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Series Editor’s Preface

In literary criticism the last twenty-five years have been particu-
larly fruitful. Since the rise of the New Criticism in the 1950s,
which focused attention of critics and readers upon the text itself —
apart from history, biography, and society — there has emerged a
wide variety of critical methods which have brought to literary
works a rich diversity of perspectives: social, historical, political,
psychological, economic, ideological, and philosophical. While at-
tention to the text itself, as taught by the New Critics, remains at
the core of contemporary interpretation, the widely shared as-
sumption that works of art generate many different kinds of in-
terpretation has opened up possibilities for new readings and new
meanings.

Before this critical revolution, many American novels had come
to be taken for granted by earlier generations of readers as having
an established set of recognized interpretations. There was a sense
among many students that the canon was established and that the
larger thematic and interpretative issues had been decided. The
task of the new reader was to examine the ways in which elements
such as structure, style, and imagery contributed to each novel’s
acknowledged purpose. But recent criticism has brought these old
assumptions into question and has thereby generated a wide vari-
ety of original, and often quite surprising, interpretations of the
classics, as well as of rediscovered novels such as Kate Chopin’s
The Awakening, which has only recently entered the canon of
works that scholars and critics study and that teachers assign their
students.

The aim of The American Novel Series is to provide students of
American literature and culture with introductory critical guides to
American novels now widely read and studied. Each volume is



* THE *
ERRETSS U S IR
AMERICAN
SRS SRS SRR S
* NOVEL %

seessememmees. New Essays on Winesburg, Ohio

E m g \Q i VO O

B

| 7N

[ ]

e

B it
4
¢
b
"
<
?
2
4
”l
3
g
§
g
H
h )
?
b4
¢
$
¢
g
¢
L4
$
§
2
4

- L

devoted to a single novel and begins with an introduction by the
volume editor, a distinguished authority on the text. The introduc-
tion presents details of the novel’s composition, publication histo-
ry, and contemporary reception, as well as a survey of the major
critical trends and readings from first publication to the present.
This overview is followed by four or five original essays, specifical-
ly commissioned from senior scholars of established reputation
and from outstanding younger critics. Each essay presents a dis-
tinct point of view, and together they constitute a forum of in-
terpretative methods and of the best contemporary ideas on each
text.

It is our hope that these volumes will convey the vitality of
current critical work in American literature, generate new insights
and excitement for students of the American novel, and inspire
new respect for and new perspectives upon these major literary
texts.

Emory Elliott
University of California, Riverside
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Introduction
JOHN W. CROWLEY

INESBURG, Ohio, it is sometimes said, appeals most directly
to young readers. Its author, however was a literary late
bloomer whose first book appeared only after he had turned forty.
Sherwood Anderson, like the old writer in “The Book of the Gro-
tesque,” nurtured something inside him that was “altogether
young.”! As he wrote to the critic Van Wyck Brooks in 1919,
“when in speaking of Winesburg you use the word ‘adolescence,’
you struck more nearly than you know on the whole note of me. I
am immature, will live and die immature. A quite terrible confes-
sion that would be if I did not represent so much.”2
The conditional phrasing of this “terrible confession” has been
overlooked by those who would use it against Anderson,> for he
was claiming in his “immaturity” to be nothing less than “repre-
sentative” in the Emersonian sense, a Whitmanian seer and sayer
of heartland America in its cultural adolescence. “My head is filled
with fancies that cannot get expressed,” he complained to a confi-
dante at the time he was writing the Winesburg stories. “A thou-
sand beautiful children are unborn to me. Sustained flights of
thoughts break up and pass away into nothingness because I am
full of the spirit of my times.” His sharing “the very blood and
spirit of all this aimlessness,” however, was precisely what made
him representative: “My struggle, my ignorance, my years of futile
work to meaningless ends — all these are American traits. If I fail to
get at anything approaching real beauty so have my times and the
men of my times failed.”4 Anderson read his own writing, insofar
as it did capture real beauty, as a representative triumph over the
failures of his times.
Once, when asked by a Chicago newspaperman to summarize
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his background, he reduced it to a narrative that was formulaic but
potentially archetypal as well:

About the biography matter. It is simple enough. Born at a place
called Camden, Ohio, September 13, 1876 — I nearly wrote 1776 —
spent most of my youth in the village of Clyde, Ohio, near Cleve-
land. Town poor family, village news-boy peddling papers, cheating
people out of change etc. — all that stuff.

Came to Chicago at eighteen — no work — common laborer until
Spanish War broke out. Went into that.

Stumbled into advertising writing and have been there ever since
except for five years when I got the great American idea of getting
rich. Started a factory — got all my friends to put money in — bright
young businessman, etc.

Scheme didn’t work. Went nutty — had nervous breakdown —
slight suspicion have been nutty ever since.

Started writing for the sake of the salvation of my soul and except
for one or two slips — when I fancied I might by some chance hit on
a popular note — have been writing for that end ever since.5

This outline, in a staccato style that points ironically to the trite-
ness of its details (“all that stuff,” etc.), recalls the opening chapter
of W. D. Howells's The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885), in which the
slick reporter Bartley Hubbard, exemplar of a new school of vulgar
journalism, is pumping Lapham for the details of his emergence
from poverty and obscurity to a state of affluence and some degree
of reputation in the world. This self-made man, the putative king
of the paint industry, knows what is expected of him for this
interview, which will lead to Hubbard’s fulsomely flattering profile
for the “Solid Men of Boston” series in a newspaper pitched to
popular curiosity about the newly rich:

“[S]o you want my life, death and Christian sufferings, do you,
young man?”’

“That’s what I'm after,” said Bartley. “Your money or your life.”

“I guess you wouldn’t want my life without the money,” said
Lapham.é

Certainly not, for as the reporter’s satirical promptings show, he
has already cast the life in terms of the traditional success story,
extending from Ben Franklin through Abe Lincoln and Horatio
Alger to the Great Gatsby and beyond, that is the most enduring in
American culture:
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“Worked in the fields summers and went to school winters: reg-

ulation thing?” Bartley cut in.
“Regulation thing,” said Lapham, accepting this irreverent ver-

sion of his history somewhat dryly.
“Parents poor, of course,” suggested the journalist. “Any barefoot
business? Early deprivations of any kind that would encourage the

youthful reader to go and do likewise?”7

Hubbard and Lapham are agreed in their tailoring the biographical
facts to the rags-to-riches formula, which begins, in Hubbard’s
retelling, with the hero’s devoted parents (especially his self-
sacrificing mother), simple people of “sterling morality” who live
for their children’s advancement and instill in them “the simple
virtues of the Old Testament and Poor Richard’s Almanac.”® But
the men differ in their attitudes toward this account. Whereas the
cynical reporter yawns over his notebook, the paint king warms to
the tale of his own success, revealing his reverence for what strikes
Hubbard as ridiculous.

For Sherwood Anderson, whose early life in Ohio bore uncanny
resemblances to Howells’s experience two generations earlier,® the
rise of Silas Lapham foretold his own success just as Bartley Hub-
bard’s mockery anticipated his own disillusionment with that suc-
cess. The autobiographical letter quoted earlier may be understood
as a self-interview in which — as if he were playing the roles both
of Hubbard and of Lapham — Anderson parodies, even as he takes
seriously, the familiar story he has inherited from the nineteenth
century. But he is also transvaluing, and thereby recuperating, the
nineteenth-century idea of success.

In Howells’s novel, Lapham’s rise turns out, ironically, to be what
he gains morally from financial and social failure. Alarmed by the
corrosive effects of industrial capitalism on the human spirit,
Howells faced the possibility that morality and success were in-
compatible, indeed mutually exclusive. Anderson, who shared
Howells’s abhorrence of industrialism, sought to write a narrative
of moral rejuvenation in which success could be rewedded to
morality. In his numerous and variant retellings of the rise of Sher-
wood Anderson, the literary artist supplanted the entrepreneur as
hero; or, in Howells’s terms, the man of letters redeemed the man

of business.!°
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The “simple” facts of Anderson’s biography, then, expressed a
myth that was at once personal and cultural: not the nineteenth-
century myth of success, but a modern reimagining of its terms. In
his own eyes and in those of his admirers, his career became “the
symbol of an epoch.”!! In a sense, Anderson became most truly
himself when he was completely dissolved into symbol, when his
life became indistinguishable from the myth of the artist-hero into
which he wrote himself. As his biographer has remarked, “other
writers draw on their experience, compose, so as to recreate, il-
luminate their lives, but always, apart from the perfection, or im-
perfection, of the work, there is the life. In the case of Sherwood
Anderson one is never sure, one never knows which is which, or
rather one knows that Anderson was never sure himself.”12

Born in the centennial year of the American Revolution, Ander-
son was the child rather of the Industrial Revolution that trans-
formed, during the very years of his youth, the agricultural, small-
town Midwest. The second son in a family of five boys and one girl
(another died in infancy), young Sherwood grew up in Clyde,
Ohio, a town of about 2,500 that was to serve as the model for his
fictional Winesburg. The family was among the poorest in town,
largely because of the improvidence of Irwin Anderson, a some-
time harness-maker and housepainter, a jack-of-no-trade, whose
penchant for idleness and alcohol made him a thin provider. En-
amored of military posturing and spinning tall tales — in Irwin’s
imagination, the Civil War, in which he had fought, was never
ending — he, like Tom Willard in Winesburg, “swaggered and be-
gan to dramatize himself as one of the chief men of the town” (p.
44). In truth, he was a windbag who mortified his son and tor-
mented his wife, the stoical Emma Anderson, for whom Sher-
wood, like George Willard for his mother, felt a largely unarticu-
lated sympathy.

This sympathy, however, was copiously expressed — as if in
compensation for childhood silence — in Anderson’s later writings,
where he sainted Emma by exaggerating her martyrdom to Irwin’s
vagaries. This mother-ideal, firmly established in Anderson’s
youth, governed his later relationships with women, including his
four wives. He would never be entirely at ease with his own sexu-
ality. Like some of Sigmund Freud’s male patients during that same
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period, he tended to dissociate the “affectionate” current from the
“sensual” current of erotic feeling and to divide womankind into
madonnas and whores. “Where such men love they have no de-
sire,” Freud observed, “and where they desire they cannot love.”!3

In boyish rivalry with his father, Sherwood tried to distance and
distinguish himself from Irwin not only by his sensitivity to
Emma’s misery but also by his attempts to relieve it through his
own hustle and enterprise. In his desire to serve as the family
provider, his zeal for odd jobs was indefatigable, his prowess as a
newsboy unsurpassed. The villagers dubbed him “Jobby.” Like
Silas Lapham, Anderson imbibed the Franklinesque saws that
passed for folk wisdom in nineteenth-century America: “Get on.
Make money. Get to the top. A penny saved is a penny earned.
Money makes the mare go.”!4 These were the values that Ander-
son the writer would spend his creative life disavowing, but only
after Anderson the businessman had pursued them to the edge of
his sanity.

Ambitious beyond the limits of the small town, Sherwood mi-
grated to Chicago soon after his mother’s early death in 1895. The
city had been booming since the Civil War; its population grew
exponentially as its boundaries expanded and its industrial econo-
my burgeoned. Hub of the Midwest, gateway to the Far West,
Chicago challenged eastern cultural supremacy by erecting the
White City of the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, a showcase
of the artistic and commercial aspirations of the emergent Ameri-
can imperium. Headquarters of the new captains of industry — the
millionaires of meat packing (Swift, Armour) and manufacturing
(Pullman, McCormick) and retailing (Marshall Field) — Chicago
beckoned to immigrants and provincials alike, who, like Theodore
Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, flocked to a city enchanted by their visions
of fabulous wealth. For the dreamers of success the sky was the
limit, as it was for the architects of the skyscrapers that soon tow-
ered above the new business district, the Loop.

Anderson at nineteen (not eighteen, as he recalled) was under-
standably bewildered by the sheer magnitude of Chicago, and his
upward climb was blocked by his inexperience aad haphazard
schooling. While he roomed in a boardinghouse owned by former
Clyde neighbors, and later in a tenement with his brothers and
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sister, Anderson subsisted as a warehouse laborer at two dollars
per day. Escape from the grinding ten-hour shifts arrived in 1898
with the Spanish-American War. Anderson eagerly rejoined the
Clyde unit of the Ohio National Guard in which he had enlisted
before going to Chicago; later he basked in a homecoming hero’s
welcome, although his unit had served in Cuba only after hostili-
ties had ceased. During 1899—1900, he enrolled in the Wittenberg
Academy in Springfield, Ohio; on graduation, with the equivalent
of a high school education, he was offered a position as advertising
solicitor with the Crowell Publishing Company in Chicago. Within
months he moved to the Frank B. White Advertising Agency, later
to merge with the Long-Critchfield Agency. Intermittently for the
next twenty years, Anderson would retain his affiliation with this
firm, even after he had achieved a literary reputation. His first
writing, aside from ad copy, appeared in such trade journals as
Agricultural Advertising, for which he produced a regular column
under the titles “Rot and Reason” and “Business Types.”

At this stage of his career Anderson was an unabashed booster
of the mission of American businessmen, those who “sleep and eat
and live with the desire to get on in the world tingling through
their whole beings.”!> When, in 1903, he married Cornelia Platt
Lane, the refined and attractive daughter of a prosperous Cleve-
land merchant, young Anderson appeared to have the world be-
fore him. Having shown a flair for advertising, he left the Long-
Critchfield agency in 1906 to become president of the United Fac-
tories Company of Cleveland, a combine of small manufacturers.
Anderson’s task, less glorious than his title, was to organize direct-
mail ad campaigns.

This was merely a step toward becoming head of his own sales
operation, the Anderson Manufacturing Company of Elyria, Ohio,
which was capitalized by believers in his promise as a bright young
businessman. Through the clever promotion of a patent product
for leaky roofs — “Roof-Fix” was guaranteed to cure every ill
known to shingles — Anderson raked in the profits and ascended
the business and social ladders of Elyria, a town with get-up-and-
go worthy of Zenith in Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt (1922). Sherwood
and Cornelia nestled into a comfortable house in a trig neigh-
borhood, joined the golf club, and started a family (two boys and a
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girl by 1911). Anderson became a notable member of the Elks
chapter and also the Round Table Club, a sociable discussion group
drawn from the young married set.

Outwardly content, Anderson was inwardly restive. He began,
in fact, to lead a double life: The gregarious man-about-town was
also a recluse in his own home. Anderson installed a spartan
workroom in the upstairs back wing, where he retreated to write —
not the public musings he had penned for Agricultural Advertising,
but the private visions of an inchoate artist. Far into the night and
sometimes during business hours, Anderson wrote page after
page, possessed by the stories quickening in his mind. He worked
both on short pieces and on several different novels, two of which
would appear in revised form as Windy McPherson's Son (1916) and
Marching Men (1917). Through such autobiographical characters
as Sam McPherson and Beaut McGregor, Anderson confronted his
past and his profound uncertainties about the success he had so
assiduously courted, a success that was being imperiled by the
neglect of his business, which was sliding toward ruin.

Anderson’s inner crisis had deep roots. Some part of him had
always felt compromised by the advertising razzle-dazzle and the
sharp business practices. His occasional lapses from marital fideli
-ty one-night stands with fancy women — were also symptomatic of
an urge to be other than a respectable family man. In earlier years
he had made fleeting contact with artists and intellectuals through
his brother Karl, a painter, and he had been attracted to the open-
ness of their lives and minds. Always a voracious (and indiscrimi-
nate) reader, Anderson sometimes flaunted ideas he knew devi-
ated from those of his Elyria friends, who were incomprehending,
for instance, of his enthusiasm for the radical philosophy of
Friedrich Nietzsche. Through his own writing, Anderson un-
leashed a self at odds with those conventional values to which he
was still tightly bound. He began to write, as he said, for the
salvation of his soul.

Wound tighter and tighter by self-doubt and discontent with his
career, his marriage, everything, Anderson finally came unsprung
in November 1912. He later published several versions of what
had happened one day in his Elyria factory: an exit that became as
legendary in its way as Nora’s slamming the door on her stultifying



