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  Context


  Harry Sinclair Lewis was born February 7, 1885, in the small Minnesota town of Sauk Centre, which would ultimately provide the model for the town of Gopher Prairie in Main Street. An awkward youth, Lewis did not have a very happy childhood. His father, a physician, led a strictly disciplined life, and his mother died when he was six. The dreamy Lewis cared for books more than sport and felt limited by his rural hometown. He attended Yale University where he became an editor of the college literary magazine, but he fared little better in Yale than he did in Minnesota. He remained unpopular and was distinguished only by his unattractiveness as a result of a skin disease.


  After college, Lewis became a reporter and freelance writer and married his first wife, Grace. His first novel, Our Mr. Wren was published in 1914. Five more novels followed in the next five years, but each failed to attract critical or public attention. The publication of Main Street in 1920, however, secured Lewis's literary reputation. The book was a runaway bestseller, with millions of copies flying off the shelves in one of the biggest publishing events in American history up to that point. Virtually overnight, Lewis became a wealthy, internationally recognized celebrity.


  While many of Lewis's other novels are written in an optimistic tone, Main Street is a bit darker, satirizing small-town life of early twentieth- century America. Lewis criticized the complacency, restrictive conformity, and narrow-mindedness of small-town life. While such accusations about small towns limiting individuality may seem natural to us today, criticism of small-town America was not common before Lewis's novel appeared. Rather, the American reading public frequently mythologized and felt nostalgia for the goodness of small town life—romantic myths and traditional values that Lewis sought to mock. Main Street is written in the same vein as Sherwood Anderson's novel Winesburg, Ohio (1919) and Edgar Lee Masters' poem collection Spoon River Anthology (1915), both of which also sought to attack the romantic myths of small-town life.


  Main Street is seen through the eyes of Carol Kennicott, a young woman from Minneapolis who marries a small-town doctor and settles in his hometown. In many ways, Carol's desire for social reform and individual happiness reflects her particular era, when labor movements grew and women at last achieved the right to vote in 1920. However, much of the power of the book transcends its period, stemming from Lewis's careful rendering of local speech and customs. While the author attacks his small town locale, his satire is double- edged—directed against both the simple townspeople and at the superficial intellectuals who look down on them.


  Lewis followed Main Street with a string of successful novels, including Babbitt (1922), Arrowsmith (1925), Elmer Gantry (1927), and Dodsworth (1929). These novels established his reputation as witty satirist of American culture. In Babbitt, Lewis attacked middle-class American values through his satirical portrait of a big-city businessman. In 1925, he rejected the Pulitzer Prize for Arrowsmith because he felt that he had deserved the prize for Main Street. Throughout the rest of the 1920s, Lewis remained one of the best-known and most controversial American authors. In 1930, he became the first American ever to win the Nobel Prize for Literature. Ironically, Sinclair Lewis did not achieve much creative success after winning the Nobel Prize. While he continued to write prolifically, his later work did not have the same critical and popular appeal as his earlier novels. In 1928, he divorced his first wife to marry Dorothy Thompson, a well-known journalist. Their marriage ended in 1942. In his later years, he became increasingly reclusive. He spent the last years of his life in Europe, separated from his friends and family. Lewis died in 1951 in Rome.


  Plot Overview


  Carol Milford attends Blodgett College in Minneapolis and dreams about settling down in a prairie village and transforming it into a place of beauty. After graduation, she works as a librarian at St. Paul for three years. She meets Dr. Will Kennicott at a friend's house, and he begins courting her. After courting for a year, they marry and move to Kennicott's hometown of Gopher Prairie. Disappointed by her first impression of the Gopher Prairie, Carol finds the town to be ugly and the townspeople to be provincial. The townspeople gossip all the time and are completely uninterested in cultural or social issues. Mrs. Bogart, the Kennicotts' neighbor, proves to be a religious hypocrite who idly gossips about everyone. However, Bea Sorenson arrives in Gopher Prairie on the same day as Carol. Awestruck by the magnificence of the town, which is larger than any she town has ever seen, Bea decides to stay and becomes Carol's maid.


  Carol refurbishes Kennicott's old-fashioned house with modern furniture and makes elaborate preparations for a party, a party unlike any party the town has ever seen. However, Carol discovers that the dull townspeople do not like change. Furthermore, she feels disheartened to learn that the townspeople constantly watch her every move and criticize her for being different from them. They criticize the way she dresses and the way she acts. She finds few friends in Gopher Prairie, except for the lawyer, Guy Pollock, and the high school teacher, Vida Sherwin. Carol also becomes friends with her maid, Bea, and the town's handyman, Miles Bjornstam. While the townspeople treat Miles as an outcast because he supports socialism and the Democratic Party, Carol finds herself drawn to him.


  Carol tries to get the people to build a new city hall, school, and library, and a more comfortable rest room for the farmer's wives. However, no one shares her interest in constructing new buildings or helping the town's poor. Everyone tells her that they do not want to spend money on unnecessary things like buildings. Carol idealizes Guy Pollock, thinking that he shares her interest in reforming the town. However, she eventually finds out that he does not care for social reform and that he has settled down to enjoy small town life. As Guy explains to Carol, he has the "Village Virus."


  Carol joins the Jolly Seventeen, the women's social club, and the Thanatopsis Club, the women's study group. When she tries to change the unimaginative club programs, the other members ignore her suggestions. Along with a group of friends, Carol forms a drama group and stages a play, which turns out to be horribly mediocre. Appointed to the library board, she eagerly makes suggestions to how the library could encourage reading, but the local librarian opposes her suggestions, preferring to discourage readers in order to keep the books clean.


  Carol and Kennicott have a bitter argument in which he accuses her of feeling superior to everyone else in town. After they make up, she begins to fall in love with him all over again. She idealizes him as a heroic doctor and witnesses him amputating a farmer's arm one night. But life in Gopher Prairie continues to offer Carol no challenges. She gives birth to a boy, whom she names Hugh after her deceased father. Kennicott's aunt and uncle, the Smails, come to live in Gopher Prairie and prove a constant irritation to Carol.


  Meanwhile, Bea and Miles Bjornstam marry. The townspeople still shun Bjornstam and do not visit his household. Unfortunately, Bea and her son Olaf die from typhoid. Heartbroken, Bjornstam leaves town, and the townspeople blame him for his family's deaths. Then, Carol's friend Vida Sherwin marries Raymond Wutherspoon, another local. When World War I breaks out, Raymond joins the army. Although Kennicott also wants to enlist, the medical council requests that he stay in Gopher Prairie to provide his services.


  Erik Valborg, the son of a Swedish farmer, comes to Gopher Prairie to work as the tailor's assistant. Fern Mullins, a young teacher, also arrives in Gopher Prairie and boards in Mrs. Bogart's house. Carol finds the company of these two new residents stimulating because they share her love for books, music, dance, and drama. Cy Bogart, the leader of the town's gang of boys and Mrs. Bogart's son, ruins Fern's reputation when he falsely accuses Fern of getting him drunk and making sexual advances on him. Forced to resign from the school, Fern leaves Gopher Prairie.


  Erik finds himself attracted to Carol and goes out with her for long walks. Kennicott knows about the close relationship between Erik and Carol but does not really mind because he knows that the two are only good friends who share the same intellectual interests. As Carol and Kennicott's marriage deteriorates, he begins an affair with Maud Dryer. However, after Fern leaves town, Kennicott decides that Carol and Erik should stop seeing each other in order to avoid another scandal. Erik leaves Gopher Prairie.


  Kennicott then decides to take Carol on a long tour of California in order to get away from the gossips in Gopher Prairie. When they return, Carol feels tired because the hypocrisy and narrow-mindedness of the people of Gopher Prairie has not changed at all. She decides to leave and takes her son, Hugh, with her. Although Kennicott feels distressed when Carol leaves, she assures him that she will return someday. Carol moves to Washington, D.C., where she works for two years. Though she enjoys the beautiful city, she feels lonely in its largely anonymous crowds. Kennicott visits Carol in Washington and begins courting her for the second time. Recognizing her husband's love, Carol decides to return to Gopher Prairie.


  Carol's experience in Washington helps her acquire maturity and a new outlook toward life. She determines that she can at least play a small role in changing life in Gopher Prairie. When Carol returns, she accepts the small town and its people as they are. However, she still fights small battles to make the town a better place. She gives birth to a daughter, hoping that the child will continue her fight. In the closing lines of the novel, while Carol talks about her struggle reform Gopher Prairie, Kennicott only half-listens to her and thinks only about the weather.


  Character List


  
    Carol - The novel's main protagonist, from whose point of view nearly the entire story is told. Intelligent and vivacious, Carol Milford attends college in Minneapolis and then works as a librarian in St. Paul for three years before marrying Dr. Will Kennicott and moving to Gopher Prairie. An incurable romantic, she yearns to bring beauty and culture to the ugly towns of the Middle West. Her failed attempts to reform Gopher Prairie provide the novel's main conflict. Unhappy with her life in Gopher Prairie, Carol seeks escape through books and a romantic friendship with a young man named Erik. In the end, however, the town defeats her. She leaves Gopher Prairie to move to Washington, D.C., but returns and accepts the town as it is. Throughout the novel, her marriage to Kennicott endures its ups and downs, although she continues to love and admire him. Lewis loosely based Gopher Prairie on his own hometown of Sauk Centre, Minnesota, and the character of Carol on himself.

  


  
    Kennicott - The novel's secondary protagonist. Dr. Will Kennicott provides a foil to his wife, Carol. While she also desires achieving social change and individual happiness, he feels satisfied with his life and prefers to maintain the status quo. While Carol is romantic and interested in the fine arts, Kennicott is realistic and materialistic, interested only in making money and taking care of his family and patients. Will sets Carol on a pedestal and admires her, regardless of her whims. As they drift apart, however, he begins a short-lived secretive affair with Maud Dyer. When Carol moves to Washington, Kennicott visits her and courts her a second time in order to persuade her to return to Gopher Prairie.

  


  
    Vida Sherwin - Gopher Prairie's high school teacher. Vida becomes one of Carol's best friends, often serving as a buffer between Carol and Gopher Prairie, as she understands both points of views. Because she once loved Will Kennicott herself, Vida develops a love-hate relationship with Carol and tries to become her adviser. While the two women share many interests, they gradually drift apart when Vida marries Raymond Wutherspoon and devotes herself to housework.

  


  
    Guy Pollock - Another important friend of Carol's. Guy is an intelligent, middle-aged bachelor lawyer. Although Carol admires him briefly, she discovers, to her disappointment, that he maintains a defeatist attitude and feels quite content doing nothing important with his life. During an important conversation with Carol, Guy explains that he suffers from the "Village Virus," a disease that saps the will of ambitious people who live in small towns.

  


  
    Bea Sorenson - A warm and friendly woman who becomes Carol's maid and good friend. Bea also acts as another foil to Carol. Arriving in Gopher Prairie on the same day as Carol, Bea makes a very different assessment of Gopher Prairie, finding the town beautiful and exciting. Bea marries Miles Bjornstam and tragically dies.

  


  
    Miles Bjornstam - Gopher Prairie's town handyman. Miles, who supports socialism and the Democratic Party, is largely scorned by the citizens of Gopher Prairie, who consider him slightly insane. Carol, however, finds him to be a kindred spirit because she shares many of his liberal views. Although Bjornstam settles down after his marriage to Bea, he leaves Gopher Prairie forever when his wife and son, Olaf, die.

  


  
    Erik Valborg - A young tailor in his twenties who finds himself ridiculed by the townspeople because of his attractive feminine appearance and interest in books. Erik embarks on a romantic friendship with Carol, much to her delight, but leaves Gopher Prairie to avoid creating a scandal.

  


  
    Fern Mullins - The new high school teacher in town. Fern, who is physically active and intelligent, becomes Carol's friend. She leaves town, however, when a student, Cy Bogart, falsely accuses her of corrupting him. Fern's tragedy provides Lewis with way to demonstrate and ridicule the hypocrisy of Gopher Prairie.
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