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Fennimore, K. Je

Throughout the major portion of the past half-century one of the
most successful novelists in American letters was Booth Tarkington. As
inheritor of the‘ Howells=James-Wharton tradition of realism, he adhered
to a literary code which the emergent school of Naturalism condemned as
romantic and sentimental. With the early call of Naturalism for artistic
truth 'i‘urlcington was in sympathy, but he soon deplored its stylistio ex-
oesses and thematic liberties. He likewise opposed its oynical tone and
pessimistio attitudes; in particuler he eschewed tho human degradation
and violence which mark so many Naturalistic novels.

By temperesment Tarkington was an optimistio progressivist with an
abiding oconfidence in his fellow men and their ability to direot change
into improvement. Beyond the turmoil of recuwrrent militarism and economio
distress he envisioned a paternalistioc ocapitalism which he oonsidered
America's supreme endowment to posterity. As a formative influence he
felt that the novel offers the widest opportunities for sooial service in
the hands of a sincerely motivated writer.

The prinoipal objectives of this case study thus booc;nex (1) an
analysis of Tarkington's social dootrine, (2) his placement in the lit-
erary scene during his career, (3) the codification of his prinoiples as
e oraftsman, and (4) a clarifioation of his literary ideals. No attempt
at a oritical biography is made; no chronological history of his literary
development is projeoted. Vhereas stylistio growth is indicated for ex-
pository purposes in some phases of the inyestigation, the disoussion
generally centers upon the mature novelist,

Although Tarkington himself was proud of his preeminent position
among the popular writers of his profession, literary scholars are more

prone to belittle him for that very popularity. They cennot wholly ignore
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him in their histories of contemporary American literature, but they
maeinteain a disoreet silence sbout him in their academioc journals. As a
result the student of Tarkington must go outside his usual resources for
much of his material. Thus he resorts frequently to household megasgines,
he cites opinions from nawspupera,_he quotes from interviews, end employs
other evidence of a simidar neature,

This problem of evidence is especially compliocated in the ocase of.
Tarkington because of his reticence in sppearing in the role of oritioc.
Only rarely did he make pronouncements of a oritical nature on the art ‘
of fioction, and these lie scattered among a miscellany of brief artiocles,
prefaces, autobiographiocal freagments, and short stories. Nowhere 1-_0.
ooherent or oomprehensive expression of his philosophy of literature.

One therefore must construct a somewhat unadorned frame of reference from
Tarkington sources, then embellish it with illustrations from his works
or ocomments from kindred authors who expressed themselves more volubly.
This latter expedient is not as dangerous as it may seem, for the student
of Tarkington soon learns the basic tenets of his subject's literary
idealism from both the positive and the negative evidence of the writings
themselves and needs only to supply their interpretation.

The further one penetrates the Tarkington conoept of literature and
its role in society, the more one discovers for these oritical times., It
was his belief that the sincere novelist is a oreative artist who owes it
to the sooiety which bred him to prodwe literary works which demonstrate
the hu,mnity of man, his courage, his faith. BEvil the novelist cannot
ignore, but good he must likewise portray; he should neither exploit the

sordid nor onmixﬁte the hopefuls There is an honest realism advocated



Pe3 Fennimore, K.Je

by Tarkington whioh finds romance beyond the wedding vows and sentiment
in us all, lost of his words may soon be forgotten, but his broed

idealism stands forth as a worthy example for the inheritors of tomorrow,



FOREWORD

The student of English literature mey be likened to a harvester
upon a multi-acred farmsteads About him he sees ¥road ranges of fertile
fields, rioh with Nature's plenty. The student in American letters is
more like a hortioculturalist at an experiment station. He works in
small plots upon developmental projects for which the harvest is limited
in quantity,meven in quality. Thus the oultj.vo.tor of English literary
fields ocan usually concentrate upon one orop. He can specialige. His
American fellow, however, must often branch off into complementary areas
in order to augment the yield from his labors.

Fortunately for the scholar this more generalized approach need
not be considered calamitous. Bernard DeVoto, indeed, rejoices that
"in &nerioap literature the opportunities for archaeology end philoj;"y
are limited, ﬁ:encd the scholar is enocouraged, even forced, to deal at
first hand with esthetios and history...The American scholar today is a
social historian, and taps the vitality of his own soocial inheritance.®
Fgr'DeVoto the proper figure for research in American letters is a man
"eeeWhose thought and emotions are played upon by many forces of the age
in which he lived, whose life is intricately affected by the social and
economic and intellectual experiences of his time, whose books record
something of the process by which the mind acts on the substance of
history, whose literary significance cannot be isolated from his social
significance."l



Newton Booth Tarkington represents an almost ideal figure to set
into DeVoto's frame, Born but four years after the Civil Var, he spent
his childhood in the difficult years of the Reconstruotion, his boyhood
in the "Gilded Age,®™ and his early manhood in what a forgetful posterity
still calls the "Gay Nineties.®™ His mature years felt the ocataclysms of
two World Wars, a major Depression, and the bibth of the Atomioc Age. Most
of what we today label the marks of "progress" in such areas as commun-
lcation, transportation, and manufacture, he witneased in every stage of
development, Most of what we today call "moderm," in such fields as art,
music, literature-—even in morals and mores, he watched in its growth.
He did more than watoh: he recorded nearly all the above in one way or
another in his writings. As James Woodress, his recemnt biographer,
oomments, “He pursued life intensively as long as his health permitted
and observed it acutely after he was forced to the sidelines."® And
Arthur Hobson Quinn opens his oritical estimate of Tarkington with the
suggestive remark, "Aside from his personal achievement, Booth Tarkington
is significent befause he illustrates the constant confliect which during
the end of the nineteenth and the first two decades of the twentieth
oenturies, was being waged among both the creators and the critios of
Mmerican fiotion."3

Such statements introduce the first objeotive in this case study of
Tarkington, namely, to present the novelist as a serio-oomic student of
his beloved Amerioa at several stages of several ages. As we shall see,
in the oonstrioted scale of portraiture "...the truth and the mystery
of human nature, and how most olearly to tell about that truth and that
mystery, have been his ohief conoern. " me dolightful detail of his

unfinished autobiographical chapters As I Seem to Me gives proff of his



phenomenal memory, the authentio ring to juvenile jargon and to “darky"
dialeot bespesks his sensitive ear, and his consumnate skill in the art
of desoription belies his persistent eye trouble, His portrayal of the
young over seven and under seventeen preserves its verity across disparate
times, and his insight into womanly wiles is little short of devastating.
On a broader canvas, however, wo must examine his goentle satire of the
American scene as it is sketoched against the background of triumphant
industrialism, orass materialism, and emergent liberalism. The social
function of such a novelist is obvious, since "we judge our contemporaries
by their prodooeasgrs, however recent... And that is the way it must

be, for literature, however muoh it reflects the particular time in which
it was oreated, is a ocontinuing thing, and its full appreciation depends
upon a frame of reference that is both past and present."™@ To oite a
simgle example from Tarkington, it is significant in this respect that
both Henry Steele Commanger in a recent article on "The Rise of the City"6

and Lewis Atherton in a work entitled Main Street on the Middle Border!

use The Magnifioent Anbersons as their point of reference in discussing

the wrban development of the Midwest.

The seoond of our objectives is similar to the first in that it too
is a conocomitant to Tarkington's artistio aoulty. Herein shall be oon-
sidered Tarkington the writer, the perman, Although under the pressure of
correspondence or interview our novelist did turn into oritioc, the trans-
formations are relatively brief and extended oritical exposition from him
is rare. His literary ideals and ideas we shall let him express whenever
possible; more frequently, however, we must allow example or illustration

to speak for him, The wide range of his friendships within the world of
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lotters is ample testimony to his proféssional status among his peers;
his generosity in oritical advice to Kenneth Roberts when he began writing
fiotion is typicale In fact, as Woodress says, "Without Tarkington's
repeated encouragsment and infinitely patient editorial assistance Roberts
might never have written any novels,"8 Tarkington's unfailing cordiality
to eager youth or jaded age has bec ome legend, and his severest oritios
f£ind him "generous to a fault.® To the last his standards tended toward
the oonservative, the traditional; his latest biographer oconcluded his
1list of personalizing categories "an old-fashioned gentleman.™ He hinself
was a lifelong admirer of William Dean Howells, and several oritics today
identify him as the last exponent of the Howella-Jnmes-thton school of
realisme Since in partioculars we shall view him in aotion, no further
apology will be reaised hereafter for frequent quotation. Tarkington was
an artist with words, but they must be seen for fullest appreciation.
James Branch Cabell (not a Tarkington enthusiast, by the way) concluded
one outburst with the grudging admission, "No living manipulator of English
employs the contents of his dio#ionary more artfully or, in the general
hackneyed and misleading phrase, has a better style."® Such a statement
breeds analysis.

The third aspeoct of our investigation is more diffioult to define,
It laeks the distinotions of style or the precision of theory. It invades
the upper reaches of the abstraoct to venture into the realm of social
philosophy. Although perhaps the most provocative of the three divisions,
it will be designed to suggest rather than state, to push back the foliage
from fresh paths rather than to blaze a full new highway. It is also

intended in part to provide a resonoiliation fy¥tst of the frequent charges



of out-moded romanticism, sentimentalism, and optimism which persist in
Tarkington oriticism; second, what Joseph Wood Krutch has labeled “The
modern temper"; and finally, what the late H. G. Wells once called "the
shape of things to oome."

Booth Tarkington, it should be mentioned, is the viotim par exocellence

of that favorite sport among oritios of dmmning a man who refuses to behave
as they would like him to behave. To Carl Van Doren and Vernon Louis
Parrington he remained "the perennial sophomore,®™ since he persisted in
probing the juvenile mind even in his maturity. The "Sophisticates," as
Tarkington called the younger element of malcontents who castigated the
forepart of our century as the desiccated repository of obsolete virtues,
occasionally used him as a pitiful exsmple of intransigent decadence,
although their more frequent attitude is manifested in the aloof silence
accorded his writings. When the historiocal romance and the regional novel
of his early period gave way to growing realism, Tarkington kept pace,
When the realism of the forepart of the century yield to an insurgent
naturalism, Tarkington oontinued quietly in the Howells tradition of
realistie fiotion, The new frankness left him unmoved; its new freedoms
held no allurement., Soon the old gentility of tone, the old artistio
restraint was relabeled. It beogme prudery, Menckenian puritanism;
perhaps hypoorisy; even #imidity. The "sunshine aspacts of life" were
derided as old-fashioned, passé, Life was discovered to be really real,
really earnest. Yoe to the bearer of good tidingsi ‘

This is still the prevailing reputation of Tarkington within the
academio circle. The verdiot of a passing generation is the simplest one

sccessible to those either too indifferent to care or too preocccupied to



learn better--hence the inexorable turn of Fortune's wheel. As a man,
Tarkington lived a long, full life; as an author, he lived too long--or

at least he oontinued to write aorossvtoo many years. At every intellectual
level the public is a fickle creature, and the age of popularity accorded
any novelist is limiteds As Charles Wertenbaker remarked in a tribute to
"the Dean of American letters" on his seventy-fifth birthday, "Bvery career
has its genith,"™ and Tarkington wrote with phenomenal success for nearly
two generations. His neglect today holds no more mystery than that of
Sinclair Lewis or Thornton Wilder.

In all fairness, the historian should add that a peculiar pathos
touches the comments of many a oritic as he turns to Tarkington. A gen-
uine affeotion tinges even the most acidulous remarks. In tones of lament
one hears again and again, "That man Tarkington is a real genius, but...,”
"What a book he could do, ifses,” "He might beoome a true artist, exoepteeso”
Obviously this harks back to an earlier point=--yet there is a difference.
Personality may play & minor role here, but the major is essentially
impersonale It is a rankling suspicion that the best should be used for
something better. The implications of this attitude will constitwte a
large part of the conclusion to owr investigation.

The title of this analysis begins with the phrase "a case study."

This deliberate choice of words is designed to imply a comprehensive treat-
ment of our subject, but only within seleoted areas. In other words, this
is not a'foroed bid to elevate Booth Tarkington to some unsuspected literary
eminence, nor 1s it a oritical biography in the usual sense. Rather it is
an intensive sorutiny of those enduring aspects of a peculiarly American

author who has made definite contributions to our national literary heritage.



Perhaps one motive for our project might be to learn respect for partial
perfeotion, for variant virtues.

There is no dearth of encouragement for a reinterpretation of Booth
Tarkington and his works. Richard Crowley, literary oritic for Amerioca,
wrote only last year an appreciative tribute to Tarkington in which he
declared, "All in all, there sesms to be justifiocation for the belief that
Tarkington is at the moment undergoing a rather prolonged period of neglect.
It is to be hoped that before too mwsh longer his works will be dusted
off, his pages opened and something in the nature of a revival begun. For
1f this author does not reach the occasional heights of a Melville or a
James, he does have his place in Ameriocan letters. It is time,™ he concluded,
"some sort of serious attempt were made to evaluate that position."lo
Sinclair Lewis, with whom Tarkington has frequently found comparison (and
with whom he once refused to sit at the same table) even wrote upon one
oocasion that he considered Tarkington® ...one of the &ew] American
talents which are not merely agreeable but worth the most exact study. 11

The Library Chronicle of Princeton University, Tarkington's alma mater and

subsequent donor of two honorary degrecs, devoted a recent (Winter, 1955)
issue solely to "Tarkingtonia."™ Among the articles is one by Woodress
which states without qualification, "A oclose exsmination of the Tarkington
papers convinces this writer that Tarkington's achievement is badly in need
of revaluation and restudy. His novels of the Midwestern growth haye
written a permanent page in American social and economic history....His
best nqvels...are artistio acoomplishments of a superd and well-disciplined
talent, and his stories of boys and adolescents...are minor olassiocs of

their genre, still in print and likely to be read for years to aomse,"12



In oonolusion, it might be added that several Tarkington projeots
have been oconsummated within very recent years, Professor Carl D, Bennett

of Emory University contributed an excellent history of The Literary

Development of Booth Tarkingtom in 1944 which follows a gemeral chronologiocal

pattern in its thematio study and plot analyses. In 1949 Dorothy R.

Russo and Thelma L. Sullivan, under the auspices of the Indiana Historical

Socliety, prepared a comprehensive Bibliography of Booth Tarkington, 1869~

1946, Most recently, in April, 1955, appeared Booth Tarkington: Gentleman

from Indiana, a sympathetic biography by Dr. James Toodress of Butler

University. It is the sincere hope of the present writer that his efforts
too may add their bit to the ultimate placement of Tarkington within the

matrix of Ameriocan literature,



THE CULTURAL SETTING
OF THE

NEW CENTURY

Any analysis of Booth Tarkington as a novelist must take into oon-
sideration the historioal and cultural conditions which evoked his
literary oreations. A detailed panoresma need not be drawn, but a quick
sketch should aid in orienting him within his proper enviromment., It was
Tarkington?!s lot to live through a pivotal period in our national hiatory,
seventy-seven years whioch carried him from the Resonstruction Age after
the Civil War to the Atomic Age impelled by World War IXI. No small part
of his contribution to our literary heritage oonsists of the remarkeble
accuracy of his observations on the passing soenes across this period,
a8 well as his artistry in depioting them.

Indeed, it is probable that Tarkington's niche in American literature
will be supersoribed "Social Critic,"™ despite his extensive forays into
divergent areas; and his mature works abound with gentle satire upon the
human comedy he so dearly loved. As E. S. Martin observed in his comments

on Tarkington's The World Does Move, "The attraction of Mr. Tarkington's

remarks in this book and of his books in genersl is that while he is full
of humor and ministers to entertaimment and is a story-teller and sees to it
that his stories are readable, in the back of his mind he is a serious man,
exemining 1ife with a deeper comprehension of its processes and prooeedings
than any other Ameriocan writer now ﬁ.928] suocessfully implicated in the

production of works of fiotion. That is why one oares to listen to him



speoulating about the purpose and the probable outcome of what is going
on. "}

Only femiliarity with a goodly number of the products from Tarkington's
prolific pen ocan serve to acquaint the reader with the full soope of his
ooncerns, Many of the pages to oome will seek to relate him to such diverse
issues as oculture in the United States, sexual license in literature, moral
disintegration among our youth, and the artist's role in society. Wisely,
no doubt, he made no effort to penetrate every nook of life, either at
home or abroad, either in the present or the past., Neverthe less he was
bold in experimentation during nearly a half century of oreative effort,
and a full catalog of his writings must necessarily include a wide range
of literary types, themes, and styles,

Such variety makes for problems when one seeks to categorize his
subjeot under an appropriate label. Setting to one side the purely literary
for the moment, let us consider Tarkington in his broader relationship to
the American social soene, Here perhaps the fairest label one might affix
to him is "practiocal idealist."™ His is a spirit redolent of Amerioca. His
own career exemplifies a deliberate compromise between the pragmatic
materialist and the esthetio artist.

It is a nice problem in oritiocal eppraisal to distingulish between a
publioc figure as a “"representative man" on the one hand, and a "typical man"
on the other. Our dual label above, "p:uotioal ;dealiat,' is helpful pro-
vided we use it judiociously. Too often, perhaps, various oritiocal fulerums
are thrust between the two terms and ean imbalance results; but, whemn
practicalism and idealism interact equably amid conditions prevailingly

smenable to both material and spiritual content, & produst results which most



Americans would accept as a wholly satisfactory "oulture." Such a con-
cept transoends "things,™ although ‘oonoeding their necessity; suoch a oon-
oept transcends "dollars,” although admitting their oconvenience. As a
ocombination of a financial success, a popular success, yet a generous
"humanist"” and a “patron of the arts," Tarkington embodies a species of
Amerioan not uncommon in our national culture--in spite of oft-repeated
"treditions™ respecting our American deficiency in this ares. |

In faot, it was on this very subject that Tarkington commented,
"Pleasant traditions are difficult to establish and wpleasant ones are

more difficult to dostrqy?'z So early as 1830 Alexis de Toqueville, in

Demooracy in America, “...concluded that few ocivilized nations were as
lacking in great artists, fine poets, and celebrated wr;tors as was
America." His explanation wt that time was simply that, "While Americens
were a very old and a very enlightened people, coming as they did from
European backgrounds, they found a new and physiocally rioch empire, whioch
won their attention. In submitting this bountiful land, Ameriocans became
eager for knowledge of the practical sppliocations of arts und~ soiences, but
were willing to leave theoretiocal study to England and Europo."s De Toque-
ville's analysis 1s by no means extinot even now. Almost a century after
his pronouncement the British scholar G. Lowes Dickinson expressed much

the same 1dea through his peripatetio Journalist, Arthur Ellis, in A Modern
Symposiwm. Ellis explains, "While forming themselves into the image of
the new world, the Amerioana have not disdained to make use of such ac-
quisitions of the Past as might be useful to them in the task that lay
before theme They have rejected our ideals and our standards, but they

have borrowed our ocapital and inventions...On the material results they have



thus far been able to achieve 1t is less than necessary...to dilate, that
they keep us so fully informed of themselves.™%

Suoh an attitude toward the United States, of ocourse, has booome
almost a cliché emong its oritics, both native and foreign. And whether
one explains it sway as “sour grapes" from less fortunate vineyards abroad,
as only a querulous plaint from a few malcontents at home, or as an w=-
wvoidable precursor to ultimate heights in every culture, the historical
feot remains that even today our yardstick of sucoess tends to be marked
off by dollar signs. Back in 1888 Hjalmsr Boyesen, from the vantage point
of an immigrant, wrote an article on what he called "Philistinism in
America.” The label he borrowed from Matthew Arnold, of course, and later
one finds other social oritios cnployin_g‘ the expression as well. As
Boyesen defines the term, "A Philistine...is a dweller in Grub Street, a
person who heas no interests beyond his paterinl wolfare, whose mental
horizon is ciroumsoribed, the wings of whose fanqy rarely rise above bread
and butter. No divine discontent, no aspiration, no torturing doubts
trouble the Philistine bosome As long as his ledgers balance and his
digestion is unimpaired he is satisfied with the universe, satisfied with
himself, and pitieg the poor fool who worries about problems in a world
that is provided with so many good things to‘eat and drink."S This fetohing
portrait of the standardized Ameriocan business man introduces one as well
to the Babbitt~-Dodsworth oclan of a generation later, for the breed proved

hardye The inimitable Tinker of Tarkington's The Plutoorat is cousin-

german to them all. Indeed, the fantastic story of Ameriocan capitalism,

as told in The Robber Barons, for example, is an inescapable chapter in

our family history; and the materiallam which always poses a threat to



"the higher thingaf' was blatantly triumphant when Tarkington emerged upon
the literary scene. Professor Floyd Stovall sums it thus: By the end of
the nineteenth century "the political and economic division between North
and South was at last effcotively bridged and even the differences between
East and West rapidly disappeared as the ocountry developed; but there was
another division in American life, a subtle one of long standing, and
whioh became wider as the century progressed. This was the old dichotomy
of idealism and materialism which since the time of Edwards and Franklin
has given a dual aspeot to the American oharacter.™ The ramifications of
this porennial issue far transcend the objeotives of the present invest-
igation, intriguing though they may be. The particular relation to Tarkington,
however, is strikingly intimete, and that we must now explore.

An early Tarkington article by James Woodress bears the promising
title, "Booth Tarkington's Attack on American Materialism.®™ Seleoting
most of his emmumition from The Turmoil, the author desoribes Tarkington's
themetic groatment of the urbanization of a "once relaxed and friendly"
Midlends town into the "griw'wo" of’ an industrial oity. Somewhat to
the detriment of his argument, however, by some strange linguistio algebra
Woodress equates oommeroialism, expansionism, and industrialism with the
materialism of his tit;e. Admittedly close interrelationships do exist
emong these four terms, but surely they are not synomymous. The meterialism
identified with America is an identification of quantity with quality, a
preference for tinsel above sterling. It is the Empire State building
versus the spires of Oxford, the Jones' IV versus the Louvre, The "Bigness"

of The Turmoil is a part of it; the "Boost, Don't Knockl™ of The Magnifioent

Ambersons is a part of it, Even more so is a national "prosperity" based



on a "standard of living" measured solely in the materialistic terms of
telephones, of automatic washers, of automobiles-per-capita. But
basically this materialism in the Uhited States is a more subtle force than
all these. It is that complacenoy which makes no distinction between the
timely and the timeless, between the mundane and the ethereal, between
matter and minde It is this stultifying satisfaotion with externals whioch
prompts the ocoasional articles which query: If these United States, under
God, should be wiped out tomorrow, for what would we be most remembered?
This is the breed of materialism whioch Tarkington deplored. The tre-
mendous wave of expansion which carried the war-battered nation of his
youth upon the upsurge of unparalleled industrial growth to the utmost orest
in world power bore with it the mmergent novelist. Vhen he was in his
first year, the golden spike was driven to oelebrate the transcontinental
linking by rail of East and West. While he was yet but a grade-schooler, a
massive tide of emigrants from the Allegheny and Ohio valleys flooded the
Great Plains, and shortly the Northwest would open its virgin resources
to exploltation. The belated harvest from the Industrial Revolution in
England reached American shores, and the Machine Age began to repattern a
rural oulturef Small wonder that by 1911, after eight years of “expatriation
and wandering,” Tarkington loocked about his new-old hometown and became
"disenchanted." "No longer could he appraise Indiana unoritically as he

had done in his first novel, The Gentleman from Indiana, for he saw with

alarm that everywhere about him people worshipped materialism, bigness, and
speed. The sedate, well-mannered, snd self-contained soociety that he
remambered...Bad orumbled before the irresistible force of big business and

the vast oomplexities of en industrial demooraoy.®? This "rise of the oity,"



as Henry Steele Commager phrases it, was to provide Tarkington with his
central theme for The Turmoil (1914), for him a germinal novel which bred
that powerful trilogy he later called Growth (1924). Ve shall see that the
opening of this literary vein marks a positive phase in the development of
Tarkington as a novelist. It places him early ®...in the main stream of
literary protest‘with other significant authors of the twentieth oentury.'8
With respeot to time, Tarkington was thus indioting Mmerican materialism

a full deocade before Sinclair Lewis and Henry L. Mencken.

The oritioal reception of these books and their ultimate position in
the body of Tarkington's works we must reserve for a later division in our
study. Some of their further relationships to this central problem of
Anerican materialism, however, demand attention. One poser orops up every
year: That is the role of the artist in a democratio socciety? The James-
town tradition of "no work, mo food™ is endemio in the American spirit;
henoe the parasitical poet, painter, sculptor finds a poor reception among
the proletariat. Some three decades ago Dickinson declared that our
Amerioan system was still inimical to culture: "Literature and Art do not
exist aocross the Atlantice.e.Americans write books and paint piotures. Bwmt
their books are not Literature nor their piotures Art, except in so far
as they represent a faint adumbration of the Buropean tradition. The true
spirit of America has no use for such activities."d

This "true spirit of Amerioa"™ incorporates a fatal "leveling process™
wnioch automatically eliminates that upper stratum in which "true oulture®”
Plourishes. In Europe, of course, this elite olass had been just as
automatioally perpetuated by the time-honored peerage system. As a natural

consequence, Dickinson concluded: "Europe is the home of class, Amerioa of
o



democracy. By demooraoy I mean the mental attitude that implies and engen-
ders Indistinoction...Politically, as well as socially, America is a plutoo-
racy; and its essence is, the denial of all superiorities save that of ,
wealth."™0 R, Ellis Roberts, another Britisher writing at the same time,
held similar doubts about the fate of culture in America. With honesty he
admitted that "false standards of subcess, of money" existed in England
too, but his Tory tradition caused him to add "but not among the people who
matter."” Over here, he implies, we abjure any intelleotual aristooracy;
we pay homage to brawn, not brnin._ "In the States the men who should
rule the world became slaves to it. The poet is humble before the pluto-
orat, and does not think that he is doing wrong.‘11 Roberts' specifio
roeference is to Bibbs Sheridan, the wan poet of The Turmoil, who sacrificed
a charred sheaf of dreams upon the altar of Bigness to become an acolyte
to his father, ®"the high priest of Bigness.™ In "the temple of the money-
changers" his father rejoioced in his son's arrival into the sacred realm
of common sense., ™Fhy, a year from now," he exulted, "I'11 bet you he
won't lmow there ever was such a thing as poetryl"12

For Bibbs, this was a true prophecy. The pent repression of thwarted
geniws was released into the frenetioc drive of business, His conversion
seoms complete~--to the casual reader, and Tarkington was branded traitor
by more than one artistic soul. The wiser oritios, like Howells, knew
better. Their longer vision "that sees beyond the years™ detected the
adumbration of that same vision which ahines through the later trilogy,
Growth, and even irradiates Alice Ademse It is the revelation, again, of
the praoctical idealism which Tarkington advanoced across half a century.

His artistio temper oould never wholly resign even that vestige of culture



symboligzed by the dubious "poetry" of a Bibba Sheridan without some affir-
mation for tomorrow. Susteined by sturdy optimism and guided by an abiding
faith in tradition, Tarkington ever retained his confidence in the con-
tinuum of culture. Like several of his fellows, he cherished a nostalgioe
love for the golden past; he found two Torld Wars and a major Depression
unconduoive to the warmest regard for his present; yet he never lost faith
in a brighter future. The very progressivism of his native land, as well
as its determination not to be outdone, he considered highly promising
for the culture of the Amerioa to be. To his way of thinking: %A living
and growing oulture, eager to discern and appreciate the kinds of culture
other than its own, has the vigor and generosity that will keep it from
self-worship; for self-worship means stagnation. Ameriocan culture is still
moving, and more than ever appreciative of other culture; it has not
orystallized into rigidity or turned back upon itself to beéomo decadent.
It lives and is safe even from its defenders,"13

Closely akin to this question of the artist's role in a demooratisc
society is another perennial problem. In the mid-nineteenth ocentury one
popular explanation for the low cultural level of the United States was
that "native oulture®™ is inoconsistent with our “demooracy of the common
man."” Culturizing the masses has been something of a problem for every time
and olime, and ourrent agito.tion“ suggests a full solution is still remote.
Sinoe the "revolt of the masses" (to borrow a phrase from Ortega y Gasset),
the issue has beoome inoreasingly urgent. So long ago as Jumne, 1852, a
oyniocal Matthew Arnold wrote to Arthur Clough, "I am more and more convinced
that the world tends to become more oomfortable for the mass, and more

uoomfortable for those of any natural gift or distinotion.™ In a mood of
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despondency the idealist despaired, "I am sure that in the air of the

present time il nous manque d'aliment, and that we deteriorate in spite

of our struggles—-like a gifted Roman falling on the uninvigorating atmoss
phere of the decline of the Empire.” One should add that the resilient
Arnold did conclude, "Still nothing can absolve us from the duty of doing
all we can to keep alive our courage and aotivit'y."ls Such sentiments
might quite as woll have been voiced by Tarkington half a century later

a8 he tasted the bitter fruits of popular success, suffered in the can-
yons of the City, then basked under the blue skies of Capri, only to return
at last to the sooty atmosphere of a transformed Indianapolis,

Tise novelist that he was, Tarkington offered no specific program to
remedy this cultural decadence lamented so loudly on all sides. In novel
upon novel he hints the need, but presoribes no Five-Year Plan. Like old
Cethru, the lantern-bearer in Galsworthy's "A Novelist's Allegory,"™ he
would have said, "'Tis na my business.” Tarkington was a warm advoocate for
culture in every sense of the word--he led subscription drives for civie
symphonies, he took pride in his portrait gallery, he orusaded for art
museums, and he cherished a deep love for fine literature. Yet he knew,
"The kiln ‘must be fired before the vase is glazed."™ As Woodress affirms,
"Though Tarkington pulled no punches in atimking the scramble for wealth
and its attendant ugliness, he believed that the problems of twentieth-century
industrialization eventually would be solved. w18

As a matter of fact, the mature Tarkington became convinced that the
oontributions of this machine age to an amelioration of American oultural
standards far surpass whatever losses may have been suffered. In a spirited

defence of "Rotarians," those magnates of Big Business much maligned by the



"Sophistiocates," Tarkington was quiok to point out that "this sat;rized
American business man has done more important things than to feed, olothe,
house, transport and give light, heat, and reading to his oritios."17
He has provided the vision to throw up a vast ocomplex of oitieg and faocil-
ities to make America foremost in worldwide economy, authority, and (in
many areas) prestige. Moreover, Tarkington asserted, "The American business
man is responsible for more than the incaloulable material progress of the
country. The very seats of learning where his oritios aoquire scholarship
exist principally by means of his gifts and endowments; so do the great
institutions for soientific and gygienio research, so do countless hospitals
and benevolences of every kind, so do libraries, museums, the great col-
lections of masterpieces in art, schools for the study of the arts, orafts
and professions.”™ In fact, the novelist oonoluded, "If these rebellious
young oritios could only realize it,...if it weren't for the business man
and his gifts and endowments the institutions would not exist al all,"18
With typical disdein toward the "oritiocal intelligentzia®™ (sioc) Tarkington
defended business men as the purveyors of essentials even to the "sophist-
icates," ;uppj.ying them with "mqre than material for their wit."™ If the
truth be told, he hinted darkly, were it not for the mundane funotions of
these lowbr&w worldlings, our hyperoritical esthetes might well be "naked,
thirsty, dirty end starving and, like ocivilization, would perish from the
earth,"19

Most of the foregoing pronouncements were uttered from the Midasian

heights of Coolidge prosperity at the turn of 1928, It was a propitious

period for exultant Republicans, and Tarkington was ever a loyal supporter
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of the G,0.P. World War I was already dim in the public memory, a minor
"recession"™ had given way to heady inflation, and few could see the hand-
writing on the Stock Exchange wall. The "returned exiles™ so well de-
lineated by Malcolm Cowley had roundly ocastigated Amerioca in toto, yet to
many others this period of the Big Boom seemed the final vindiocation of

Big Business. "The oritics have said everything they oan,™ wrote Tai'kington
in March, 1929, "yet all they've made is a little sharp soratching, a little
defacement, They have built nothing, while he whom they call the 'Rotarian'
has built everything. The oritics® soratohing is the end of their power;
the Amerioan business man is but at the beginning of his."20 That next
October ocame the Crashe..

Tarkington by no means stands alone in his stalwart defense pf the
business man. In an age when private patronage is virtually dead, when
subsidy by govermmental agenoy is frowned upon by rugged-individual Amer=
ioans, the ironical truth is thet this traditional g'e‘_t_g noire of culture
has more and more assumed the role of savior., Industry is now one of the

strongest props the artist has. Paul Meadows, in a provocative work em-

titled The Culture of the Industrial Man, speaks strongly upon this wn-
orthodox viewpoint. “In the twentieth century, so we have been frequently
reminded, a native American oulture cannot survive in a machine viﬂli_ution
which also has the dubious honor of maintaining a bourgeois plutooraoy.'zl
It is quite as Meadows suggests: we are persistently berated for the in-
eptitude, the futility of machine-age art by that highly vocal coterie of
oritios reminiscent of Dr. Holmes®' Mutual Admiration Society whioh Tark-
ington lumped together as the "sophisticates." Such a olan wields influence

far beyond logical bounds, and it perpetuates abortive attitudes toward
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change in any territory in the public domain where invasion seems a
threat. Speoifically, for our consideration here, "Contempt Eor machine-
age art] dies hard because it is oonstantly receiving blood transfusions
from an avant-garde group of artists and dilettanti alienated from their
native culture, It is oulture in which they have never been at home...
These artists and their fellow-travelers are actually motivated by & ocom=
plete and probably incurable revolt against industrialism. *22 With sent-
iments like these Tarkington was in full agreement, As a close oompanion
of moneyed men, even as a modest capitalist in his own right, he was a
staunch defender of the American business man--and a reviler of the petty
oritios who 'lod the attacks against thems To his mind, these "esthetio
Cassandras” were making & negative approach in the analysis of ocontemporary
culture in their refusal to reocognisze the positive contributions already
made by Big Business to the "Amerioan way of life.” He deplored their
unbalanced destruotive oriticism, their vooiferous disloyalty to hearth and
homelands "To me,™ he said, "the new sophisticates seem virulent. They
mook; they attaok; they ridioule; always they seem to loock down from a
great height, disliking the stupid and petty oreature whom they have -
labeled Rotarian [shedes of Lewis and Lardner{]...[He] sppears in the swt-
irist 'l-joke as the inocarnation of all that is pretentious, blatant, cheap
aﬁd frauduient. He is the reiteration of endless buncombe; his vocabulary
oonsists of pinohbeck; his pa‘criotim is a telling selfishness; he is a
noisy tgo-getter'; he has no virtues, no worth to the world; all in all,
he has nothing but his offensiveness."23 Soon we shall meet Tinker, the
Plutoorat; Dan Oliphant, the Booster; Bugene Morgan, the Promoter., It

should prove interesting to see what owr novelist makes of them.






“14-

The Roosevelt years of Recovery, then the orucial years of World War
II, combined to transform almost beyond recognition this species of the
American business man which quivered from the barbs of a quarter-century
ago. The pattern of prestige among the key figures of a nation is a fas-
oinating study in perpetual motion, and the Ameriocan industrialist affords
one & most rewarding subject in such a survey. On account of a ocomplex
of many faotors, he has become an inoreasingly praminent element in our
national society, hence his gradual emergence since the turn of the century
into a similar literary prominence, In this year 19566 he enjoys a very
pleasant prestige, complacent in another era of Republican prosperity and
reassured on every hand pf his essential funotion.

Even more important, ocwrrent trends in the business world seem to be
fulfilling Tarkington's confidence a quarter-century ago in an emlightened
capitalistioc system. At that time he maintained, "in his powerful progress,
with the inevitable enlargement of his own mind, he has perceived and made
practioally uaeful, important truths that have advanced and are o.clvmoi.ng."24
To the question, What are these truths? Tarkington had ready answers.
®Among these," he said, "is the fact that a moral law is usually an economio
lew, and it is due to his sorutiny that nowadays a stateaman must at least
pretend to be an economist as well. For 'good govermment! has become part
of the business men's business,"25 Tarkington also pointed out that an
enlightened oapitalism was beginning to recognize the interresponsibilities
between meanagement and labor, the profit motive was becoming humeniged, end
gradually the grave confliot between owner and worker was subsiding into

soattered skirmishes on a minor soale and arbitration on a major scale.
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Today it would appear that Tarkington was a good prophet. Upon
excellent authority we are now told that under the aegis of oorporate
capitalism our country is developing, economically at least, into "the City
of God.™ Adolph Berle states confidently in a recent exposition of the
"new look" in Big Business that, "despite the absence of olear mandate, in
breadest outline we are plotting the course by which the twentioth century
in Amerioa is expeoted to produce an evolving economic Utopia, and, appar-
ently, the potential actually exists, bringing that dangerous and thrilling
adventure within human reach for the first time in recorded history."26
In the long view of history, it would be moronic to assume that an elevated
culture is the inevitable conoomitant of ameliorated oreature conditions.
It is just as simple-minded to argue that freedom from want, an increased
leisure, a stable eoconomy camnot bring about a more cultivated populace.
Hjalmar Boyesen averred long ago, "There is, to be sure, such a thing as
edwating your public; but the process is slow and expensive. n27 Surely
the product is worth the prioce,

The implications of the statement by Berle are tremendous. Essentially
it means that the corporate capitalism staunchly defended by Tarkington now
promises to provide the means to lead men out of the wilderness. It is
up to the rest of us now to provide the method, to map out the itinerary,
The evidenoe is overwhelming that industry is eager to help here too.
Ironioally enough, its enthusiasm is yet to be matched by the very ones who
bemoan "machine-age oulture.” This sad little chapter in academio history
is now in the composition stage; before the type-cases are looked, let us
hope a goodly number of textual emendations will be made, |

Let us hope also that this tributary digression may be sesn to make
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its contribution to the main stream of our thought. After all, the common
ooncept of the Ameriocan industrialist, either at home or abroad, was none too
flattering during Tarkington's time., Nor did the rising tide of annual

pilgrimages to Europe made by these nouveaux riches improve his reputation.

Contemporary acsownts tell all too plain;y of his lamentable lack of the
social graoces, pis noisiness and bluster, his extravagance, and his oul-
tural ignorance, It was not long before a tradition was established which
the American tourist still finds embarrassing.

Tarkington's acute understanding of the problems involved in this
long=-standing tradition is apparent from an array of remarks from which
we need not quote, and its unhappy reflection upon overseas attitudes toward
oulture in the United States brought ﬁim keen dismay. Late in his life he
confessed, "The Burcpean and British tradition that America is the land
of the Almighty Dollar, and of no culture, still prevails abroad, not only
among the unlearned and untraveled, but also among the sophisticated;
undoubtedly it will prevail for a lomg time to oome, 28 Cosmopolitan that
he was, he knew well the injustice of a caricature of the few which so
widely signified the whole. It was his contention that "we are less simple
and infinitely less of a pattern than foreigners suppose; and to aid our
{owmn] tolerance we should recall that oritios and defenders are often be-
trayed into generalizations and conclusions by Amerioans who are not re-
presentative of America, but ezoeptions.“zg Tarkington spent a goodly
segment of his early years aebroad, and he knew h;s subjeot, Glimpses of

less objectionable Americans afield are visible in the autobiogrephical

pages of The World Does Move, an absurd short novel entitled The Beautiful

Lady, and especially in that delightful ocolleotion of travel letters, Your
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Aniable Uncle, (A prime contender for the world's worst representation of

young Amerioca sbroad is another short novel called His Own Pecples This is

not Tarkington's strongest work--unless it be in odeur.) The Plutocrat, by
the way, 1s besed on a similar trip taken by the author; in several spots
the myth lapses into verdent stretohes of local color and the symbols
aboard the Duumvikr merge into real tourists,

The unforgivable sin committed by these gross materialists who shopped
Europe like Maoy's bargain basement was the possession of a boundless supply
of Amerioan dollars. Most people can measure "suocess™ in many ways; even
"wealth" offers a variety of interpretations: that is, by implication,
anyone can but en American. It was obvious to the world at large, as the
Viotorian Age bowed out, that most Americans appraised these assets (along
with happiness, security, prestige, and a few other minor items) the seme
way that they appraised a business concern or a market report. John Erskine
once made the remerk that "even the ocultured Americen is interested in
oulture only for what it will aveil him tomorrow";so what he would say of
the "hard-headed business men" scarce needs to be expressed. This is a
tc;uoh of pragmatism not all might admit, yet it holds truth. Thomas Hart

Benton, the artist, admitted both on lecture tours and in his autobiography,

An Artist in America, that he was "bothered by the oult of the immediately

useful and praotiocal which still [1907] dominated country towns. He had
an uneasy ifoeling in respectable society which...would be recognized by
every artist who came from femilies devoted to law [Tarkington's father
was long a lawyer, later a judge], politios [his unole Newton Booth was
onetime governor of California, later United States senator], or business,
in which shrewd connivance and acute attention to a course of action were

emphasized."Sl In faot, as Benton said, right on into our own century
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"even wal-oduoated people disliked to see their children turn to artistio
careers. "2

Benton's text for his chapter in the history of culture at this period
is "en artist in America.®™ By implication, at least, the United States was
a solitary black sheep oropping greenbacks in a pasturage remote from the
rest of the flook. In reality this was not wholly the situation. Genius
may have had its struggle for expression here; it likewise had its trials
abroad., Biographical pages in foreign arts are laden with the same issues
that distressed a Bibbs Sheridan. The rising tide of merchantilism,
especially in England, brought with it much the same utilitarian spirit
already desoried in America, and certainly the burgeoning bourgeoisie were

not ones to promote the arts above business. Among the aristooraocy, as

Sir Leslie Stephen pointed out in The Znglish Utilitarians, there were
three approved ocareers open to soions of the peerage: leaw, government
service, or the church, Litora:y genius did emerge, despite the handicaps,
but it was usually a side issue, The Continental story, too, is generally
one of artistic repression more often than expression. Materialism, what-
ever its efflorescence in the United States, also had its British and
European counterparts.

So far as that is conocerned, so recently as 1941 Miss N. Elizabeth
Monroe, in a perceptive analysis of decadence in the modern novel, was
forced to conclude: "It is true that our present bourgeois society has
orippled the artist. A society based on the profit motive to the exolusion
of almost everything else has little respect for the artist as an artist...
Our age offers neither encouragement nor escepe--it surrounds the writer

with oonditions inimical to the selfless activity of art and offer him only
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poverty and disgrace if he esoaped."33 One is tempted to belittle such an
indiotment until he recalls the Dylan Thomas Fund of only months ago %o
provide for the bereft femily his poetioc gift oould not support. Or he
recalls a recent artiocle in Harper's by the noted condustor, Serge Kous-
sevitzsky, admonishing young musical artists that "oreative talent reeps
no reward” and that not even the most suoccessful composition in "serious
musio® would keep a man in pooket money. The evidence is only too ample
that even to this moment the prevailing attitude toward the esthete, the
artist, is none too conducive to what Tarkington's "intelligentzia®™ would
call "oulture.”

I% would sppear from the reocord that the parents of Booth Tarkington
were amazingly liberals, When their youngster surreptitiously left some
"melancholy verses of thirteen-year-old Weltsohmerz entitled "The Trees"
in open view for them to find, "not only did the family exult in his talent,
but they also sent off ocoples of the opus to kinfolk far and near. 34
They encouraged his sketohing, they subsidized his forays into drama, and
they suffered through a prolonged period of literary apprenticeship. His
father, John Tarkington, hed his moments of skeptiocism, but he rallied at
every orisis. Then young Tark was bundled off to Princeton by a determined
mother, he wrote in an advance notice to a oousin who lived there: "I
write in the interest of our boy, Newton Booth Tarkington, who is destined
by his mother to go to the College of N. J. the ooming year...before de-
voting himself to jouwrnalistioc Art, or something of that in-definite pro-
cedure to the poor house. *35 After their son returned from college, "with
neither profession or a job,"™ the Tarkingtons adjusted their household

during five years while the young men pursued a home career as free-lance



writer and illustrator which netted him exactly twenty-two dollars and
fifty cents, His recent biographer, James Woodress, confesses that during
this period "his parents were embarrassed by their son's unproductive ex-
istence,”® although they waited with exemplary patience for the dubious
harvest until even the neighbors became indignant over their "indulging
their son.™

Such patience, such indulgence with one bent on an artistio career, be
it letters or nua.’;o or painting, was hardly the ordinary attitude in that
era of "mmmonism." Edith Vharton might record in her autobiographioc book,

A Backward Glance, that among the members of her genteel society “one of

the first rules of oonversation was the one early instilled in me by my
mothers ‘'Never talk ebout money, and think about it as little as possible',"S6
But this was a second-generation attitude, the attitude of a leisure oclass
which had inherited a comfortable fortune from the money-grubbers whom

they generously forgot or forgave for their laok of culture, This was

typical in the social world presented by Mrs. Wharton in such a novel as

The Age of Innocence, It smacks of the "Four Hundred" of New York society,

the native counterpart to that baffling olique which oconfounded Newman in

his quest for the Countess Claire de Bellegarde in Jemes's The American.

Something of this tradition remains in the oonfliot between "high society"
Lena MoMillan and her bourgeois husband, Dan Oliphant, in Tarkington's

The Midlander. Yet none of these reflects the bitter drive for money whioh

marks novels like The Titan of Dreiser or The Octupus by Norris. In A

Story Teller's Story, Sherwood Anderson relates how in his youth "a new

kind of hero, tarnished scmewhat later, filled the popular eye. As we boys
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went about in the main street of our town,...overyone was singing a new
little song: ‘'Get on. Make money. Get to the top. A penny saved is a
penny earned. Money makes the mare go.'"S7 |

This is the theme song of the Philistine, for "a Philistine is a
worshipper of Mammon." It was Van Wyok Brooks who declared some two deceades
ago that he could find 1ittle else as the true basis of Americanism. Among
such giants as Thoreau, Emerson, Poe, and Hawthorne he could discover "not
one, or all of them" who hed the power to "move the soul of America from
the acowmulation of dollars.®8 In their pioneer study of "Middletown"
& quarter-century ago the Lynds reported: "For both working and business
olass no other acoompaniment to getting a living spproaches in importence
the money received for their worke It is more this future, instrumental
aspect of work, rather than the intrinsioc satisfaotions involved, that-
keops Middletown working so hard as more and more of the aotivities of
living are ooming to be strained through the bars of the dollar sign,®S?
Wilderness voices still deory the "lust for lucre"=-their effeoct is not
too apparent upon our national economy. After all, there is another aspeot
to this money matter. Mary Bvelyn, weary wife to the struggling mountain

preacher in Ellen Glasgow's Vein of Iron, saw but too well what the lack

of money can do to a good man. "That mortgage was wearing him out. If
only they had a little money. Not much, just.enough to keep out of debt.
When she thought of the power of money to ruin lives a dull resentment
against 1ife, against soclety, against religion, woke in her heart, For
there was no sorrow greater than living in the shadow of poverty, watohing
that shadow spread darker and deeper over everything that one loved. n40

The "proper" attitude toward mere money would require a volume itself,
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provided the project were left to the kindly care of our idealistioc phil-
osophers. In summary, their solution might sound something like selected
lines from "I've Got Plenty of Nothin'," Looked at from another direction,
the opposite school of praotical philosophers might advocate an attitude
toward 1iquj.d assets not far from that of Grandpa Vanderhof in Kaufman and

Hart's play, You Can't Take It With Yous Part of the pioture, of ocourse,

harks back to the motives behind the accumulation of pecuniary fortune.

In a stirring sooial novel, The Web of Life by Robert Herriock, appears Dr.

Sommers, a troubled young man so foolish as to think at times, Speaking
of raw Chicago, beset byllabor orises at the turn of the century, he re-
fleots upon one ooccasion; "It isn't this house or that, this man's millions
or that man*s; it's the whole thing... Life is based on getting something
others haven't--as much as you can and as fast as you can."¥l This is a
theme whioh Tarkington used often In his hands it is always the motif
for tragedy. It 1s the situation which killed Booster Dan Oliphant in The

Midlender, it brought on the death of hustler Jim Sheridan in The Tumoil,

it foroed the suicide of Harry Aldrich in The Heritage of Hatoher Ide, it

oaused Valentine Corliss to be shot in ignominious defeat in The Flirt,.
Gloss it as one will, the word is still spelled g-r—e-e-d., Through the
centuries greed has been stamped a Deadly Sin, and so Tarkington regarded
ite In each ocase but one above, another motive appears—-the self-just-
ifioation €f ambitious plans with Dan, economizing of family funds with Jim,
protection of home and reputation with Harry. Only Valentine is straight
villeine, Yet none of the former is worthy in Tarkington's eye; none merits
final epprobation.

Barly in the new century the conviotion grew within Brander Matthews

that "the passion of Mmerican life was not so much the use of money as a
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delight in the conquest of iteseIt is the process he enjoys rather than
the result...Merely to have money does not greatly delight him--altho
(sic) he would regret not having it; but what does delight him wncessingly
is the fun of making 1t."42 One thinks immediately of Newman in James's

The American who, "oommercial® though he is and as ingenuous a tourist as

ever trod the Chemps flyaéea, remains "the most sympathetic hero" James
over oreated. Or one thinks of a later Babbitt and his eternal "deals."
Or perhaps one thinks of Frank Cowperwood in The Titan and his sadistio
glee over catastrophic machinations. But one searches the Tarkington shelf
in vain for the vioious oreatures of a Theodore Dreiser, a Frank Norris,
an Upton Sinclair, a Jack London, or a Robert Herriock., Sheridan Senior,
"founder and president of the Pump Torks,” is the ecstatic worshipper of
Bigness; his 1ife and his business are one, but the tragedies he preocip-
itates arise from dblindness or stubbornness, not from calculated malice, He
exults in the throbbing rhythm of his foundry, he savors the very soot upon
his tongue; he is the ideal prototype described by Matthews: <the actual
money is relatively unimportant to him, although he reveres making it."
It 1s a game of wits, of skill, sometimes of cumning. As he learns, for
some the stakes are too great and the payoff is dear; but always he holds
high hopes for a new hand, a new partner.

Much of this same "thrill of the chase™ underlies the momentum of the

Growth trilogy. The Morgan Automobile Company of The Magnificent Ambersons

is the personal achievement of another "president and founder"; the theme
of its development is the glory of private enterprise, not the bitter emmity
between repressive ocapitalism and rebellious labor. A mild dig at the im=

personality of Big Business methods does appear in Young Mrs. Greeley,
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although the point is not driven deeplys In this later novel one mects Mr.
Milton Cooper, to his subordinates "the master of their destinies, the
disperser of fortune, the center of hope and the cause of fear. nd3 Cooper
is the médern executive: "at fifty he had no gray hair, no dubious teoth;
he spent more time upon a horse's back than in a motor car, was broad at
the shoulders, flat at the waist."™ Most vital of all, for one of his
exalted position, "...from his tanned dark face the enthusiast's bright
eyes projeoted the sparkle of a fanaticism still vehement. The N.K.U.
[The National Kitohen Utensils Company) was his deity as it had been that
of his father, the founder, before him, 44 Through his instigation, a
"New Polioy®™ of "Promotion Marks® is inaugurated throughout N.K.U. whereby
every employee is constantly under the surveillance of his superiors, and
promotions or demotions are made solely on the basis of his record on an
achievement sheet. As Mr. Cooper explains, "You see what a splendid vista
of success is thus opened to the ambition of every man who employs his
best brains and energy toward the forwarding of this great industrial in-
stitution."® For that "splendid new factory maneger,®™ Bill Greeley
(strictly an upstart), the plan is out to order; to Henry Hedge, that
drone of the VWarwicke Armes beehive (his wife's inspired simile), it is
rapid transit back to the "jay town." Termagant Aurelia Hedge is shrilly
oritical of the whole system; her "thin, patient Henry" can only say,
"eeeThey think I was [slipping], and when they think so that's all there
is to it--a man's up against 1t."f16 Thus a slender blade of oritiocism
priocks the tough hide of buqiness, but the wounds are slight. Come the
finale, it is "the'young Mrs. Gresley" who gets her come-uppance, not the

dashing Mr. Cooper. The impliocation is clear: Big Business is hard, but
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it is fair; you may not get what you went, but you likely will get what
" you deserve,
Parenthetically it might be noted that the only persons who demon-

strate "oulture®™ in The Young Mrs, Greeley are the members of the upper

echelon in induatry or the professions. A native wit and an instinot for
taste open the way for young Bill Greeley, but even he realizes the values
in "reading a good book"™ and enjoying something other than the matinee at
the neighborhood "movie palace.,™ The sorry sight of Stella, his lovely
but unlettered wife, at the Coopers' quiet dinner party amid an gtmosphere
of Bach and Metisse is an unforgettable objeot lesson for the humanities,
Whatever is of "oulture,®™ here and in the majority of Tarkington novels,
is closely tied to the healthy bankroll of business,

Not always is this true, of course, Those two aroh-rivals in piocture

colleoting of The Rumbin Galleries, Mr. Kingsford J. Hollins ("the orossest

millioneire in the United States™) and Mr, Milton Wiltby (who preferred
"Outstanding Masters"), have considerably more hard dollars than art sense--
although the latter improves measurably wnder the expensive tutelage of Mr,
Rumbine In other of Tarkington's lighter novels (M_ﬂ'_u Neck is the prime
example) there is frequent gentle raillery at "modern art,® with the elder
gontleman of means as the befuddled would-be connoisseur who "knows what
he likes" and very often "doesn't like what he knows."™ Yet even these
border cases are endowed with good intentions--and they do make progress in
their understanding. There is still the strong suggestion that a check-
book is a definite aid in acquiring oculture.

Thus far we have suggested a wide range of interrelationships among

culture, the arts, materialism, and mammonism. Both at home and abroad it
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is impossible to keep these areas segregated into tidy compartments, and
successive pages will refer to them in various other connections. Since
ouwr ocentral topic is an Americen figure among American letters, a misleading
emphasis is placed upon the local scene., Compensatory material from other
sowrces would carry owr investigation beyond practical bounds, however, and
we are driven to this restricted view., It is possible, too, that the re-
lative youth of American culture leaves it particularly vulnerable to
oritical attack. At any rate, the general cultural level at this time
oannot be desoribed in exalted terms; indeed, it is open to question whether
an appreciable difference existed between the home and the imported produot,
To round out our sketch of the American scene at this period we should
record that other motives beyond those we have mentioned do exist to ex-
plain the American drive for fortume, few of which oan be tcsrmed flattering.
The "mainsprings of human sotion,®™ as Bertrand Russell phrases our inner
drives, are nevertheless few and wnoomplicated, Perhaps the ultimate in
man is what some call "enlightened self-interest.® The grosser aspeot of
this appears ofttimes in private philanthropy. An Andrew Carnegie scatters
gratuities smong a thousand worthy causes, the masses "rise up to ocall
him blessed,™ and thus he obtains absolution for the connivings which
brought him the wealth in the first place. Thus a Thomas Osklin, in Tark-

ington's The Image of Josephine, devotes the graspings of a lifetime to

the erection of an art museum and the establishment of a trust for main-
taining a local symphony orchestra, engraves the family orest on everything
pertaining to his projeots, specifies his niece must administer all op-
erations--and thereby perpetuates the femily name into a grateful future.

A question about the degree of "enlighterment"™ may well be raised in such

cases.
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The finer aspeot of this motive is a different matter. It lacks the
spectacle, the scope, the ballyhoo, which mark the other. No less dramatloe,
infinitely more moving, it plumbs the depths of the humen soul. It is warm
in wmsung heroism, rich inuntold feeling, deep in inexpressible satisfaction.
It is man's closest approach to sainthood. Paradoxically, it is such a
commonplace in life that it seems out of place in’fiotion. Every parent
worthy the title makes his contribution; everyone, whatever his station,
has his opportunities. Thus we may read in Tarkington of Mary MoCullough,
who subsisted on six dollars a month in order to send son Hector to Green-
ville College: "The truth is, she didn't have enough to eat, and you could
gee how happy it made her."47T or we may read, too, of the Honorable David
Beasley (a merry mixture of James Thitcomb Riley, Tarkington's friend since
ohildhood, and Newton Booth, his uncle), who gave unstintingly of himself
to bring pleasure to an invalid waif, 48 of course, some say such as these
are sentimental; real life, we repeat, is really earmest,

Thatever the motives of our grandparents as Tarkington was struggling
for literary recognition, social historians agree that our nostalgiec
ploture of the romantio past holds "more poetry than truth," to invert a
oliché. Part Two of the indecribable mélange by Thomas Beer entitled The

Mauve Decade is aptly labeled "Wasted Land," and a sorry view of the shifting

mores of the '90's that kaleidosoope does present. Frederick Lewis Pattee,
who spanned the same period as Tarkington, comments upon "the yellow nine-
ties®™ (the Wilde-Beardsley influence) thaet "ten years were indeed picturesque
esey but they were more: the decade was a oulmination; it was the end of

an era; it was an eqp;nox between two creative periods, a moment of pause,

of steri}ity, an Indian sumner, silent, hectic with colors, dreamy with

the past, yet alive with mighty gathering forces. The vital twentieth
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century was opening; in reality it began in the nineties."¥d From a dis-
tance of a decade or two the period has rarely lacked detractors. As Beer
desoribes this prolonged ory, "A gorgeous materialism had made a cavern
for voioces of the nation and the noises blended into a roar."™ In reality
these voioces were raised in much the same strain as Matthew Arnold's in
Victorian England a half century earlier. Irwin Edman admirably sums up
what we have been saying about our immediate cultural past (or the lack
thereof), as well as more recent reactions to the conditions. In 1929

he wrote:

In that wave of revealing introspeoction that has swept over Amer-
ican literature in the last few years, we have been discovered to
ouwrselves by writers as different as Sherwood Anderson and Sinclair
Lewis that American life suffers from standardization, medioority,
and externality. We have learned that the American scene offers no
place or shelter for eternal and beautiful things, and what is worse,
no stimulus or encouregement to the kind of life that flowers into
arte Ve have been told ¢ill it hurts that we are lost in the morasses
of mechanism, industrialism, and materialism. Te have been convioted
of wallowing in haste, waste, and greed. There has been ocomparative
silence as an answer to the charges that there is nothing in our
ocontinent or in our civilization that gives a characteristic savor or
meaning or loveliness to our lives,

Remembering the proximity of Edmen to his subject, one cannot but admire
the sweep and oclarity of his perceptive summary.

Some aspeots of the shifting socio-sultural scene at this time find
only a dim reflection in the writings of Tarkington. His prolonged so=-
journ within the sheltering walls of home, "prep" school, Purdue University,
Princeton University, then home again till recognition came (linked, of
oourse, with a somewhat "genteel™ femily tradition which assumed the
"professions™ for its members) precluded intimaoy with the appalling labor

conditions during his most impressionable years. Yet those were tempest-

uous times. While Tarkington was yet in his late teens oocourred the general
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strikes by the Knights of Labor in protest to the practices of the Gould
railway system; the terrible anarchist riot at Haymarket Square in nearby
Chioago ocourred in 1886 when he was seventeen, The switch from Grover
Cleveland to Benjamin Harrison in 1888 sew only the aggravation of old
grievances, and violent labor dissension continued to the point where troops
were called out in the West. Such stop-gap measures as the Sherman Anti=-
Trust Law, the Silver Purchase Aot, and the McKinley Tariff Aot to stab-
ilize the national economy proved ineffectual; a rebel Populist Party
sprang into being, but nothing seemed effective., In 1893 a desperate
Chicago staged the flamboyant Tiorld Columbian Exposition in an effort to
prove to itself just how wonderful we were, Then came the Gold Panic that
same yesar, and the grim bonds of Depression tightened aoross the nation.
Tarkington's qparter-century year, 1894, saw the spectaole of Coxey's Army
marching on to Washington, and more troops were summoned to quell violence
during the harrowing Americen Railway Union Strike. Not wntil the threat
of a major war with a foreign power unified the national spirit and gave
direction to its eoonomy did even relative stability prevail., Tarkington
was turning thirty when the Spanish-American War was waged; it left him

no scars. The silence of his recent biographer upon affairs external to
young Tarkington speeks eloquently of his relative isolation within a pri-
vate world shaped both by protective parents end his own inclinations.
Considering this extended removal from partioipation in the merogntil:lsm
about him during the nineties and his foreign travel or residence during
most of the first decade of the new oentury, it is no wonder that the re-
patristed Tarkington surveyed the old hometown with "disenchantment." For

nearly twenty years the closest he had been to active engagement in the
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affairs of his day was & brief term as Stete Representative, and even this
wes interrupted (permsnently, as it proved) by a severe attack of typhoid
fever which pared eighw pounds from a lenky frame eand thrust him into a.n
extended European vagsbondage. Soon after his return to Indienepolis he
begen to record the results of these social upheavals in The Turmoil, but
the whole story he could not tell,

Hence the record of labor trials, the revolt of the "proletariat,"
cannot be found in Tarkington. Like BEdith Wharton, like Henry James, like
Howells, if the truth be told, he was too remote from that subject for
him to feel at home in it=-or even for it to interest him as such. For

that one must turn to Jack London and a work like The Iron Heel, to Frank

Norris and a novel like The Pit, to Robert Herrick end The Vieb of Life,

even to William Allen Thite and a tale like _13 the Heart g_f_ a Fool. The

Ambersons and the Minafers of The Magnificent Ambersons slip painfully down

the sooial soale (calibrated by dollar signs, of ocourse), but their de-
oline comes from misjudgments in investments enoumbered by a refusal to

acoept change. A Depression novel like The Rumbin Galleries provides a hero

complete with "cutaway," and no tears are evoked by his having to walk to

worke The HeritagLe of Hatcher Ide, perhaps the best of the later novels,

is ebout as olose as Tarkington evor gets to a full-length treatment of
indigence=-and most of it is in terms of a faded gentility, "property poor"
but still far better off than the breadline drifters and apple peddlers he
never knew. (Some of his friends mever did forgive him for keeping his
staff of eleven.servants during the Depression period.) It is futile to
oondemn John Steinbeok for not writing novels on the birth of the Air Age;

it is futile to oondemn Tarkington for not vriting social novels on the
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revolt of American labor, It was simply not a congenial area for one of
his station and temper.

Whereas Tarkington remained relatively undisturbed by the tumults of
labor wars and economioc orises, he was shaken to the core by the spreading
agnosticism that the "new science™ seemed to preach. The mechanistio ex-
planation of the universe, respectfully regarded by the thoughtful of every
age since classioal antiquity, had received tremendous boosts from such
stalwarts as Lyell, "the father of modern geology," Darwin and the theory
of evolution, Herbert Spencer and his “"synthetio philosophy,®™ wntil ag-
nostioism in one shade or another presented a serious challenge to the
bulvo.rka, of established religion. That Tarkington was well aware of this
development is evident in & number of places, perhaps none better than toward

the close of The Midlander. To the older generation, shoocked by the atrooc-

ities of the first TWorld War, all that had gone before suddenly seemed old
now,

routed by a newer and more gorgeous materialism. The old still had
its disoiplines for the young and its general appeerance of plety;
bad children were still whipped sometimes, and the people of best re=-
putation played no games on Sunday, but went to church and seemed to
believe in God and the Bible with almost the faith of their fathers.
But many of these went down with their falling houses (destroyed to
make room for business); a new society swarming upward above the old
surfaces, became dominant, It began to breed, smong other things, a
new opitlio who attacked every faith, and offered, instead of mysteries,
full knowledge of all oreation as merely a bit of easily comprehended
mechanics, 51

Again this is the volce of the traditionalist speaking., Tarkington was no
religionist, but he was a profoundly religious man. His grandfather,
Reverend Joseph Tarkington, had been a circuit rider during the "backwoods
deays" of Indiana, but Tarkington missionary zeal died with him. His parents

were Presbyterians who "attended services regularly"™ and compelled their son



to sit through “interminable sermons™ with them. "The boredom of those
painful Sundays," he wrote much later, "has remained with me all my life. nb2
As a result, throughout his adult years Tarkington was a deeply religious
man, but he never was a regular church-goer. According to his own wishes,
his last rites consisted of a simple service held in his home.ss

Something of the mystic eppears among several members of the Tarkington

family. In Booth's father it is revealed in the latter's The Hermit of

Capri (whose inspiration is amusingly described by his son in Your Amiable
E:.l_g_l_e_); end his aunt, Mrs, Mary Jameson Judah, was an enthusiastic devotee
of "spiritism." (She onoce confided to Hamlin Garland, himself an invest-
igator of psychio phenomena, that she attributed Tarkington's literary skill
to spiritual guidance.) His sister "Hautie" demonstrated considerable
prowess as an smateur medium, as Tarkington relates without apology in a
later chapter of his autobiographical fragment, As I Seem to Me; and a
young nephew seemingly inherited some of her sensitivity.

At the time of his sister's "mediumship,™ which lasted some three
years, Tarkington was in only his early teens, but he was profoundly stirred,
Although he never used "spiritism®™ as the lead theme for a full novel, as
did both his good friends Garland and Howells,== to say nothing of Henry
James and Edith Wharton--samething of the supernatural does ocour in several

spots. Most familiar is the incident in The Magnificent Ambersons when a

bewildered Eugene Morgan, sturdy ploneer in the automobile industry, twrns

to a "trance-medium” for guidance at a orucial moment. The harpies who
soavenge over this passage declare it "melodrama®; one recent oritic, Richard
Crowley, said of the work, "This novel...might have been Tarkington's best

book, were it not for a heavily contrived ending. As it stands, it is a
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good illustration of the way in which Tarkington's two chief literary
traits--his romanticism and his realism--could, if not kept distinet, work
against each other."5% 1In Crowley's estimation (and that of numerous others)
a remarkably complete "illusion of reality" is badly wrenched at the olose
by Isabel Anbeljaon'a supernatural intervention on behalf of son George and
Morgan's subsequent supor-nomcl altruism. More kindly readers declare
the episode a novel technique by whioch to suggest the oontinued influence
of the departed upon those left to wntangle the skein of 1ife; moreover,
it serves to olose a study of decadence upon a heartening note of oonfident
faith. To appreciate best Tarl;ington'a artistio restraint in the stylistio
treatment of a diffioult theme, to say nothing of its logical fumotion in
the narrative, one has only to turn to Garland's Tyranny of the Dark.
There he will find the outrd depioted with as olumsy a manner and as cheap
& sensationalism as the treatment of Tarkington is refined by ocontrast.

In an age of doubts Tarkington preserved perfect faith in a hereafter,
end he suspeoted at times that the distance between life and death is not
as bridgeless as it is usually oconceived. Both femily and friends shared
similar views, and it is remarkable that they receive so little attention
in his overall writing, It would be misleading to relate these views to
"the new science,™ or to "the new psychology,®™ or to the new anything else.
His oonolusiops are his own, based largely on a broad belief in *oontinuence”
on all levels, a simple faith in a loving Father who oares for the children
of His family, plus an unexpressed feeling thet, after all, some kind of
supernal system fpr preserving "the grsat chain of being®" is only "sensible."
Like many another, it struck him as just "poor economios™ to plant man

among the marvels of oreation for only his allotted three score years and
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ten--and nothing more,
Shortly after the Armistice which closed the first World Tar, an

article appeared in the old St. Nicholas Magazine which embraced most of

these oonscepts. It was only a brief message of consolation to those bereft
of loved ones by the revages of war, but it reached even the late Barrett
Wendell. In a lette? to hig old friend E. S. Martin, Wendell wrote, "Here
is Tarkington's good, brave, honest papere..I cannot doubt that what he
says will bring comfort to measureless grief and spiritual agony all about
us."™8 It is helpful to remember that Wendell himself rebelled against the
heavy orthodoxy of his youth; even at sixty-four he confessed, "I am not
orthodox in subscription to any known oreed,"56

Tarkington did express his own "intimations of immortality™ in various

ways and in various places. The incident in The Magnificent Ambersons, to

which we have already referred, is the only place where "orthodox"™ spirit-

ualism oocurse The death scene of Dan Oliphant, in The Midlander, holds a

bare suggestion of the ultimate reunion of kindred souls which Tarkington
oonsidered a part of the Master Plan. At the final spark of life, "Dan had
unexpectedly lifted himself almost haif upright, but seeing neither his
mother nor the nurse, there was a look of startled inoredulity--the look of
one who suddenly recognizes, to his utter astonishment, an old acquaintance
long since disappeared but now abruptly returned."®” TUnlike his treatment
of the immortality theme in trilogy, Tarkington 'here adds no explication.
He records an aot; that is all.

4 slender volume of short stories, which bears an awkward string of
inoongrous titles for its own oognomen, affords the richest source in Tark-

ington's fiotion for his philosophy on the continulty of life. Externally,
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Mr, White, The Red Barn, Hell and Bridewater comprise as un-Tarkington-like

a pack of tales as one could easily imagine. In the chatty Preface the
author lists their themes: "one of hell affer death and one of hell as a
oontinuous condition in an unchanging state of mind,"%8 Needless %o say,

this bare list is not too helpful. Frankly, the stories defy categorization--

almost description. Each is a tour de force in its own pecullar way.

Bven the Preface i1s a haunting piece of soul-searching. In simplest
terms, it oonsists of several age-old questions of which the author said,
*I oouldn't find the answer by what we sometimes call 'philoaophizing'."59
Sinoe his questions “oconcerned people,® the democratio Mr. Tarkington decided
"to look for a solution among them.® And what were these issues? Well,
one of them was a folksified version of what Arnold had called “divine dis-
content.”™ A chat with a couple of neighbors, one csovetous, the other em-
bitious, revealed to him one aspect of his problem. Since neither of these
men was oontented with even the satisfaction of his desires but both “went
on seeking," Tarkington "had to conolude that we must spparently E‘ran our
natures and because of our destiny) seek to obtain an unobtainable feeling...
This appears to be a lew, and its widdom 1s easily apparent, since if we
oould get what we want we should cease to progresa."so There is samething
akin to a Hawthorne in such a meditation; and, indeed, all of these tales
have a strongly Hawthorne touch in their moody air of mystery and their
pervasive underourrent of allegory. One thinks immediately of "Peter Gold~

thwaite's Treasure,”™ and "Ethen Brend,"™ and even The House of Seven Gables.

We shall note this touch of allegory elsewhere as we become better acquainted
with the versatility of our author.

The truism expressed above concerning man's perpetual drive for the
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unattainable was no more appealing to Tarkington than it is to any pract-
ical idealist. "It secmed to me,"™ he mused, "to be a kind of folly in us
and denial that we are thinking beings if we perpetually set our hearts
upon getting a feeling that we can't get."6l Granted, it reflects that
"typical American spirit"™ expressed in the Rmersonian diotum of a ocentury
ego when that great spirit urged his compatriots to "hitch their wagon to
a star,” It even suggests a kindred admonition ocommon among Protestant
sects to place the life of Christ before one as the exemplar toward which
to strive, though never to equal. Yet, in Tarkington, there lurked a sus-
piocion that something more rewarding thean an impossible goal must be swait-
ing the sinoere seeker for content.

He didn't find it in a bachelor soquaintanoce who had never married
because he was unable to "spoil the dream that's always in the future for
an ummarried men, u§2 This men had repeatedly lost opportunities to have
his heart's desire, “a home like other men's homes,®" because of a childish
hope for some way whereby he "might have his ocake and eat it.™ He had the
idealism, but not the mature judgment to put it into practice. TUpon him
Tarkington spared neither time nor tears.

Nor did the seeker find thc.s highroad to happiness in the traditional
bliss of hame 1ife, Tell he knew the transitory nature of sush content.
Alienated by divorce from his first partmer, separated by death from his
only ochild, Tarkington could fully appreciate how foolish it is to build
your lifets fomdation upon the shifting sands of family relationships. His

lighter novels, like Gentle Julia and The Fighting Littles, portray a

clannish relationship among "the better families"™ which once was possible

in smme regions, althogh even there much of the tragioomedy arises from the



threat of interlopers in the shape of predatory malés or cunulative years
which presage eventual schisms within the family unit. Likewise, in every
one of his more serious works, as it should be, much of the somber tone is
struok by the impact of inevitable change. The Adams houssehold, in Alice
Adems, is shattered into four ragged chunks of humanity by the social as-
pirations of a termagant wife, the marital schemes of a designing daughter,
the escapades of a rebellious son, and the futi_le gestures of‘ a harried
father. On a similar scale, the Madison family, in The Flirt, is wrecked
upon the sandbar of change, impelled again by the machinations of a wilful
daughter., Before a patched-up dénouement can be reached, the home is hit
by the grave illness of Mr., Madison, the runaway marriage of Cora, the
loss of a scanty nestegg, hostility between brother and sisters, and the
weary sorrow of a helpless mother. The deoline into obsourity of the Am=-
bersons we have already seen, as well as the tragioc shifts in the Sheridan
householkd which thrust hapless Bibos into the "temple of the money changers."
Over and sgain the story is repeated, with always the incontrovertible
conclusion whioh Tarkington reluctantly reached. "I saw that the feeling
we should seek," he finally admitted, “oould not be a happiness derived
from the happy condition of those nearest us; it oould not be the happiness,
that is, of 'happy family life'; nor could it be any of the ordinary happ-
inesses that people obtgin, since all of these are dependent upon the main-
tenanoce of a status quo, whioh is impossible since everything continually
oho,nges."63

Next he sought the seoret from orthodox religion in the person of a
retired minister of impeccable character, In either humility or honesty

this old man declared, "No man is entitled to such a feeling [of happiness
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from right living]. It can't be attained to. Vhat one generation believes
right another generation believes wrong,."64 The ineradicable element of
change a&n--tied in with the conventional resignation to imperfeotibility
mentioned above. Tarkington lingered but a few moments with "the gentleman
of the cloth."

He turned to still another logiocal "resource person.® This time it
was old Miss Gilly, who had spent a lifetime "in the slums helping stricken
poor people.,” After seeking in vain the essence of happiness in ﬁxe pur-
suit or possession of "things,™ the stronghold of home end family, or in
the “everlasting arms™ of religion, Tarkington tried the citadel of al-
truistio humanitarianism. But when he asked her whether happiness might
be found in service to one's fellowmen, Miss Gilly replied, "No, I'm still
distressed by the fact that there must continue to be infinitely more
misery than such workers as I could hope to relieve. Only when there is
no more disease and anguish in the world could I feel ha.ppy."65 A moment's
reflection indicated the improbability of his surviving till that halle-
lujah day, and he turned away sadly from the sere little woman. Over the
years she had drained herself dry for a desert people, and still the parched
sores unrolled beyond the sight. Her ocompassion had brought a temporary
relief for many, some measure of satisfaction for herself, but lasting
happiness for none,

At this point Tukington gave up. His "resource persons" were ex-
hausted; so was he. Then, quite by chance, he came upon an 0ld immigrant
worker, Willie Silver by neme, "digging and singing in a ditoh." His
qheerfulneu a8 he bent to his task reminded Tarkington of his recent

quest, Again he rephrased the question: "What's the best feeling in the
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world, Willie?"
The old man smiled up at him., "I dunnd. Rich man, I guess he's
got a good feeling. Young man that walks with his girl, I guess
he's got a good feeling. Me, I got a good feeling nc matter what
oe Shovel mud, I got a good feseling, I like mud because mud
and me's all the same business. Tonight I*1l look up at that moon
when she's bright. 'Yes, you're a fine shiny moon, ' I'll saye.
A1l the seme business as me and mud,' I'11 say."®
His questioner searched for more conventional words. "Do you mean
you have a feeling that you are a part of everything, Williet™ The ditch
digger smiled again. "I guess 80...I tell you I'm religious, a very re-
ligious man. You remember when my boy die, t'ree years ago?...Well, that's
all right whether he live or die. Him and me, we're all the same as mud
and moon and sun and stars: alsays the same, always will be."67 e
conventional vhrases ocome like a twisted echo; "He had the feeling that
the universe was immortal, it sesmed. Therefore every part of it was
immortal and he and his dead son were immortal; <there was no death, there
was only change. He and every other part were 'the same thing'!, altering
in shape but not in substance. Therefore he loved his neighbor as himself;
for his neighbor was himself, whether his neighbor was the moon or a passer-
by like me or even the mud he worked in,"68
To every literate person in our soientiocized world community the el-
emental nature of all matter has become common knowledge, and the same
science which developed an elesctron theory into the atom bomb oan make its
contribution to the commonality of man. The profound spirituality of a
Dr, Pierre Lscomte du Nouy presages the magnificent offspring possible from

the compatible marriage of science and religion. In Humen Destiny, du Nouy

builds an impressive case for the absolute acceptance of an Infinite

Creator to whom alone can 1life itself be attributed, through whom alone can



=40=

purpose be envisioned, and in whom alone can immortality be oconceived.
In words strangely reminiscent of a Tarkington essay entitled "Stars in
the Dust-Heap," du Nouy declares,

The destiny of Man is not limited to his existence on earth and he
must never forget that fact. He exists less by the actions performed
during his life than by the wake he leaves behind him like a shooting
star, He may be unaware of it himself, He may think that his death
is the end of his reality in this world. It may be the beginning
of a greater and more significant reality.69

This expression of hope was frequently echoed by the philosopher

facet of the versatile Mr, Tarkington. It appears in the dialog-essays
at which he was 8o adept, it is cast into allegory a number of times,

end it orops up in his fiotion occasionally, Like his frisnd Hamlin
Garland, he preserved an open mind toward "psychioc research" and noted
that "of all the men professionally of science who have seriously and
persistently investigated and studied the alleged phenomena of *spirit-
ualism®, the overwhelming majority have drawn the conclusion...that there
is personal survival after death."70 With Tarkington such a conviotion
is essential if one is to attain that level of self-interest which makes
for the highest happiness among mere mortals. He regarded the typical
attitude of man, the "attitude of ocivilization," toward death as little
less than "barbario,®™ "tribal." He deplored the common identification of
death with "the ultimate in horror" or with some "by-product of man's
instinot for self-preservation.™ Indeed, this mystery of survival after
death he considered the major problem confronting man "before oivilization
can begin," and he hailed those who braved derision and danger in their

efforts to "seek truth in the dust-heap.™ "To 1lift the burden of the wum-

known from the human soul--to destroy the great darkness: that is the



work that engages them. Man cannot be sane in the daylight until the
night becomes knowable,"’1

This insistence upon a belief in "humen survival™ completes the tri-
partite philosophy which Tarkington nurtured throughout his years., Some
pages baok we began this break-down of his semi-religious ®"philosophy of
life,” and now the oycle is complete., Like many another before him, Tark=-
ington held happiness the highest good in this life; happiness holds the
fooal spot in his humen plan. In Looking Forward he revealed the inade-
quacy of the "eat, drink, and be merry" so popular in the Twenties when
he denounced it. To the disciples of such a creed he posed the question:

*Suppose you don't die?"’2 Even amid the flimsy pages of The Two Vanrevels,

that fantasy of double identitles, Tarkington wove this recurring query.

In a soene straight from Cyrano de Bergeras, Crailey Gray assumes the role

of young Venrevel and in a moon-washed garden plucks heartstrings with gay
raillery. But Miss Betty turns pensive, a serious note is struck, and Gray
muses,
We are hawnted--you end I--by the wish to know all things, and by
the question that lies umnder every thought we have: <the agonizing
Whither? Isn 't it like that? T+t is really death that makes us
think...You wish to knowe Does God reign, or did it all happen?
Sometimes it seems so deadly probable that the universe just was,
no God to plan it, nothing but things; that we die as sparrows die,

and the brain is all the soul we ho.vg3 a thing that becomes ologged
and stops one day. And is that all?

To susch a query Tarkington returned a hearty'No.’ over and again throughout
his writings, Confirmation of a life after death, he felt, would add
significance to the present, add meaning to every personal life, and give
absolute pro#f of the existence of Gods The implications are apparent.

His belief in a continuum of culture, his acoeptance of change as requisite
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to progress, his concept of happiness which transocended material things,
personal prestige, right living, social altruism, into a mystic identity
of Self with the All==of the mortal with the immortal--each one of these
stem from a belief in "human survival."

There is danger in laboring this point too long; one must ever guard
against putting his own enthusiasms into the head of his subjeot. Too many
literary critios remind one of Josh Billings's remark about the reputed
blindness of love: "They say that love is blind, but I know a lot a fellers
that kin see a heap more in their gal-friends than I kin." Yet this con-
oept of Tarkington's is worth respectful attention, for the "perennial
sophomore™ is rarely conseded profundity in any erea. Wikn the final
estimate is made later, the relevance of such a theme in the literature for
owr times must receive due notioe.

One scarcely need point out the lonely position of Tarkington at this
time oocasioned by this affirmation of religious values. Professor Floyd
Stovall, in his study of American idealism, points out that "religion de-
pends upon idealism for its sustenance, as socience upon materialism; oon-
sequently, science became dominant with the spread of materialism in the
United States, whereas with the decline of idealism religion lost much of
its moral force and hardened into competitive sectarian organizations.
Eventually literature, which had been the voice of idealism in the first
half of the hSth] century, was likewise divided, with the result that
postry adhered to idealistic modes of thought and feeling, while fiotion
inoressingly adopted materialistio modes,"74 Typiocal of the new attitude

toward religion is Dreiser's An American Tragedy. With careful symbolism

Dreiser gives one full turn to the wheel of satire, with opening neatly
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balanced against the close. For the little family of evangelists, self-
righteous and shoddy, their religion proves futile in every emergenocy,
shallow in meaning, stupld in application. Just as in Dreiser's own life,
the wmmarried sister of Clyde Griffith runs off with a man and is "lost"
to her family. Even our young hero sensed that "there was something
wrong about that, no doubt, for a girl anyhow," but the Bible-bound par-
ents were momentarily confounded. Especially was it hard for the mother:
to got this straightened out, instantly at least. Although, as Clyde
had oome to know, it ocould be done eventually, of oourse, For in some
blind, dualistic way both she and Asa insisted, as do all religionists,
in disassociating God from harm and error and misery, while granting
Him nevertheless supreme control., They would seek for something else--
some malign, treacherous, deceiving power which, in the face of God's
omniscience and omnipotence, still beguiles and betrays--and find it
eventually in the error and perverseness of the human heart, which
God had made, ;gt which He does not sontrol, because He does not want
to control it.
Thus Dreiser makes mockery of "makeshift" free will, of original sin, and
ell the other devices contrived across the centuries to "justify the ways
of God to men."™ As the novel drags to a reluctant close, it beoomes in-
oreasingly spparent that Clyde is largely the pewm of socio-economioc forces
which determine his fate despite his pious youth and prayerful parents.
The distaff side of authordom likewise refleots this spirit of re-
bellion against the strictures of conventional rougious ties. In Ellen

Glasgow's Barren Ground, young Dorinda Oakley, though the product of

Virginia soil "where doubt seldom resisted successfully the onslaught of

orthodox dogma,™ hes her moments of sharp doubt. "To this girl, with her
intelligence and independence, many of her mother's conviotions had become
merely habits of speech; yet, after all, was not habit rather than belief |

the ruling principle of oonduot?®78 Barly in her life she sensed "religion



had not been enough®; and after her fiance returned a week before their
marriege with a substitute spouse, she ooldly informs her patriarchal father,
"I'm never ocoming to prayers again."?! Her mother, aghast, implored
Dorinda to re-embrace religion that she may be able to "gtand things™ like
her late tragedy. A new woman stared back at the mother and stated, "I
don't feel that way about religion®; then added quietly, "I want to be
happy."78 By dint of hard labor and rugged grit Dorinda gradually achieves
a working semblance of resolute independence, yet to hersqlf she expressed
the essence of determinism: "1Life makes us and breaks us, We don't make
life. The best we oan do is bear it."79 Theodore Dreiser never said it
half so well,.

In Stephen Crane's early tale, Magzie: A Girl of the Street, appears

Jimmie, the brother of the dubious hereine and a shrewd tenement philosopher
who "studied human nature in the gutter, and found it no worse than he
thought he had reason to believe 1t."80 1o him, religion is a humorous
conbination of carping ranters in dingy halls and grimy soup~tiokets,
Jimmie did have "religious™ thoughts, it would seem: Heaven was a place to
ask for "a million dollars and a bottle of beer," and various members of
the celestial hierarchy lent frequent color to his spesch. But above all
things he despised "obvious Christians."8l Jimmie is the product of his
enviromment: a wary rat as a child, a cheap wolf as a youth, a ruthless
brute as a man, Such was his father before him; such will be his own
litter, Crane makes plain,

His sister Maggie is even more the victim of "a world she never made."
Toward the climax of this tragedy in miniature Maggzie takes to the streets,

still fanning ,éiny spark of virtue and hope. Surely sameone, somewhere,



must ocare for her, she thought. "She stopped once and asked aloud a
question of herselif: 'Whot' " Several males offer to snswer her in a male
way, but she stumbles on,

Suddenly she came upon a stout gentleman in a silk hat and a chaste
black coat, whose decorous row of buttons reached from his chin to his
knees. The girl had heard of the grace of God and she decided to
approach this man., His beaming, chubby face was a picture of benev-
olence and kind-heartedness. His eyes shone goodwill, But as the girl
timidly aocosted him, he made a convulsive movement and saved his
respectability by a vigorous side step. He did not risk it to save
a soul, For hgz was he to know that there was a soul before him that
needed saving?

Crane gives us only the first part of the Biblical parable., His takes
Maggzie only to the end of a street, and there rolls a river. It is not
the Jordan.

Dreiser rebelled against religion's hypooritiocal confines, Crane re-

jeoted religion's vapid promises, Jaock London attacked its unrealistioc

attitudes toward social man. In The Iron Heel, the soocialistic emthusiast,

Ernest Everhard, treats kindly old Bishop Morehouse to a quick lesson in
oontemporary churoh history. Skillfully he ties the church to voracious
oapitalism, then illustrates the fpig-ethiocs™ of capitalism with a kal-
eidosoope of wicious exemplaes In telling blows Everhard traces the en-
oroachments upon humanity sinoe the swell of the Industrial Revolution,
with its insidious division of labor, its exploitation of women and
ochildren--and the consequent growth of poverty and distress. Meanwhils,
he asserts, the Church has drifted farther from the people, lost its wonted
hharity and its sense of soocial responsibility, till now "the Ghurch is
dumb--evon to a Christ who said, 'Feed my lambs'."83 Everhard, en early
Nietszschean prototype popular with London, is a persuasive speaker...he

oonverts the Blshop,.



This schism between Churoh and People could be illustrated by count-
less excerpts from both literature and social history. A recent volume by

Henry Seidel Canby entitled American Memoir expresses this deadly calm in

religious fervor amid the frenetic tumult of scientifioc discovery and in-
dustrial advance at the turn of the century. According to Canby, “"The
most blatant,..,.mechanist is more truly conocerned with religion than was
that statio age where everything stood still or moved slowly except the
rapid oonquest of nature which we oall progress. It was progress then,
and perhaps there never was a time when the human race, or at least the
Smericans, seemed to have 8o little need of more than a conventional re-
ligion."%4 as Neil Bradley, the traglo lead in Sherwood Anderson's novel
of frustration, Beyond Desire, wrote to a school friend, "Religion...was
now an old gown, grown thin and all the colors washed out of it. People
still wore the old gown but it did not warm them any more,"86

Anong not a few the passivism of both the agnostic and the complacent
oonventionalist was rejeoted for a vigorous atheism. In his novel, In
The Heart of a Fool, William Allen White introduces Tom Van Dorn, a young
lawyer with his own philosophy: "The world is mins...In this life I shall
take what I find I can get...I'm not going to be meek nor humble nor patient,

»86

nor forgiving and forbearing. Since he speaks for so many of his ilk,

lat us hear him out:

"ratoh mes" he oried. "I want the advantage of my strength in this
world end I'm not going to go puling around, golden-ruling and bending
my back to give the weak and worthless a ride, Let 'em walk., Let 'em
fall. Let 'em rot for all I care. I'm not afraid of their God. There
is no God [Psalms, 14:1] . There is nature. §p to the place where man
put on trousers it's a battle of thew and teeth. 4nd nature never
intended pants to mark the line where she changées the order of things.
And the servile, weaking, groveling, charitable, cowardly philosophy of
Christ--It doesn't fool me...I'm a pagan and I want the advantage of all

the force, all the power, that nature gave me, to live life to the fu11.87
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A hundred-odd pages later a still unchastened Tom declares to a
would-be friend.
Dooctor Jim, I'm afraid you can'’t jar me much with the fear of God.
You have a God that sneaks in the back door of matter as a kind of
divine immanence that makes for progress (the "modern" interpretation)
and [my fellow lawyer] Joe Calvin {.] in there has a God with whiskers
who sits on a throne and runs a sort of police court [the "traditional®
ooncept); but one's as impossible as the other, I have no God at all...
There's nothing in your God theory. It doesn't work. My job {on
earth] is to get the best out of myself possible...The fittest survive...
and I propose to kesp fit--to keep fit--and survive!88
These are long quotations, but they are loadeds They strike at every
vulnerable spot in the ganglion of religion at this pivotal period in
American history. G. Lowes Dickinson once called religion in Amerioca "a
parasite without roots.™ As a positive power in our culture, he asserted,
religion in our nation has been literally "killed by kindness®--we have
never had a orisis which put the real "fear of God™ in our hearts. In-
stead we heve settled for a psychologigzed-philosophized-physiologized
hybrid which Dickinson labels "healthy-mindedness.®™ Small wonder that
Tarkington called for a rebirth of the "faith of our fathers.™ In 1926
he wrote, "Multitudes of people ask for confirmation of the old religious
beliefs because they oan no longer acoept the faiths unless they find the
confirmatione Soience has slowly increased agnostiocism, until now there
1s great bewilderment. The churches feel it, and seek to offer us the
confirmation by altering the letters of the faith. That satisfies the ob-
jeotions of some people to the old letter of the faith, no doubt; yet the
oonfirmation remains as lacking as before...{pnd many] have come to the
oconclusion that no confirmation is posaible."89 There is no hint of re-

trogression in this appeal for a revived oconfirmation of "the old religious

beliefs.” A4s a practical idealist, Tarkington advocated the retention of
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of all that was good in any traditionjy but he balanced this attitude with
an open mind tovard any change, disastrous though it might eappear at the
moment, provided that change promised eventual betterment. Vith Paul
Burkholder he would have agreed, "Science never has and never will under-
mine the ethical oconcepts and truths of great religions, but it does re-
pudiate antiquated dogmas of orthodox artifioiality.”go In the broadest
sense, a oonvenient term we might attach to our subject at this point is
"fundementalist." Although unfettered by denominational commitments,
Thrkington was dévoutly religious, He proclaimed, by precept and example,
that "The world does move," yet he anchored himself securely to the roock of
Tradition, With a Britishressayist of a quarter-century ago he would have
oconourred: "My ovn belief--and there is some evidence for it=-is that
literature begins to go to the dogs as soon as earth besomes restive and
deolares its independence from heaven. In the great ages of literature,
earth was, if not a suburb of heaven, a subject kingdonu"gl Te shall
meet more of this conviction later when we examine more ﬁinutely the
literary theories of Tarkington end their appliocation to letters in our
time.

The liberalism which we have just observed in the area of religion
manifested itself also in an ever=-widening range of other areas. It was,
hovever, something of a delsyed reaotion. The "oult of respeotability"
with which one associates the Viotorian Age dominated the social scene
until lat; in the nineteenth century, even extending in certain regions vell

into the twentieth., The "Gay Nineties,"™ pink Police Gazette and all, would

seem tame indeed to the blase youth of todaye Thomas Beer comments upon

this period, "The decade became & little more liberal in conversation and



in print...[However] this liveralism did not extend to realism,..Poor
drabs faithfully presented were not what Americans oraved. "92 fThe gruth
of this last is especially apparent when one rememvers that in 1893 a
boyish Stephen Crane had to borrow money to have Maggie: A Girl of the
Street printed because he could find no publisher, that in 1890 only a
sympathetic Frank Norris (himself roundly demned a year earlier for the
coarseness of McTeague) would accept the first novel of Theodore Dreiser

(Sister Carrie), and that the best-sellers of the decade were by such

sturdy romantics as Kipling, Conan Doyle, Stevenson, and Anthony Hope.

The "realism™ whioh did assail the bulwarks of literary tradition was still
largely of the Howells variety which paid due homage to the feminine ma-
jority emong novel readers and regarded letters as the saored repository
of manners and morals. The olamor of the insurgents was still muffled by
the heavy robes of decorume In faot, as Carl Van Doren remarked not long
ago, "The lagging triumph of naturalism in (the literature of) the United
States belongs as much to the history of public taste as to the history

of the srt of fiotion,"?® The developmental period of Booth Tarkington,
still ruled by the giants of the declining era, was predominantly one of
artistio refinement and modest restraint. All of his literary peers were
respeoted "gentlemen," and very few among them would even have acknowledged
the "upstarts” who were rising sgainst them. Still fewer knew then that
their Brahmin world was doomed to become the legacy of the Bohemians. For
"the twentieth ocentury was being dovetailed into the nineteenth, and striding
across the join was the new figure who was to own the new century--the
Common Man., The social historian of owr time will be much conoerned with
the sooial origins and backgrounds of its contributors, the intruders into

the settled order of middle-olass authorship."4 One of the gravest blunders



comnitted by Tarkington consists of his choice of birthplace, parents, and
upbringing. As Carl Bennett expatiated in an ironic mood,

Perhaps he ought not to have been born into such a comfortable,
oomplaocent atmosphere as that which once overhung the state of
Indiana...0r, being born, he should not have been nursed through the
best education middle-oclass prosperity could give him. Going to
school he should never have succumbed to the immense personal pop-
ularity end under-graduate esteem--that shriveling bane upon per-
sonalities who otherwise might escape normality and enter the ranks
of the seared souls, If only he had remained the kind of Socialist
he thought he was in his youth, if during his apprenticeship he had
only had the independence to desert e happy, safe home and starve those
eseyears in a musty garret somewhere. The trouble with Booth Tark-
ington was thate...he was neither warped by his environment nor bruised
by ciroumstance, 99

Under suoh handiocaps wntil well into young manhood, it is little short of
the marvelous that he did as well as he did. Later, of course, life
dealt better with him--he teectered on the brink of alooholism, he suffered
an ignominious divorce, he lost his only child, his eyesight failed him,
and other events of a similar nature prepared him to treat "real life."

And, eccording to his own tenets, he did.



IT

THE LITZRARY SCENE

One might regard with a variety of attitudes this terminal decade of
the century during which young Tarkington was trying his literary wings.
The kindly historian may take the viewpoint of Pattee (vide ante, p.27)
and accept it as a fallow spot in preparation for the spread of naturalism,
the Poetic Renaissance, the cult of the New Humanists, the spawning of the
"lost generation,™ or any other of the multifarious literary phenomena of
the twentieth ocentury, Such an attitude, of course, suggests a seminal
qunlity to the period not oonceded by alle The late F, O, Matthiessen,
for example, stated flatly, "The emptiness of the literature of the late
nineties cannot be exaggerated...It is perfeotly quiet and harmless, for
it's thoroughly dead.”™ This is an extremist view; unfortunately it oon-
tains much truth. Certainly there was no paucity of novels, plays, essays,
poems across these years, but the overall level of merit did not make for
lasting literary significance. Even from the brief analysis to follow,
it will be evident that "...in quality [American literature] was at a low
ebb, "2

A plausible explanation for this decadence in our native letters might
be to postulate the period as a "time of transition.™ During recent gen-
erations this expedient, familiar to all students, has been exploited to
span any "ewkward age™ in a historical analysis. It is a resilient tech-
nique which can be stretched to a dangerous thinness; in this instance,
nevertheless, it has irrefutable application. In a very real sense this
decade begins the decline of the gentesl tradition which had prevailed

scross the nineteenth century. To a certain extent it is true that, "dom-
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inated by the mid-century Brahmins, the older order of literature unin-
vigorated by the new, still was in control,"3 but it was a token obedience
to the giants of the tradition. Lowell, Holmes, Whittier, Melville, Whit-
man, nnd.othors lived into the early nineties, but their oreativity was

long spent, The expatriated Henry James was a source of more irritation
than emulation; his protége‘,;.g. Edith Wharton, remains somewhat preoious
in her appeal among Americans. "That amiable old maid Howells," as H. L.
Mencken called him, was left almost alone among our native great to usher
in the new centurys his old orony, Mark Twain, was glready lost eamid aorid

" olouds of pessimism, and such morning stars as Thomas Tentworth Higginson
and Thomes Bailey Aldrich faded prematursly into the twilight of medioority.
The roll call of the American Academy of Arts and Letters (founded in 1904
as a more "select" adjunot to the older National Institute of Arts and
Letters) provides a pathetic pioture of the "literary soene."™ Although

the Academy was hardly a “representative™ group, in the demooratic sense

of the word, it did reflect but too well the sohism which had broadened
between the "devitalized Brahminism" of the passing generation and the "oult
of the Common Man" which was gathering its foroes.

The verdiot of posterity upon this gradual cleavage is familiar to all
students of literature. The "restrained realism™ of a Howells, transplanted
into a oongenial nature, still suffices to condemn Tarkington in most orit-
ioal ciroles; the "honest naturalism” of a Crane, et al., retains the firmer
grip upon the upper slopes. Yet the aotual produotivity of this early left-
ist movement was relatively slight. As Harland Hatcher expresges it, "The
last decade of the nineteenth century, important though it was, produced

more oritiocism and heated debate over the merits of realism than memorable



fiotion in the realistic mode, Not many of the novels survived the ex-

tension of honesty and the greater surety of craftsmanship that were de-
veloped in the new oentury."" This is but to say again that the turn of
the century wes a developmental period.

Were this a thorough sampling of the literary menu at this time in
our literary history, the pattern of procedure from this point would be
simple., One would turn to the oritical writings of the principals of the
period, quote extensively from such resources as Howells's "Realism and the
Mmerican Novel™ and Henry James's "The Art of Fiotion"; supplement these
with scattered remarks by such lesser lights as Lewis B, Gates, George Z.
Woodberry, even Edith Tharton; fill in with a few oomments by miscellaneous
historians like Malocolm Cowie, Car). Van Dorgn, Maxwell Geismar, and others
appended in the bibliography; then, finelly, attempt a synthesis of all these
judgments from and upon the "old-1ine"™ school of realism. For present
purposes, however, we need only acknowledge "...there is no question as to
the influence of Howells upon the men of his generation. In the earlier
part of our period [viz., the twentieth century}, Howells's example both
in oritioism and in oreative work assisted considerably in making realism
the dominant mode."® His major service was completed by the end of the
eighties, although his influence ran well into the next century.

The relationship between Howslls and Tarkington was largely that of
mentor and pupil, due to their difference in age, but a ocordial personal
regard was shared by the novelists. It was Tarkington's high privilege,

upon the death of the "Dean" in 1920, to frame the tribute published by his

old journal, Harper's Magazine. In his essay the younger man stressed the

artistry of Howells's style, his clarity of expression, the beauty of his
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language; these are qualities that Tarkington appreciated as a fellow orafte-
man. In particular Tarkington could say of Howells, in full agreement with
his omn oreative ideals, "His first demand, his whole great point for his
omn art, was that fiotion should be lifelike; that the pictures it made
should be truthful., Here was this bookman's reel passion, after all--life,
not books."® o Tarkington, Howells was ever the arbiter in matters lit-
erary; he held a position of esteem unapproached by any of the new generation
soon to sweep the field. Only & few years before Howells's death, Tarkington
declared, "When Mr. Howells and the nation agree upon a matter of literature,
the rest of us mey as well consider that question officially settled."?
He admired Howells's "sweet reasonableness™ toward the acoeptance of gradual
change for the sake of a greater good to oome, for neither of these men
was ioonoolastic. Under wholly different oiroumstances from the Harper's
artiocle a mellow Tarkington once wrote, "Revolutions aren't good for art.
Gentle artists die, or vanish; and the other kind tend to become propa-
gandists."® The history of contemporary letters is mute testimony to the
truth of this observation.

In both his oritical standards and literary products it is apparent
that Tarkington preserved throughout his career a firm regard for Howells
as the forthright “overturner of the false gods™ of a decadent romanticism
and the founder of an abiding realism. This very respect for the tenets
of a departing generation has been sufficient in many quarters to rslegate
Tarkington to a quiet corner. As Irwin Edmen pointed out somewhat wryly
not long ago, "The business of a younger generation has long been conceived
to be that of rebellion. The middle aged, by tradition, insist on the

seoredness of the aocredited table of the law; the younger men are char-
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aoteristically piotured in the operation of breaking them."® (Soon there-
after he added, "But for us of this generation there is indeed very little
left to do™.ee) By nature and association, however, Tarkington was a tradit-
ionalist. The Howells concept of realism provided ample leeway for the
inclusion of romantio elementa; it urged emphasis upon "the sunshine aspects
of life,"™ and it exoluded the extremes of naturalism which Tarkington con-
sidered non-literary. In brief, it was so eminently congenial that he
remained adament in hj.a abjuration of new literary developments.

Strangely enough, Howells himself was more aware of the shifting scene
than young Tarkington. As we remarked earlier, his influence rsached its
gonith at the turn of the eighties, and by the end of the century he was well
aware that "the old order changeth, yielding place to new.®™ There is some-
thing of weariness in a letter which Howells wrote to Mark Twain in 1898,

the same year a dogged Tarkington completed The Gentleman from Indiana.

"0f oourse, I em tugging away at the old root,"™ it reads in part, "I
have just finished one novel, and am starting snother. I suppose neither
will oconvulse the worlde I feel myself a very tiresome old story. n10 i
lament from Howells besoomes more and more bitter as the century progresses,
a8 new names assault his eminence, and as new titles compete with his on
the merket. In general, one may say with G, Harrison Orians that "...the
polite, urbane life of the nineteenth century, which had been a world of
leisure, was supplanted in the eyes of fiotionists by a world of energy."n
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