to set under religion in America
in Elmer Gantry, nineteen years later,

After his discharge from the Waterloo paper, Lewis began
to travel again: first to New York, where he worked for a
csharity organization,66then to Carmel, California, by day-
coach, where he lived several months with William Rose Benet,
supporting himself by working as part-time secretary for
twvo lady writers, and gelling some short-story plots to Jack
London;67arter that to Ban Francisco where he had two news-
Paper jJobs and was fired from both for "incompetence," and
finally to Washington, D.C., where he was assistant editor of
@ magazine for the teachers of the dear.68 411 the while,
Levis was continuing to write, still concentrating on children's
and humorous verses for various magazines, but beginning to
turn more and more to the kxind of short-stories which would
appeal to lady readers, although these stories sometimes had
& more sober and realistic undertone.69 Now, as later, Lewis!
Powers of invention and visualization were tremendous, and

he conceived more plots and i1deas than any writer could use
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in a lifetime,’° By 1911, Lewls hed published sixty-slix p<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>