
Dreiser: The Press of Life 
R.  W’. 

F. 0. MATTHIESSEN, during  his  last 
year,  was  writing  his  book on Dreiser, 
and  the  critical  reactlon  to  that  excellent 
book was  colored  by a dozen dlstorting 
passions and feelings. Only  Saul Bellow 
and  John  Berryman, of the  critics I 
read,  did  it  anythmg like justice. But  
Matthiessen  had  not  written  either  an 
introduction  nor a satisfactory conclu- 
sion to  his  book  and  had  not  really 
developed  the  implications  in his dual 
allegiance to T. S. Eliot  and  Dreiser, 
the  man of consummate  intellectual re- 
flnement  and  the  man of great  intel- 
lectual  powers but  no  sophistication 
whatsoever.  Writing on Dreiser a t  all, 
for a man  in  Matthiessen’s pogition, 
must  have  been  an  enormous  effort 
of will. I think  he  foreshadowed  more 
than  he foresaw, namely, that  Dreiser 
and  Eliot  are  the  two poles between 
which  American  sensibility will have to 
oscillate  in  the  immediate  future;  Drei- 
ser  with  his  lyric compassion, his im- 
mense  sweep of sympathy  and  sense of 
detail,  his  splendid inconsistencies, his 
passionate  dramatization of the  Horatio 
Alger ideal of Success in  ,all  its possi- 
bilities and  limitations;  Eliot  with com- 
plementary  qualities I don’t need to 
enumerate  here. 

\ My main  excuse for this  article, how- 
ever,  is the  hope of seeing  a reprint of 
one of Dreiser’s best  and  least-known 
works, Twelve Men, published in 1919 
just  after  the  fuss  over  the  suppression 
of The  Genius and  the  writing of his 
unsuccessful  play, Tlie H a d  of .the 
Potter, and  before Hey-RzLb-A-Dub- 
Dub, a set of philosophical  essays  not 
calculated  to  flatter  the  reigning critics. 
An A?nerican Tragedy was  five  years 
in  the  future  and Dreiser’s reputation 
had  entered  deep  waters. Twelve M e n  
is not  only a very good  book, it  is 
essential to  any  understanding of his 
range;  rapid  and  sure  in  its  narrative 
line, written in a style  as  transparent, 
though  not  as  controlled  or alluslve, as 
Joyce’s in Dublilters. It also reveals a 
fine  sense of humor, released, as i t  were, 
from  the  heavier  burdens of his  tragic 
view of life. Matthiessen  rightly  says 
that  it   “constitute [SI some of his  most es- 
sential  biography”  and also “possess [es]” 
his  finest  and  most  massive  objectivity, 
as  he  presents  the  men  for  themselves, 
not just in  relation to’ himself.” Read- 
able, revealing  and  moving,  it  ought to 
establish Dreiser’s title as, if I may 
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be  forgiven  the  analogy,  the  Michelan- 
gelo of American  journalism. 

But  more of this  book  later. If an 
Eliot-Dreiser  parallel is a llttle  far- 
fetched for a short  essay, a compnrison 
of  the  reputations of Dreiser  and D. H. 
Lawrence  may  yield  better  results. 
Neither has lacked  enthusiastic  support 
in  the  past,  but it has  never  seemed 
on top of its  subject,  always  fragmen- 
tary,  not  to  say  contradictory  and  mere- 
ly  baffllng. People  tend  at  first  to  read 
great  novelists  the  way  they  read news- 
papers  and  magazines,  in  fits  and  starts. 
for “scenes” and  “characters.”  Or  they 
grudgingly  admit Dreiser’s  “bulk,” as 
i f ,   i t  were , a n  ,awful  lot of the  same 
th’ing  and  impressive  only by repetition. 
But  with  Matthiessen’s ,book and 
Leavis’ D. H .  LL7~1rence,  Novelist. we 
finally  begin t o  see what  they  have 
in  common  and  why it has  taken SO 

long t o  discover  it.  When  Matthiessen 
notes Dreiser’s “groping  after  ,words 
corresponding t o  a groping of the 
thought,  but  with  both,  thought  and 
words  borne  along on the  diapason of a 
deep emotion,” a “deep  grounding, a t  
its  best,  in  the  rhythm of his emotions,” 
we begin t o  see  where  we  are,  though 
Matthiessen doesn’t perhaps  sufficiently 
account  for Dreiser’s detachnient.  And 
that  “groping” makes  me  uneasy;  it 
suggests  that  Dreiser dldn’t know a 
clichk when  he  saw one, and I’m sure 
he did, but  didn’t  need to  care. 

LEAVIS’ book is  as  violent as Matthies- 
sen’s is  tentative-a real  broth of a 
book that  tries  to  establish  Lawrence 
as “incompqrably  the  greatest  creative 
writer  in  English of his time,” let  the 
chips fall where  they  may. He   has  seen 
the dlfficulties of supporting  men  like 
Lawrence ana Dreiser  better  than  Mat- 
thiessen,  but  instead of being  inaudible 
he blows our heads off. The Spectator, 
nevertheless,  has  hailed  it  as  one of the  
two books of English  academic  criticism 
in  the  last  twenty  years  “that  could  be 
called great.”  How, t o  be  sure,  is  one 
to  use the  vocabulary of genteel  literary 
criticism on these  intransigent  novelists 
without  patronizing  them?  Dreiser  and 
Lawrence  were  essentially  ellpeptic, 
high-spirited  men,  sustained  by a humor 
and self-confidence tha t  defies patronage. 

Dreiser’s general  ideas a t  his best  are 
perfectly  adequate  to  their uses, clumsy, 
repetitive  and  even teklious as they  may 
sometimes  be b y  absolute  Greek  stan- 
dards; but  he  never closed the  gap 
between,  world and idea to  anywhere 

near  the  extent  that  Lawrence did, nor 
did  he  have  anything  hke  Lawrence’s 
soclal range. On the  other  hand,  like 
Jane  Austen,  he  worked  within a world 
that  took itself immensely for granted, 
that  was nut besieged, 11ke Lawrence’s, 
by fifty  differing  versions of the good 
llfe  pressing on I t  from  abroad,  all of 
which  had  to  be  openly or tacitly de- 
fied.  Drelser  had  two  important  assets 
too  rarely  acknowledged:  he  knew  es- 
actly  what  he  stood for-“ . . . middle- 
class  romance, mlddle-class humor,  mid- 
dle-class tenderness  and middle-class 
gFossness . . .”--as he  admiringly de- 
scribes  his  favorite  brother  Paul;  and 
he  was  sufficlently  sustained  by  these 
things  to  treat  the  “upper” classes in  
the  same  romantic, curious, open  splrit 
as he  treated  his own. Of the  patrician 
worlds of the  Adamses  and  Edith  Whar- 
ton  he  knew  ‘and saw , absolutely 
nothing.  Neither  nostalgii  nor  bltterness 
troubled  him on their  account.  Dreiser’s 
upper classes ,were t$e new provlnclal 
rich, some of whom  he  knew  qute  well 
and saw, despite  the  enveloping  romance, 
with a perfectly cool eye. This  world 
may seem a far  cry  indeed  from Law- 
rence’s Brangwens  and  Criches;  but 
the  point  to  be  made  is  that  both novel- 
ists  were blessed with a great  capacity 
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for lyric response and amused, affection- 
ate,  critical  intelligence  towards  the 
worlds  they knew. Both  had  an  extraor- 
dmary  genus  for isolating the  emotional 
essence of ,them people, and  also  for 
makmg  the  grand  gestures of deflance 
and  rejection  without  whlch  great fic- 
tion IS lmposslble. 

Ford  Madox  Ford  thought Jennie 
Gsr hardt a fallure,  and  Mencken 
thought  that,  compared  with Sister 
Currte (“no  more  than a fmt  sketch,” 
“chiefly  representation”)  the  book  was 
“suave,  persuasive, well-ordered,  solld 
in  structure,  instlnct  wlth life.” H e  also 
fmds  Cowperwood of The  Titan “a  blend 
of revolutlonist  and  voluptuary, a high- 
ly civilized Lorenzo  the  Magnificent” 
and  Cowperwood of The Financier “little 
more  than  an  extra-pertinacious money- 
grubber,” the  book itself a relative 
failure. T h a t  I would  agree  with  Ford 
and  stand Mencken’s Judgments  on 
their  head shows, I thmk,  how  Dreiser’a 
true  form  has  reveaIed itself with tlme, 
and  has  nothmg  to  do  with  our  relative 
sympathy for the  characters or any con- 
ventlonal  suavity of construction,  but 
a great  deal t o  do with the intensity of 
the  process  and  the  “representation” re- 
sulting  from  it. Jetmie GeThardt does 
not  compare  with Szster Carrie either 
in  the  range of its  emotional  curve or 
the  wonderful  vivldness of its scenes. 
It is merely a more  plauslble  novel 
in  the  manner of Hardy.  Similarly, in 
The Financzer, emotional  pressure cor- 
responds  to  the  greater  intellectual ef- 
fort  Dreiser  made in that  book  than  in 
The Titan. In  greatly  preferring The 
Rambow and WoInem ZIL Love to   the  

more ’ conventional Sons and Lovers, 
Leavis  shows  how, in the  kind of “or- 
ganic”  plotting for which  Dreiser  and 
Lawrence  deserve  to ber famous,  intui- 
tion  and  intelligence  work  together t o  
supersede the  type of novel  in  which 
actlon flows more  directly  from  charac- 
ter,  and  character  is  more  opaque  and 
compact. Lawrence’s best  plots, accord- 
ing to  Leavis, are a h n d  of,polyphonic 
confrontatlon of certam  “qualities of 
life,” fully  evident  only  to  people  who 
grasp Lawrence’s whole  view of hfe. 
Dreiser  uses  such  conventional devlces 
as the trial,  often  quite  ineptly;  for 
terminal  suspense; but  the  common re- 
fusal  to  grant  hlm  tragic  status  comes 
from a failure  to see the emotional unity 
of his plots. 

CONTRAST Sister Car& with  Faulk- 
ner’s Lzght in Azqgzust. The  Fadkner  looks 
like a tragedy  the  way  almost  any 
Rouault or  E l  Greco looks “rellgious” 
for  various  technical  and  sentimental 
reasons. Joe Chnstrnas,  the  central 
flgure, is a Dreiserian  hero in his  large 
capaclty , for suffering, but  very  un- 
Dreiserian in hls  role. The  ernotlons of 
Carrie  and  Hurstwood  propel  and  shape 
their book, leaving  ,everyone  and  every- 
thing else bobblng  forgotten  behind. 
Christmas’  “theatre,”  however, is smgle 
and  always  in view; the novel’s action 
and  characters  converge;  situation de- 
termines  form. Ligltt i n  Augwt is,  “tra- 
gedy”  only  by a nearly  complete in- 
version of the classical ideal of heroic 
character; still, i t  looks more  like  it 
than Sister’ Currie. Actually,  the  point 
is fairly  academic, If you are  gomg t o  
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talk of tragedy in modern  fiction, YOU 
have to substitute  some  generalued Im- 
age of character,  some  cluster of values 
put  to the  test,  for  the Classical and 
Renaissance ideals of individual heroism. 
Szster Carrae certainly has the "tragic" 
feel, the  “tragic” resonance, yet  Carrie ’ 

Meeber herself has  many  scruples  but 
almost  no  character. 

The  same is true of Hurstwood.  One 
critlc calls Dreiser  “The Man of  Ice,” 
on the  theory  that  he  lacked  the  moral 
deli2acy to  know  that  Carrie was really 
a  cold fish. Thls  is  absurd.  Until  they 
pool their fated, Carrie  and  Hurstwood 
are  borne along on the  emotions  that 
create  and  sqstam  the  worlds  they  move 
in. Hence  the  wonderful  congruence of 
action  and  atmosphere  in Dreiser’s 
writings. 

Lawrence’s plots  are  more complexly 
woven, more  “coqtrapuntal,”  than  Drei- 
ser’s, but  their  departure  from  conven- ’ ’ 

tion is the  same,  and  results  in  the 
same  apparent Implausibilities, the  same ” 

ell~pses,  the  same  scanting of “character” 
for  the  sake of emotional power. When 
Lawxence abandoned  the  Hardy-like 
scheme of Sow and Lovers ‘and  Dreiser 
eschewed the  gentillties of the reigning 
school of Howells, they  both  tapped a 
resource  they  were  uniquely  equipped 
to  handle-emo’t~onal form-impreclse 
as the  phrase  may  seem If you  are  not 
sympathetlc.  The Bilduugsroman is 
thereby  recreated,  but  only  within  the 
emot~onal rFsources of the novel’s char- 
acters,  not,  like Wllllelm fifeistel;  Mzddle- . 
mu+, Nostromo or Ulysses an attempt- 
ed  plcture of a whole  society,  or if so, 
only  by  grace of the reader’s indulgence. 
Whether  or not a novellst  can agaln do 
h e r d  justice  to a “whole  society  is ex- 
tremely  doubtful.  And  that  this  form 
is as liable to  corruption as any other, 
about half of Drelser’s and Lawrence’s 
work can testify.  But Dreiser’s  success 
made  him ‘the great  American  ,novelist 
of his  time  and  place  (no  competition 
with  James  implied),  the  one  in  whom 
we feel  the  most  sustaining  and ex- 
hilarating  press of life. 

TWELVE M E N ,  to  return,  shows  that 
Drclser had a very admirable  sense of c o p  
ventlonal  character. It is a set of miscellane- 
ous blographies  whose  central  thread  is 
Dreiser‘s lnterest in  the  pathos of hero- 
ism.  These  men  are all much  larger  and , 
more  vls~blc  than  Carrie  or  Jennie  or 
Clyde,  and  more , wmning  than  Hurst- 
wood’ or Cowperwood. They are, to  be 
brief, the people he  knew who were 
more  suitable  for  sketches  than  for 
novels. We  have no comparable  set of 
caructkres in the  ambitious  Plutarchian 
style  in  American  literature,  except  for 
some of the incidental  portraiture in 
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Henry A d a m  and  Henry James, San- 
tayana’s Character and Opinron in. the 
United States, and Howells’ M y  Mark 
Twain. A reviewer in  this magazine 
wrote of the book, after  the  customary 
reservations about  style: “And yet, 
somehow, his substance does reach and 
impress and profoundly  move US.” It 
does indeed. Dreiser is  far more than 
the amused bystander.  He is a man 
from  “Missouri“ who has to  be shown. 
HIS first  reaction to his people is often 
one of hostility.  When “De Maupassant, 
Junior” b‘urst into  his N.Y. editorial 
office “like a fighting sledge-dog,” Drei- 
ser minced no words: “‘Dear dear!’ I 
said, laughing at the slap. ‘What a 
bravo we  are1 Really, you’re interest- 
ing . . .’” And so one of Dreiser’s in- 
imitable middle-class tragedies begins. 
By  the time he has finished with his 
assorted crew of newspaper geniuses, 
physical culture experts, contractor’s 
foremen, doctors, songwriters and religi- 
ous fanatics, he  has  penetrated all 
their defensive childishnesses, absurdi- 

ties and professional nobilities and drawn 
a portrait at  once delicate and monu- 
mental. HIS ‘Yragic” emotion is any- 
thing but factitious. When  he  ventures 
an elegiac paragraph at the end, we 
feel i t  1s well earned: 

My feeling a t  the  time was as if I 
had been looking a t  a beautiful’lamp, 
lighted,’  warm  and  irradiating a 
charming scene, and  then suddenly 
that  it  had been pnffed out before 
my eyes, as if a hundred bubbles of 
iridescent  hues had been shattered 
by a breath. We  toil so much, we 
dream so richly, we hasten so fast, 

’ and lo! the green door is opened. We 
are  through  it,  and  its grassy  surface 
has sealed us forever from all which 
apparently we $0 much crave-even 
as, breathlessly, we are  stdl running. 

This ‘is the  right way to end the book, 
memorable as it i s  for the moving con- 
junction of the  hard, running, restless 
ambition of his subjects  with  the genius 
of a true poet of life. 

Gertrude Stein 
GERTRUDE STEIN: Her Life and 

Work.  By  Elizabeth Sprigge. Harper 
and Brothers. 277 pp. $ 5 .  

Donald Sutherlnnd 
SOMEWHAT unwarily Gertrude Stein 
remarked in 1946 that she had always 
wanted to  be historical. Elizabeth 
Sprigge, proceeding as unwarily to  ,treat 
Gertrude ,Stein’s life and writing as 
historical fact,  has  touched off a loud, 
reverberating series of imprecations, 
-especially in England, upon Gertrude 
Stein as an hist6ricaI fact  and figure. 

Some of this indignation has side- 
swiped the biography itself, which is 
not so unskilled as it is cracked up  to 
be. It ,is, as intended,  a quite objective 
account, therefore  limited,  though I 
look on anyone who can be objective 
about  this  subject  as almost super- 
natural.  Miss Sprigge has  gathered to- 
gether,  with admittedly a little misin- 
formation,  a great deal of information 

-worth having,  much of i t  delightful, 
much of it new to  me  at least,  though 
most of i t  is already known to  veteran 
readers of Stein. I think almost all of 
it  ‘is made  interesting  to those who are 
not .familiar with the  subject,  and some 
of it which looks like waste fact  may 
turn  out  to be historically valuable. 
Miss Sprigge takes  on  the angelic func- 
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tion of recording, without analyzing 01 

judging, even in  the case of her own 
impressions, and  this is quite respectable 
historiography.  One might  want a mort 
continuous  imagination of the  inwari 
scale and force of the  life lived, and less 
circumstantial chatter,  but  why requirt 
of ,Miss Sprigge what  one does not re. 
quire bf Suetonius? 

But  the tone of the reviewers, #begin, 
ning a t  the  top with  Cyrit Conno113 
in the London Sunday  Times, has tran, 
scended the long tradition of the snidc 
or pettish  approach to  Gertrude Steir 
and reached vituperation. I think thc 
occasion foF this sudden rise is tha 
Miss Sprigge, has, in historicizing Ger 
trude Stein, in placing the life in  it 
period and  not  in  ‘the )larger and tnorl 
permanent world of literary forms wheri 
it  was  far more intensely  ‘lived, put ‘he 
within  reach of the  sort ‘of mind *hid 
is more than equal to  mere fact anc 
the “dai@ life”  b‘ut shy of art ant 
ideas which are’  ,not accessories to  th 
daily life. Any  reasonably cultivated 01 

informed person now feels \within hi! 
competence in judging  Gertrude Stein 
Well, she asked for it,  and she rnighl 
even have enjoyed this. 

I DO not, though the violenc_e, for : 
change. is rather exhilarating. and i 
may  be as well if her work become 
disreputable again. If I were EngIisl 
I imagine I should just now ,=retirl 
even ‘more severely to  the comforts o 
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“The best introduction to 
and summation of his writings 
that anyone has yet written”5 

is in the title essay of 

Never  before  pnbliehed  in b o d  
form. here  are CI dozen unique es- ’ 
says  written by one of America’s 
foremost philosophers.  Spanning 
Santayana’s most creative pe- , 
riod, each of these  works  exhibits 
h i s  brilliant  diversity of mind, his 
penetrating  thought, his incomp 
arable  style. $4.00 
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The predicament of 
our (age comes alive-, i 
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By Erich Kahler 

J 

-Here is a vitally  important book’, 
that  probes  the  broken  world of, 
contemporary  man.  Total  human 
transformation  is  Kahler‘s con- 
cern.  His  agile  mind  penetrates 
the  areas of art,  religion,  litera- 
ture, philosophy,  science and the 

‘ 

growth of the  collective  state:  his , 
documentation  includes  the writ- 
ings of Sartre, Eliot, Hemingway 1 
and others.  Vastly  readable, THE 
VOWER AND THE ABYSS is CI ’ 

truly  astute  study of man and his ’ 
values. $6100 
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