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Anderson had that gift for summing up,
for pouring a lifetime into a moment.

——Malcolm Cowley
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Abbreviations

DW Death in the Woods

HM Horses and Men

LSA Letters of Sherwood Anderson
MAC Mid-American Chants

SAM - Sherwood Anderson’s Memoirs
STS The Story Teller’s Story

TE The Triumph of the Egg

wO Winesburg , Ohio
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Introduction

The Phenomenon of Sherwood Anderson

Sherwood Anderson (1876 —1941) is a very peculiar writer in
modern American literary history. He had been a controversial
literary figure throughout his creative life. Among the writers and
critics who have highly praised Anderson we find such outstanding
figures as Waldo Frank, Hart Crane, Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair
Lewis, Ludwig Lewisohn, Henry Miller, Gertrude Stein, Mark
Van Doren, Edmund Wilson, William Faulkner, and Malcolm
Cowley. From the group that do not give much credit to Anderson
we recognize such influential men of letters as Margaret Marshall,
Maxwell Geismar, Max Gissen, Alfred Kazin, Lionel Trilling, and
Irving Howe. It has always been a question whether Anderson is a
major or a minor American writer.

The group in favor of Anderson generally think of h1m as a
historical landmark and an influence upon other writers. In his
“Introduction to Winesburg , Ohio,” Malcolm Cowley states that
“he [ Anderson ] soon became a writer’s writer, the only storyteller
of his generation who left his mark on the style and vision of the
generation that followed. Hemingway, Faulkner, Wolfe,
Steinbeck, Caldwell, Saroyan, Henry Miller, .. each of these owes
an unmistakable debt to Anderson, and their names might stand for
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dozens of others” (Cowley, 1960: ii). William Faulkner also
confesses that Anderson was “the father of my generation of
American writers and the tradition of American writing which our
successors will carry on” (Cowley, 1962:122),® and “a giant in an
earth populated to a great—too great—extent by pygmies, even if
he did make but the two or perhaps three gestures commensurate
with gianthood” (Faulkner, 1953: 511). A critic even asserts,
“modern American literature would not have been the same had
there not been such a seminal figure as Sherwood Anderson”
(Chang, 1990: 328). Yet they cannot deny the fact that reading
Anderson, one feels that his work is desperately uneven. Some of
Anderson’s novels are so poorly composed that many literary
students would not bother with reading them.

The opposition group argue that Anderson’s novels and essays
are “a study in non-discipline” (Marshall, 1942. 574) and believe
that his work lacks “the mark of high distinction that is needed to
set off his undoubted originality” (Paulding, 1942: 20). Maxwell
Geismar issues the famous statement that “Sherwood Anderson had
the ill luck, as was T. S. Eliot’s, to become an ancestor before he
became mature” (Geismar, 1947 183). ® Max Gissen declares that
“by 1926 he had had his full say; from then on there was no
development, only a sensuous, nostalgic surrender to inner
confusion” (Gissen, 1942: 548). They conclude that Anderson‘is
but a minor writer who has written one relatively successful book,
and whose works are, as Lionel Trilling comments (Trilling,
1950, 22—33) and Irving Howe echoes (Howe, 1951 254-—256),
ultimately unsatisfactory. However, all these critics confess that
Winesburg stories and some of Anderson’s other short stories are

among the best of American literature. Although they relegate
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Anderson to a minor position in American literary history, they are
not only unable to ignore him but give him more attention in some
cases—much more attention than many writers they consider to be
more significant,

Thus occurs the phenomenon of Sherwood Anderson: both his
strength and weakness are so distinctive that it is difficult to make
an assessment of him. This phenomenon is one of the most
interesting in American literary history. It is, in David D.
Anderson’s words, “a curious dichotomy and a paradox”
(Anderson, 1981: 1). Other serious critics including Horace
Gregory,® Welford D. Taylor,® Bian Way,® and Ray Lewis
White® have also recognized this phenomenon, They either point
out or hint the need of a more intensive study of this phenomenon,
which will undoubtedly contribute to the understanding of
Anderson and his place in American letters. Their concern about
this phenomenon gives rise to the inspiration for the writer of this
book to take up the present study.

It is true that after Anderson’s centennial year in 1976 the
positive assessment has gained the upper hand. After all, no one
can deny the fact that three scores of years after his death has
witnessed an increasing interest by readers as well as by critics in
his life and writing. Not only is Winesburg , Ohio still widely read
and studied, as it has been continuously the case since 1919, but
that more of Anderson’s works are in print now than at any point
during his lifetime. Today, virtually no anthology of American
literature, of short fiction, or of expository prose is complete
without a selection from Anderson’s work, It seems that modern
critics are generally ready to accept Anderson as a major American

writer. But the essence of the question remains: how great is he?



