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Polemic.,
("Elmer Gantry" by Sinclair Lewis. New York, Harcourt,
Brace. 1827. $2.50)

There is a whimsical, fantastic short story of Xipline's wherein
he describes with relish a particularly painful inferno for authors.

In this hell he out-Dantes Dante: the torments are not the hackneyed
fire, brimstone and pitchforks of Puritan theology, hut consist ingen-
“iomsly of each author's being tortured inevitably by his own created
characters, not as he conceived them, hut as they appeared to otherss---
that is to say twisted, distorted and impossible. Their uhanimous com-
plaint is:

*You meant well, but you did net understand."

It is pleasing to contemplate that-if .there were thatihell awaiting
authors, Mr. Sinclair Lewis would he in for a peculiarly hectic time in
the hereafter, judging him solely by his latest perpetration. Passibly
"Arrowsmith" might redeem him in the hooks of the Recording Angel (if
there is one, as Mr. Lewis would say) and possihly the virtues of the
earlier masterpiece would counterhalance the vices of the later novel,
but it seems doubtful.

For of all the unnatural, unrealizahle, preposterous animals ever
evolved from an auther's typewriter, "Flmer Gantry" is the worst. It
isn*t that he's overdone; he isn?t even half-baked: he simply never mate-
erializes as pseudo-human. He is a monstrous figment of Mr. Lewis' too-
ambitious imagination---and it is not going too far te hint that the re-
fuser of the Pulitzer Prize may be feeling his hathand teco tight! No
such man as Flmer Gantry ever walked this long-suffering ecarth, Heaven
bhe thanked. He is a puppet, a ventriloquist's mannikin, through which

Mr. Lewis vents his spleen against religion and the Christian Church.
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Undpubtedly the Church offers itself as a tQUptiag tlrs.t flr ’!'h
-’lo-n. and equally undoudtedly a good satire on the lnbjoot Iiuﬁl to ‘
timely, and as salutary as goed satires always are. But ‘llinr\'intrv' %
id not a good satire. It ts that saddeat of all lltorary ’hon-l-uq. b
satire that falls shert of the mark. It 1s bitter and unfair. ' r)ms ‘
through the four-hundred odd pages of recrimination one is lod to ho—
1ieve that Mr. Lewis has been redding James' 'Varietio- of ldllg&OIﬁ
Rxperience” from entirely the wrong angle. He seems to have tlhlhﬂl
just that ameunt of philosophy which, as Bacon admitted, 'lauhnﬂl lln'o

"minds to nthoill' and to have stopped short before reaching thn& do.pcr

penetration vhioh “bringeth them to religion'l

Mereover it is not the unutterable, boresome atupidity‘o?-ig@ﬁ?ﬂf
the attack which is s0 objectionadble: it is the one-sided bisotéhfiffﬂ-
tude of the argument. Mr. Lewis gives only his side (through*hflfiiﬁthb_
plece !rank Shallard) and doesn't let MoGarry speak ata all. AR

?eecesjust what were the personality and tesohingl or Joauu?
I admit it's the heart of the controveray over the Christian
religion: aside from the fact that, of course, most people
believe in a church because they were horm to ite But the
essential query is: Did Jesus---if the BIBlical accounts of
him are even half accurate--<have a particularly noble per-
sonality, and were his tsachings particularly hoble and pre-
found?.....I'm appallod to say that I don't find Jesus an
especially admirable character!
"He is pioturesque. He tells splenddd stories. 'He's a good
fellew, fond of low company---in fact the idea of Jonul.v
whom the hishops of his day cursed as a rounder and & wine-
bibdber, being chosen as the god of the Pnohibitionidtp ia
one of the funniest twists in history. But he's vain, he
praises himsejf outr.gooully. he's fond of astonishing peeple
with 1ittle magical tricks we've been taught to vere as -
‘miracles’'. He i1s furious as ac child in a tlnt;&i,!hpn
people don't recognize him as a great leader. He loses his
temper. He blasts the poor barren fig-tree when it doesd't .’
fedd himeeooooe
“Just what were the teachings of Christ? Did he come to
bring peace or more var? He saps doth. Did he approve
earthly menarchies or rebel against them? He says both. el
Did he ever--<think of it, God himself taking on human form
to help the earth---did he ever suggest sanitation, whieh
would have saved millions from the plagues®ecccces
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*There's just one thing that does stand out clearly and un-
contradicted in Jesus' teaching. He advocated a system of
economics whereby no one saved money or sterad up wheat or
did anything but live like a tramp. If this teachine of his
had been accepted, the wokld would have starved in dwehby
years after his death!”

It is not that these arguments are heretical (thbugh sundry pious
churchmen have already denounced the bhook as heretical or worse), it is
that they are so speciously stupid. Mr. Lewis has apparently tried to
bhe provocative in the laudable sense understood as stimulating. He has
‘mepely succeeded in being exasperating. It is unworthy of anyone of his
proven brilliance so deliberately to misunderstand the teachings of Jesus.

In the first place, he has made the common erroe of assuming that Jesus

called himself the Christ, whereas he did nothing of the sort. In the

second place, Lewis has chosen all the petty, non-material, contrudic-
tory points of Jesus' teaching and slurred (it must have heen intentien-
ally, for Lewis is not a moron) the great central idea which has and al-
ways will prevail: Love, subordination o® self.

Furthermore, Jesus did not pretend to he original. He merely re-
stated in rearranged terms old doctrines that had become unfaemiliar through
the predomination of the overpewering idea of the Hehrew Cod Yahvehe--
the God of Fear. The great incongruity of the Christian Church, which
Mre. Lewis does not score at all, is the incompatihility of 0ld and New
Testaments. That is the reconciliation it is di”ficult 1f net impossible
to make, and that is what Mre Lewis has shirked.

Now assuredly there are frauds and charlatans in the Church, bhut
even that corrupt, feeble, and ahout-te-disintegrate hody (I draw my
terms from "Himer CGamtry") would not have allowed such a transparent
scoundrel as Nlmer Gantry to have bambbozled them guite so easily. That
igs-=<ieaving polemics aside---the main trouble with the hook as a novel:

all Elmer‘ﬁantry's triumphs come about with the minimum of opposition,
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and the effect om the reader, be he never so credulious, is not one of he-
lief. Gantry 4is shown as an utterly selfish, lustful, malignant in-
fluence who bhlasts, (intentionally or carelessly) every sweet and honest
person with whom he comes in contact. His professor at the Seminary (a
dear, doddering old German sketched with not a tithe of the sympathy be-
stowed on that Austrian research-scgéentist in "Arrowsmdth"); the litile
country girl whom he seduces, abandons, and, fifteen years later, recap-

> tures as his mistress only to discard when he tires of her; ahove all the
A groping, but (as Lewis unnecessarily makes him) hooh-like Frank Shallard---
- the trail of the Gantry-serpent heslimes them all. One would have more
‘aympathetic indignation over their several fates, if their ereator did not
' make them, like his chief clothes=horse, hopeleasly inhuman.

The ohly two persons in the book who read as thouech thayv might cen-
ceivably exist are Jim Lefferts, Gantry's room-mate in his unregenerate
days at Terwilliger College, and the woman evangelist, Sharon Falconer,
nee Katie Jonas of Utica. They are represented as being the only two peo-
ple in the wo#ld (heside his mother, for whom he had a mawkishly senti-
mental awe) that Elmer Gantry cared for, with his extremely limited papacipy
for caring for anyone other than himself., Jim was the only friend he ever
had. Sharon was the only mistress who ever influenced him to any extent.
They alone are at times real, and as if scenting the incengruity of egen-
tient beings among his passive lay-figures, Lewils eliminates them as rapidly
as possible,

The whele hook is crude, lumbering, cheap, and after the fine achieve-
ment of "Arrowsmith", utterly unworthy of Mrs Lewis' better self, It is
dedicated "To H.L.Menckewpwith profound admiration".*® It is safe to say
that is the only prefound thing iIn the book. It is such an epresious waste
of good material, that, as has heen said hefore, the effect is one of exas-
peration. How anyone, capable of "Arrowsmith", could produce "Hlmer Gantry"

is an unpleasant puzzle that perhaps the author will solve.
Oh, Mr. Lewis, how could yom?
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Baglish As She Sheu1d »e mto!

(TAR XING'S NENCHUX. By Bina lt.'lnoont nazlna.,,f¥z*;7“*“*“*
New York, Narper & Bres, 1927, §2.)

It 1is a preregative eof genius te take unrc.nrtlblc. ov!n  ::?‘¥  L
ising material, amd, treating it with magie alchoqw, trﬂ"f‘ﬂl tt 1!%0 iilﬁf
semething rare and vivid, dright with strange bemtyo m- h M :
Bdna Millay has done in her "Xing's Hemehman", a atory'in 1t- onnlu-
tials a:::ry eriginal variation of the "Tristan und Iloldo' thclt. - ‘
But under her expert manipulation the tale of truant love tnd troaolityf?"
has taken on depth and passion, se that even in its upprOpriato lctttag*i,_f
of archaic terms it breathes and glows with life. |

SThe lovo of lovely words" is very streng in linl lillny. not
is this exemplified better anywhere in "The King's nonchnln' thna iu

; ‘fupua
are old devices, but in the" handa of Miss NMillay they never pnll.

‘the epening seng of the harper, Mascus, ‘Alliteration

¥ essenessssWild as the white waves

Rushing and roaring; Heaving' the wraeck

High up the headjand; Hearse as the howling

Winds ef the winter; Whem the lean wolves

Rarry the hindmost; Horseman and herese

Teppled and tumbled;eee—--=" -

The story is that of the youthful but widowed King Eadgar, whe,

eager te rewed, and hearing of a besutiful maid, daughter of the Thame
of Deven, would fain have her feor hii bride. But press of state affairs
prevents his going in persen to inspect the damsel,m se he sends his
faithful henchman and fester-brether, Aethelwold, a gontlen.n'yduug in
years but alresdy a confirmed vemanvhater, who likes his errand net at
all., Hewever, at the King's urgence he consents, the twe pledge e¢§rig1

leyalty, and Aethelwold, with Maecus and retinue, departs rorﬂn'wthA' ; .ﬁ
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Act Twe takes place en Hallew E'en. (Juot lhy 1t.ltnull.ﬂﬂ~h
a menth to trnvol frem VYinchester te Deven, even . 1n thO tdl&l ocntnry.

rulsinl ebscure.y Aethelwold and l.oou- have -1-1;14 thoir rottlli lllff»f

lost themselves im thick woods and s thick fege. (The cbrralpanling
thickness eof Aethelwold's head has already deen 1Ipliod 1n tho flr-t
acts) They sup, and Maccus gees te hunt fer the read ngnin 'hdlo v
Aethelweld takes a nap. Entergielfrida, whe has come te tent the -u’ar-51 
stition that 1f en All Hallow Mass a maiden chant a cortuin runo 'hilo i
helding a light behind her, she will see her lover's lh-dow belllo hpr - |
owvn. B8he chants, with gratifying results, fer the mist opportunnly
clewrs and a full moon discloses Aethelwold. The situation of Prinoo
Charming ad the Sleeping Beauty is diresgtly reversed, dbut Aelfrid.,
(evidently a piomeer feminist) wakes him in the trnditionul.yny.:nnl
even in his sleep Aethelwold protests! There follows a touahing tnd
swift-meving leve-scene; Aelfrida discloses her idogtity, andllpthél-
weld, properly herrified, at first is leyally determined te give her
up te the King. But passion is tee strong for him, and he enda‘hy send-
ing Mascus back to Wimohester with a -;s-.go which fer skilled ambi-
guity ind terseness deserves quotingsg
"Maccus, go back unto the King
And say to him as follews:
(He pauses, then eentinues rapidly)
That I have seen the maiden,
And found her nething fair.
A cemely maid eneugh, and friendly—spoken.
But nething fer the King."

Aet Three is set the fellowing spring. Aelfrida is her father's
heusekeeper, the heneymonn is over some time since, Aethelwold'. con-
science has made itself no easy bdefellow, and he is about te take his
bride into wijat will be for him perpetual exile, but fer her a great

idventuroz te Ghemt in Flanders. Dramatic necessity dictates that he




21100 AuoySo[V “Pi61-0681 UONDSI0D) [[2GIBL A'#PL UL "600T 5L [EISTCl 752

Q

O

~

AxeIqr Jono[[ed @

3.

dlon lot deeide quite soon enough: King lndgar is nlnn‘y uﬁm_w =
te cemgratulage his fester-brether. Aenulnm 18 rmtu. c-l u m-
porstion tells Aelfrida the whole truth-—-(vhioh 1! ftr hm- l ilQOCOC
reliefs e je‘,Q'f ;~‘_~:
"Oh, the good smack or truth on the toagupfaghin;,fw,w_“
After a winter of lies!)eee ' v' Ay
He then bids her, for his -ake. fer h$s love and his liro, to luto lnr- f ;
self hideous that the King ?ay not disceved the deceit. Sho pvotcltt.
but agrees. Eadgar arrives, and he and Aethelwold aré-about-tc vitlt
Aelfrida in her bewer when she appears suddenly befere the. all-lmltl
company, decked in all her finery and surpassingly beautiful. lulgnr
takes one hance at her, another at Aethelwold===and the leoret;ic qnt.
(Naturally, this is the most dramatic instant in the play.) nugsr -alru
dighiriod and iorrowtu#oration; and RellheRweld cannot stand it. He .
stabs himself. Eadgar then speaks a brief but @eeling euiagy over
his bedy, the people chant the Lament for the Untimely Dead;, and as the
King's Lords bear him tenderly and reverently out, the curtain falls.
This eulegy of Eadgar's is powerful in its simplicity:
"Have done, Aelfrida. _
Thou hast net tears enow in thy narrow heart

Te weep him worthily.
Wherefore have done.

"Nor all of us here, ner all of England weeping,
Should weep his werth, :
That was se young and blithe and bold,

That the thern of a rose hath slain.

"Wherefore let us heard our tears for a little serrow,
wepp not Zethelwold at all.”
(Underscoring mine.)

That is one of the most moeving characteristics of this lyriec
drama---its sﬁperb simplicity«e«a simplicity that marks Miss Millay for
one of the truly great. The various characters are sketched with sure
deftness, sympathy and humer; they stand out cleakly in ne uncertain

light, yet it is all dene with a minimum of words. It seems likc a
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facile accomplishment---until one tkies to do it. This deceptive sim-
plicity 1s akin toe that found in the novels of Professor John Erskine,
whose "Galahad"---~the book, not the character---has much in common in

fits subtly unpolished polish with "The King's Henchman".

It would do no harm to authors like Sinclair Lewis (who takes
four hundred pages or more to express not half of what Professor Rrskine
accomplishes in two hundred) to observe and emulate the achievements of
Professor Brskine and Miss Millay. It is an exploded clicheé that the
"English as she is spoke" is net flexible encugh for modern literary
usage without the intrusion of barbaric slang-phrases. It has remmined
for Miss Millay and Professor Erskine to show Wws what can be done with
English pure and simple, to disclose it 1n its essential dignity, power
and beauty. Needless to add, there is mot a word of slang in "The King's
Henchman", yet it is as easily colloquial as "Galahad", and scores its
effects through the same method: diligent, metieulous choice of words,=-——=-
cholee so fine, diseriminating and subtle as to be all but undiscernible
te the unintiated.

"The King's Henchman" and "Galahad" inaugurate a new era in
American literature, and so long as their respective authors continue
te do such superb work----Moreppwer to their pens!

Barbara Brewer
40 Hamilton Ave.
St. George

Staten Island
New York.
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