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      INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS


      1. OUTLINE OF THE VOLUME


      Modern and Contemporary American Literature is a survey textbook specifically designed for independent students of contemporary American Literature. It assumes the difficult and ambitious task of doing justice to one century of a rich, multifaceted literature. 


      This volume tries to overcome the difficulty of periodization by establishing two main study blocks: Modernism and Postmodernism. These blocks are conceived as instrumental compartments to delineate two main moments in the recent history of the United States: before the Second World War and after. Shifty and delusive as those labels are, they nevertheless provide comprehensive nomenclatures for a set of common attitudes, interests and cultural modes. Readers should therefore contemplate these two blocks, and the authors and works included in them, as moments or cultural spirits rather than literary movements.


      The literary works discussed in each Unit are felt to offer pertinent samples of the American literature of the twentieth century. They should be approached as illustrative of a social and cultural climate, and also as the authors’ personal response to such climate. Readers should therefore notice the specificity of the stylistic and ideological traits contained in each work. With the exception of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, these readings are anthologized in the Norton Anthology of American Literature, 7th edition, edited by Nina Baym. All the excerpts quoted from this anthology are hence indicated with the acronym NAAL. In order to facilitate the readers’ location of critical references, these are indicated with a parenthetical notation in which the name of the author and the page number are given. If the Unit cites more than one work by the same author, the year of publication is also mentioned.


      A final observation about the writing of this volume concerns the use of the adjective «American» to designate the people and the issues related to the United States. The authors of this volume are aware that «American» is on occasions a politically incorrect term, particularly in those cases in which other issues of the American continent are implicated. «North-American,» moreover, presents the same problem as «American» in that it is not specific enough. «American,» nevertheless, will be used throughout the volume to follow common practice.


      This opening chapter of the volume aims at introducing the Units that follow, and at guiding readers in the most adequate use of the book. Thematically, its ten Units have been outlined in the knowledge that the present design is just one of the many possible methods of distributing the subject. Not only have aesthetic or chronological reasons been taken into account in its organization, but the readers’ learning and reading processes as well. The Units have been articulated in such a way that the longest pieces of reading are not allocated consecutively. Thus, Unit Three —which discusses the one novel required by the volume— follows a chapter devoted to poetry where a selection of brief poems is analyzed. In the awareness of the disadvantages of arranging Units according to «movements,» «periods,» or «genres,» functionality finally advised a combination of organizational instruments. This way, different authors, texts, styles, social issues and intellectual aspects are properly covered. Readers will surely find authors or texts attended to under one certain epigraph, while also mentioned in other chapters of the volume. For instance, although The Great Gatsby is analyzed as a representative work of the Lost Generation (Unit Three) it could easily be included in the chapter dedicated to fictional experimentation (Unit Four). Similarly, Death of a Salesman illustrates the maturity of American drama in the twentieth century (Unit Six), but it could well represent the spiritless years after the Second World War discussed in Unit Seven. An interesting issue arises when dealing with American literature of the twentieth century: to what extent are the works surveyed here «American»? Many of the most prominent authors of the first half of the century decided to abandon their homeland in order to take up residence and career in Europe. Others resorted to rhythms and/or diction original of foreign lands. Similarly, Unit Ten provides an instance of literature that intertwines English and Spanish. Readers are thus encouraged to take this aspect into account and to reflect on the American literature of the twentieth century as deeply self-questioning.


      Pedagogically, each Unit is composed of several sections, each with a specific purpose:


      

        	A program and learning outcomes are stated at the beginning of each Unit. They function as a preparation for the contents that follow, since readers are expected to focus on the issues thus pinpointed.


        	All Units include suitable guided readings to the course’s set readings (the TEXT ANALYSIS epigraph) that exemplify those aspects previously discussed. Readers are expected to read literary texts thoroughly and critically. In order to achieve this, they will find two different sections, named APPROACHING and REVISITING, committed to the analysis of literary texts:


      


       — The «APPROACHING…» sections have been designed as a warming-up phase prior to the actual reading of the literary text. They introduce readers to relevant contextual matters, and also provide them with a series of reading strategies (introduced by the phrase Bear in mind…) that highlight those aspects of the text that should be particularly observed. This brief list of recommendations is intended to situate readers in new social or artistic scenarios, anticipate potential difficulties they might find in their learning, and ease their first contact with the literary text.


       — The «REVISITING…» section is a return to the literary text, once the reader has become familiar with its basic contents with the help of the previous section. Conceived as an array of questions and minitasks inside white boxes signed with the symbol [image: Imagen de libro], «REVISITING…» will lead readers through the formal and thematic patterns of each literary text, help them track literary devices or motifs as they read on, and find relevant examples of each. Grey boxes marked with the symbol[image: Imagen de chincheta] will serve as abstracts and reminders of the most significant aspects covered by the Unit.


      

        	At the end of each Unit readers will find a set of different EXERCISES for self-assessment, review and inquiry:


      


       — «Test yourself» questions are study questions, designed to make readers apply the ideas and critical vocabulary contained in the Unit, as well as to revise the literary work previously read in order to provide substantial and pertinent examples for the concepts discussed. These questions subdivide into author questions —on the specific authors and texts surveyed in the Unit— and summary questions —formulated as revision activities to recall the totality of the Unit. Each Unit contains the necessary information to easily provide appropriate answer to these questions.


       — With a view to enrich the readers’ approach to literary works, the section called «Explore» proposes further study to complement the Unit’s work. The questions here contained encourage readers to provide personal interpretations based on the information supplied by the volume and the literary text itself. This section also suggests critical inquiry into other cultural manifestations of the period (art, movies, music, etc) to round up the ideological or formal items surveyed in the Unit.


       — Readers will also find a compendium of the main terms used in each Unit. «Key terms» is more than a static glossary of important terms: it is designed as an invitation to readers to review the Unit in search of a definition and suitable examples for each word, hence its inclusion in the part of the Unit dedicated to assignments. It also encourages readers to assemble their own glossary of the critical terminology that they are expected to understand and handle adequately.


      

        	Each Unit incorporates a BIBLIOGRAPHY section, subdivided in three. Firstly, «Recommended readings» invites students to consolidate the knowledge acquired with complementary reading, a bibliographical support that, on most occasions, is available on the Internet (please be aware that the addresses here suggested might eventually change or disappear). It then lists the critical texts that have provided references along the Unit. Besides acknowledging sources in the academic style, this subsection facilitates editorial information in case readers wish to pursue further critical inquiry. The section named «Literary works mentioned in this Unit» aims at supplying a concise outline of the literary works mentioned but not analyzed in the previous pages. Readers are thus succinctly introduced to the work and its essential details (author, year of publication, and central idea). 


      


      2. LEARNING OUTCOMES


      This volume addresses some of the issues that configure this fertile and influential moment of American literary history. Here are some of the abilities students will progressively acquire:


      — To examine how literary works reflect American society and culture. Several political and social developments feed and show up in the works under discussion: the two World Wars, technological progress, the lives and rights of minority groups, women’s emancipation...


      — To analyze the ideological, social, and artistic issues that inspire the contemporary landscape. Science, technology, and the media have dominated the American culture since the end of the nineteenth century. A change in the perception of experience necessarily implies a parallel change in the portrayal of such experience.


      — To explore the variety of genres in which a similar variety of voices express themselves. Although the academic canon has settled the term «American Literature,» the plural form of the phrase illustrates the diversity of voices, the multiplicity of values and beliefs, and the kaleidoscopic nature of the United States in the contemporary era. This plurality, however, also involves a shared tradition of literary forms and myths difficult to ignore.


      — To develop critical strategies to approach literature. The readers’ previous knowledge of literary elements such as imagery, prosodic features, characterization, etc. counts as an effective utility in order to face the tasks demanded by Modern and Contemporary American Literature. Nevertheless, they will be supplied with extra critical equipment to develop a comprehensive reading and a critical awareness of the literary text. Interpretation and evaluation require such equipment, as well as a personal involvement and —hopefully— a delight in the text. 


      — To practice discussion skills and expository strategies. Readers are invited to meditate on the literary works with a view to expose the outcome of such meditation in a well-organized, well-documented and coherent way. 


      All in all, the volume’s essential goal is twofold: the readers’ understanding of the vast and complex American literary production of the twentieth century, and their active response to the literary works proposed. 


      3. RECOMMENDATIONS


      Readers are heartily advised to pay attention to the following suggestions:


      — The APPROACHING… sections, in particular the recommendations listed under Bear in mind…, should be checked before the actual reading of the proposed text or texts. The REVISITING… section can be examined beforehand or afterwards, although most readers may want to read without the interceding presence of the section, which might supply an excess of information about the work. Logically enough, the tasks included in each Unit, self-assessing or interpretative, should be attempted after reading through the literary works proposed. 


      — The proposals of the Explore section are, as mentioned above, discussion questions. In other words, they are exercises in exploration and interpretation. They should be approached as individual responses to the texts, debatable and open. 


      — The Key Terms section provides readers with an inventory of the critical terms used in the Unit, which for easy location have been highlighted in bold type. Instead of supplying basic definitions for such terminology, this record is designed to encourage readers to find a proper explication for each term in the Unit, and to complete the section with suitable examples extracted from the readings.


      The volume aspires to set premises for future readings, and to develop the reader’s fondness of literature. In this light, it is highly convenient that readers approach the text not as a collection of clues that they must unveil, but rather as a texture of words and ideas whose making the readers can bring to light, in the same way as the flavor of a dish can be sensed in its totality, and also traced back to its ingredients.
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Unit one

		  A NATION’S COMING OF AGE


      

        Program


        1. PRESENTATION: Clues to the period


         1.1. The United States at the turn of the century


         1.2. Literary Modernism(s) in America


        2. TEXT ANALYSIS: Sherwood Anderson’s revolt


         2.1. APPROACHING Anderson’s «Hands»


         2.2. REVISITING «Hands»


        3. EXERCISES


        Learning outcomes


        — To understand the particular historical, social and intellectual conditions of the United States between the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


        — To analyze the impact of such conditions on the literary production of the nation.


        — To examine the phenomenon of Modernism and explore its diverse literary manifestations as seen in Sherwood Anderson’s «Hands.»


      


      1. PRESENTATION: CLUES TO THE PERIOD


      1.1. The United States at the turn of the century


      Broadly speaking, the starting years of the twentieth century rejected former beliefs and values and searched for new ones. It goes without saying that this changing era did not start abruptly: Europe and America alike had undergone deep political transformations and intellectual restlessness from the second half of the nineteenth century. The United States, in particular, had been engaged in a Civil War that initiated significant social and economic changes, and the nation was still to undergo profound transformation in their public and private affairs. The intellectual landscape of the nineteenth century had been highly enticing, and it proved decisive for modern artistic expressions:


      

        	Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871), despite the controversy they raised, paved the path for existential reflection: the very essence of the human being —what it meant to be human— needed reevaluation. The semi divine and rational nature of humankind, as conceived in many works of art, suffered a severe drawback.


        	Karl Marx’s Das Kapital (1867) stressed the dependence of human lives on economic imperatives. According to Marx, history and people’s lives were controlled by a minority who owned the means of production and distribution.


        	Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (1899) claimed that human behavior was shaped by an inaccessible section of ourselves. Freud stated that the unconscious is the custodian of socially unacceptable impulses and desires that must remain repressed.


        	Albert Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity was first published in 1916. It is little coincidence that such innovative works as The Wasteland and Ulysses (1922) or Mrs Dalloway (1925) appeared shortly afterwards. Einstein’s scheme of time, space and matter quickly took ground among intellectuals and artists alike. Particularly interesting for this volume is how writers understood and recreated the convergence of observer and observed and the space-time continuum. Space and time had been conceived in Newtonian physics as separate and distinct categories and, therefore, each knowable for itself, but Einstein asserted that they must be placed on a continuum. Thus, the physical world joined human experience in a dynamic flux that resisted categorization and absolute representation.


        	James Frazer’s The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion appeared in several volumes between 1890 and 1915. The anthropologist offered an ample profile of the religious and folkloric systems held by several civilizations. It also emphasized religious beliefs as cultural phenomena, and as interconnected symbolic schemes that were shared by many societies. Jessie Weston’s From Ritual to Romance was published in 1920 and, like Frazer’s study, claimed that pagan rituals had survived into modern culture.


      


      These groundbreaking texts coincided in the argument that human actions and personality —either particular or collective— were far from being the result of conscious effort and will. Freud and Frazer in particular disclosed the unreliability of superficial reality and rational thinking, and stressed the irrational instead. The postulates of the Enlightenment, then, were being seriously interrogated and progressively abandoned. Among those particularly damaged were the ones concerning the coherent, knowable, and rational self, able to discern the world through reason, and capable of achieving universal and eternal truths through science and gnosis. Authoritative voices and institutions, the dominant references of the rational world, characterized the pre-Modernist age. The new era, however, rejected the authority of the fallible establishments and set out to replace the lost references. Similarly, Modernist authors understood the subject as fragmented in the psyche, and deconstructed its deceptive wholeness of being. On identical grounds they challenged the notion of life as a line that could be comprehended and represented as such. In the positivist intellectual climate of the nineteenth century, the observation and logical analysis of objective data configured thought and gnosis. But twentieth-century scientific research on matter and the universe would soon see concepts like «probability,» «relativity» and «quantum gaps» replacing positivist terms such as «causality,» «certainty» and «wholeness.» Additionally, the 1927 Heisenberg’s «uncertainty principle» stated that it is not possible to simultaneously determine the position and momentum of a particle, which would highly shape the representation of people and events in literature. Human beings and their environment, therefore, were understood under new conditions and were also to be grasped and explained in new terms.


      Industrialization and technology, moreover, transformed life entirely in its widest scope, from domestic habits to personal relations. The Union Pacific Railroad and the Central Pacific Railroad met in Utah in 1869, thus completing the American railway system; in 1889, the first skyscraper was erected in Chicago; Henry Ford founded his company in 1903; in 1905, the first movie theater was opened in Pittsburgh. A mass society was under way, and its most accomplished representation was the assembly line. Life became faster in many aspects, among which physical mobility became one of the most interesting for sociological and artistic reasons. To begin with, the advent of automobiles provided Americans with a machine that entailed mythical power and freedom, instead of entrapping them like the machines represented in late nineteenth-century works. In addition to this emerging mythology of car power, the technologies of rapid mobility as seen in automobiles, trains and airplanes forced a shift in the perception and understanding of time. Temporal and spatial dislocation would soon permeate the art of the first decades of the twentieth century.


      The United States had been a fragmentary, agrarian country in the nineteenth century, but the turn of the century witnessed the consolidation of a nation, a world power immersed in the increasing process of industrialization and mechanization just mentioned. The first years of the century revealed the intellectuals’ affirmation of an American culture. V. W. Brook’s book America’s Coming of Age (1915) can be considered a new «American Scholar» address to his generation, similar to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s in the previous century, calling for an era of independent, creative living, a rejection of the irrelevant past and present to embrace a freshly assertive future. Another thinker of the time, George Santayana, claimed in 1911:


      The illegitimate monopoly which the genteel tradition has established over what ought to be assumed and what ought to be hoped for has broken down. Henceforth there can hardly be the same peace and the same pleasure in hugging the old proprieties. (Quoted in Ruland and Bradbury: 270).


      Another important ingredient of the new American panorama was the disappearing frontier in its double role: as economic factor and as myth. The closing of the frontier in the 1890s —more specifically, historian Frederick Jackson Turner announced such closing in 1893— implied a «running out of West,» i.e. the disappearance of an economic and psychological territory for opportunity and freedom. In his famous essay The Frontier in American History, Turner claimed that such had been the importance of the frontier in American history and life that its disappearance inevitably opened a new, uncertain era for the United States. Although Turner’s thesis has long been discarded, and despite the fact that it mainly referred to the economy and politics of the nation, literary critics have easily adopted its stress on individualism and opportunity as essentially American features. Its imprint on twentieth-century life and culture, consequently, cannot be overlooked. To begin with, the frontier as the fundamental American myth —that is, as ideal territory where answers for personal and collective existence are provided— was in danger of extinction, mainly because the frontier used to resolve the clash between the natural, «uncivilized» American and «civilization» (both terms should be used with restraint). At the turn of the nineteenth century, the nation was well immersed in a process of industrialization and mechanization that threatened the pastoral image that the Americans had about themselves. The following Units will explore the evolution of the myth as it hinged itself into different historical situations. The myth of the frontier used to be, also, articulated in gender, class and ethnic terms, as a masculine, middle-class and white principle. The period under observation here will see an important progress in the conquest of rights for women and minority groups, clearly ignored by the myth before. As with other cultural premises, frontiers and boundaries undergo revision. Lastly, the insistent advance of mechanization and technology instigated a revaluation of the pastoral myth that had impregnated the way the Americans understood and represented themselves. The so-called American Dream had its parallel in a fantasy of the open land and of a harmonious relationship between human beings and nature (Kolodny: 4). The American literature of the twentieth century would consequently mirror the disintegration of such fantasy, and the resulting efforts to cope with its disappearance.


      Part of the American process of national definition was its isolation from European and world affairs, particularly concerning World War I until America’s involvement in 1917. The ongoing intellectual ruin found then a counterpart in the physical ruin of people and places. The war intensified the horror and lack of confidence in institutions and metanarratives. In particular, it seriously questioned the human capacity to organize and direct life through reason. The principles of the Enlightenment —seriously undermined by modern scientific thought— were thus forced to give way to other systems of beliefs, or at least to other attempts to shape the subject’s relationship with nature, society, or the cosmos. Marxism came to the front in the American nineteen thirties, a time of grave social disturbances; Freudian psychology progressively became highly popular, even in literary arenas, and Catholicism became an apt option for others, like the poet Thomas Stearns Eliot.


      The dissolution of America’s sense of itself was already observed in the Realist and Regionalist trends of nineteenth-century literature. Characters were portrayed as trapped in a depersonalized system where their own personal decisions were useless, and where destruction was a constant menace. Materialism defied the Jeffersonian ideal —that is to say, an agrarian, America-as-a-virgin-land utopia where independence and individual choice were basic values. The economic landscape was changing radically, redistributing capital and creating new industrial leaders. The literary outcome of this situation was the representation of bewildered characters caught between nostalgia for the past and fear of the future.


      1.2. Literary Modernism(s) in America


      The whole sense of loss and uncertainty, and the need for spiritual relief, shaped the literature of the day. A significant part of the American literature of the twentieth century was concerned with quests, a doomed search for sense and logic in the face of a chaotic perception of experience:


      The unknown appeals of brutes,


      The chanting of flowers


      The screams of cut trees,


      The senseless babble of hens and wise men-


      A cluttered incoherency that says at the stars:


      ‘Oh, God, save us.’ (From Stephen Crane’s War is Kind, 1899)


      The modern mind was not born with the twentieth century, but rather with the end of religion as organic reference of human existence. The dissolution of this worldview took place as the Middle Ages ended with the advent of the reasoning mind of the Renaissance. The later period of that modernity is our field of study here, that era in which human rationality questioned itself and the world around, challenging nineteenth-century moralism and conventionality. That critical age of revision and desperate search for certainties and referents is what we broadly call Modernism. It entailed a whole new conceptualization of experience, and it subsequently reshaped moral values and codes of conduct.


      Diverse precise dates have been provided over the years to locate the exact birth of Modernism, such as the opening of the London Post-Impressionist Exhibition in 1910 or the beginning of the First World War in 1914. In fact, the spirit that ultimately led to the Modernist culture and to the reinvention of art was well under way in Europe in the late nineteenth century. A string of small avant-garde movements were already bringing new ideas and beliefs into visibility in the second half of the Victorian era. The emergence of American Modernism has been usually associated to the New York Cubist and Postimpressionistic exhibition of 1913. Daniel J. Singal, however, accurately observes that American poets Ezra Pound and Gertrude Stein were by then already absorbing and distilling new ideas in their European enclave (16). Similarly, American universities were engaged in the dissemination and exploration of all intellectual breakthroughs in every area of knowledge well before that date.


      Due to the constellation of ideas impregnating the intellectual atmosphere of the day, manifold artists interrogated established thoughts and forms in their respective fields, from Frank Lloyd Wright’s architectural designs to Mahler’s later compositions, and from Picasso’s Cubist creations to Louis Armstrong’s rhythms. All artistic endeavors searched for some kind of pattern that could restore the damaged old order. From the French Symbolists on, artists had decreased subject matter to explore human perception and consciousness. They deviated from Victorian compartmentalization and repression of experience, and instead highlighted the openness and continuity of life. Human experience was conceived as dynamic and fluent, which made abstract conceptualizations and absolute knowledge impossible to attain —and represent. It was the art of a new world,


      the one art that responds to the scenario of our chaos. It is the art consequent on Heisenberg’s «Uncertainty principle», of the destruction of civilization and reason in the First World War, of the world changed and reinterpreted by Marx, Freud and Darwin, of capitalism and constant industrial acceleration, of existential exposure to meaninglessness or absurdity. It is the literature of technology. It is the art consequent on the dis-establishing of communal reality and conventional notions of causality, on the destruction of traditional notions of wholeness of individual character, on the linguistic chaos that ensues when public notions of language have been discredited and when all realities have become subjective fictions. (Bradbury and McFarlane: 27)


      Art embraced a revolt against the nineteenth-century commitment to mimesis, that is, the reproduction of reality as accurately as possible. In the late years of the century, the Impressionistic painters had already revolted against this conception of the artist’s role and method by seeking the emotion encompassed in a scene, rather than the accurate representation of such scene. Cubism, Expressionism and other forms of non-representational expression further moved from the mimetical intention in art. Music underwent a similar reconsideration, from its classical harmonic compositions to the experiments in rhythm sought by blues and jazz musicians. Victorian dichotomies (good/bad, human/animal, man/woman, civilized/savage) and the resultant polarization and hierarchization of experience were overcome by Modernist art in its search for the expansion of consciousness and for the reunion of separate spheres of perception and emotion. By overlapping disparate fragments or planes of existence, wholeness was attempted.


      Bradbury and McFarlane use the term «Modernism» in its extensive sense, that is to say, as an international artistic sensibility that sprang from the European bohemia and embraced all avant-garde authors and works from 1890 to 1930. (It needs to be mentioned that Modernism coexisted —and frequently overlapped— with other art philosophies of its day such as Dada, Surrealism, or Futurism.) Singal proposes that Modernism should be seen


      as a culture —a constellation of related ideas, beliefs, values and modes of perceptions— that came into existence during the mid to late nineteenth century, and that has had a powerful influence on art and thought on both sides of the Atlantic since roughly 1900. (7)


      Other critics restrict the term to what will be labeled «High Modernism», i.e. the trend including the most innovative authors, whose works range from about 1910 to 1930. Far from dismissing the weight of the artistic avant-garde in turn-of-the-century Europe, its interrogative spirit should be considered as the awakening of the new culture. This culture would further be outlined by the outbreak of the First World War and, in the United States, by the particular social and economic conditions that the following Units will discuss. In the present volume, the term «Modernism» will be used in its all-inclusive meaning, containing the most radical formal manifestations as well as milder forms of interrogation of former ideas and literary practices.


      Broadly speaking, then, the term «Modernist» comprises those artists who sought to emphasize the alienation and inconsistency of modern life and traditional forms of thinking, living and creating. It also includes the efforts to mirror the psychological processes of the human mind, unrevealed by previous modes of art. This involved the challenge to the commonly-accepted notion of reality, which was assumed to be objective, independent of the observing subject, absolute and unique. It finally encompasses the urge to overthrow the moral polarization of existence, particularly in terms of class, race and gender.


      Taking into consideration the multifaceted nature of the era, literary Modernism refers to those authors and literary works operating with:


      

        	A necessity to investigate new forms and styles to convey the interrogative mood of the era. Prose and poetry question former conventions to install some freshness among the signs of decadence.


        	A stress on fragmented forms and discontinuity, to the point of apparent collage, which mirrors the dissolution of beliefs in institutions, Newtonian science and history.


        	Settings and plots that evoke collective or individual past.


        	Reevaluation and reinterpretation of myths to convey a sense of order and meaning to an increasingly meaningless existence.


        	Characters in isolation and alienation who lack the energetic drive observed in the American literary characters of previous decades. Unmotivated, benumbed or doomed characters reflect the overwhelming power of the social and economic forces at work.


        	An emphasis on the individual and the inward workings of consciousness, over the social and public domains. Formal devices such as the interior monologue or the fallible narrator, to be explored later in the volume, illustrate the interest raised by modern psychology.


        	The search for impressionism and subjectivity, thus discarding the apparent objectivity of the nineteenth-century third-person narrator, and favoring multiple perspectives, unedited reports, and inexistent or hazy moral positions.


        	Attention to the new social concerns demanded by the increasing demographic variety, among which writers would explore the emergence of previously silenced voices, and the changing power relations between races, sexes, and classes.


      


      The general impression given by Modernist literature was that of a disunited world in constant transit. Much influenced by post-Impressionist art, literary authors attempted to verbally reproduce the broken up images of Cubism and the shattered forms of Expressionism. In an attempt to find a unifying principle for the intensely individualist practices of the Modernists, some scholars have proposed single defining characteristics of the movement. For instance, Christopher J. Knight argues that Modernism was defined by a doctrine of perception that focused on the object. Thus, representation was replaced by presentation, invoking a new understanding of objectivity. The artist, then, should be involved in the act of perceiving the object with a view to reveal its intrinsic value. The poetry of T. S. Eliot is considered «impersonal» due to its emotional detachment from the object it presents, and Ernest Hemingway’s style is usually characterized as objective —in its double meaning of object-focused and emotionally removed. But such unification of the Modernist variety, though highly instrumental, would erase much of the ideological and formal richness that American Modernism has to offer.


      Although the frontier is a nuclear myth in the literature and culture of the United States, two other prevalent ideas underwent serious resistance in this era: the City upon the Hill and the American Adam. The Puritan Fathers of the seventeenth century had defined the American colonies as a mythical City to which all eyes would look in admiration. In moral terms, the «City upon the Hill» symbolized a predominant place of virtue and progress, under God’s grace and providence. However, T. S. Eliot’s influential work The Wasteland (1922) provided a new spatial image that suited the dominating feeling of ruin and consumption, God-forsaken, in which the «American Adam» could hardly dwell and survive. Manifold images of wastelands of physical, sexual, or moral nature invaded Modernist works. Observe Eliot’s apprehension of such barren existence:


      What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow


      Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,


      You cannot say, or guess, for you know only


      A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,


      And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,


      And the dry stone no sound of water.


      (NAAL: 1587)


      Philosopher and poet Ralph Waldo Emerson characterized the archetypal hero of the American expansion and the embodiment of national virtues and aspirations: «Plain old Adam, the simple genuine self against the whole world.» This mythical figure stood for individualism, self-reliance, mobility, innocence, lack of commitment and youth. Ihab Hassan agrees with several critics when he points out that the Adamic myth «refuses to accept the immitigable rule of reality» (6). The American Adam painfully trying to cope with the Wasteland configured the literature of the era. Two main literary myths of this age epitomized the ways in which the American Adam survived in the wasteland: Babbitt and Gatsby, both to be analyzed in the Unit dedicated to the Lost Generation.


      Modernist literary expressions reflected the disquietude of the Americans: mechanization, alienation, loneliness, and uncertainty. In general, these worries could be summarized in the assertion that American literature of the early twentieth century was concerned with spiritual survival in an inextricable universe. Each author highlighted his or her particular cause of restlessness, and each one verbalized such restlessness with personal strategies and tones. Hence, speaking of a unique Modernist movement in the United States is, if anything, a misleading enterprise. In addition, the period was not characterized by one defining feature, as had previously happened with Romanticism or Realism. This variety derived from the lack of fixity and the prevailing disbelief. But the brutal separation of the past represented by the vanishing old myths entailed a global revision of American life and thought. In literature, particularly in the United States where realist fiction was deeply rooted, the modern spirit stressed the necessity to question and contest the concept of «the real.» Since it is «the real» what originates and informs the literary text, Modernist literary works would challenge traditional assumptions about reality, and would illustrate the drive to come to terms with and articulate modernity. Although the main Modernist feature was rupture with the past, conventional literary forms could be suitably revised and adapted to the new vision of reality.


      A variety of literary approaches to that modernity coexisted in American Modernism. Such variety reflected the different styles of perceiving and representing the world in an extremely complex moment. If we attempted to frame these early years of the century into literary movements or currents, the endeavor would result in a kaleidoscopic scenery:


      — Romanticism: The romantic rejection of reason and institutional certainty in favor of the individual’s felt experience persisted in the Modernist sensibility. For instance, the poet Wallace Stevens postulated that reality came to being when it was experienced by the imagination: «One must have a mind of winter/To regard the frost» (From «The Snow Man,» NAAL: 1441). Imagination, the defining constituent of the romantic movement, similarly empowered the Modernist artist to create some sort of coherence in the form of aesthetic order. However, Modernist aesthetic principles would present substantially different traits from the ones displayed by the romantic sensibility.


      — Realism: The preferred literary approach of the late nineteenth century involved a set of assumptions about reality and artistic representation that the new creators were not prepared to accept. Although accurate pictures of society and the human experience were still produced, they hinted at the authors’ changing attitude towards the dubious accurate representation of the real. Writers such as Willa Cather or Edith Wharton revealed such shifty awareness in their works. Cather’s My Ántonia (1918) is highly illustrative in that respect, since its very title suggests more than one understanding of experience. «My» stresses one’s own position and view against others’, thus questioning one of the basic axioms of realist fiction: that there is just one objective reality. The following excerpt has been extracted from the latter:


      I told him I had always felt that other people— he himself, for one knew her much better than I. I was ready, however, to make an agreement with him; I would set down on paper all that I remembered of Ántonia if he would do the same. We might, in this way, get a picture of her.


      He rumpled his hair with a quick, excited gesture, which with him often announces a new determination, and I could see that my suggestion took hold of him. «Maybe I will, maybe I will!» he declared. He stared out of the window for a few moments, and when he turned to me again his eyes had the sudden clearness that comes from something the mind itself sees. «Of course,» he said, «I should have to do it in a direct way, and say a great deal about myself. It’s through myself that I knew and felt her, and I’ve had no practice in any other form of presentation.» (3)


       Realism would thus be challenged and renewed by the aesthetic upheavals of the late nineteenth century.


      — High Modernism: Units Two and Four will deal with the most avant-garde strategies among American authors. Extreme formal innovations in the realm of American letters, especially in the field of narrative, occurred less frequently than in its European counterpart, but some poets and storytellers made a point of expressing life in utterly new ways. The zenith of Modernism or High Modernism comprised a number of those authors who reconsidered traditional literary assumptions and the role of literature in the modern era.


      — Naturalism: Disparate are the theories concerning the naturalist trend in writing: an extreme Realism, a philosophical overtone, a genre in itself... With respect to American Naturalism, we should highlight two important aspects: its interest was mainly environmental (whereas European Naturalism was also concerned with biological and hereditary issues), and it revealed a debt to the Calvinist substratum of American culture. Although the days of naturalist writers seemed already extinguished, the spirit of the movement remained in the attention paid to the sense of imprisonment in America’s progress. The portrayal of human beings deprived of free will allowed authors to retreat from making moral judgments, a most suitable position in a world that defied understanding and moral conclusions. These naturalistic outskirts were not necessarily attached to the realistic strategies that some critics hold to be fundamental in the previous naturalistic works.


      

        

          
            	
              [image: Imagen de chincheta]A milieu of social, political and intellectual circumstances configured what has been known as Modernism. It was not the only aesthetic trend of its day, and it absorbed and partook of the plural European avant-garde. The term is anything but monolithic, for it comprises different practices and ideas about the new era that emerged at the turn of the century. As a whole, however, Modernism stressed the necessity to break away with old social and artistic values, and to search for new modes of expression that best accounted for modernity and modern life. American Modernism entailed a revision of the myths that had constructed the culture and art of the United States, myths that were to be replaced with adequate modern alternatives.

            
          


        

      


      2. TEXT ANALYSIS: SHERWOOD ANDERSON’S REVOLT


      2.1. APPROACHING Anderson’s «Hands»


      Sherwood Anderson (1876-1941) belonged to a generation of midwestern writers who remained traditionalist but proved to be rebels nevertheless. They portrayed small-town life and examined elemental struggles, but revitalized what the eastern taste called «regionalist» literature. Also, Anderson is one of the writers who heralded the literary innovation of American literature in the twentieth century, and one of the first American authors to «become aware of the implications in the work of Sigmund Freud, D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce and Gertrude Stein» (White: 3). In turn, he was to leave a permanent mark on the works of such authors as Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, and John Steinbeck, to name only a few. When he published Winesburg, Ohio in 1919, it definitely presented a new proposal in the American literary landscape: it offered a new understanding of the short story form, contributed to the transition of narrative techniques to the modern era, and prepared the path for some of the leading writers of the twentieth century. Much of his writing dealt with the individual’s painstaking search for meaning and certainty in small communities, an environment he had known well before moving to Chicago to pursue a literary career.


      This novel/collection was set in a small town that Anderson claimed was the sole product of his imagination. However, it holds a great resemblance to Clyde, the little city where Anderson spent his childhood. The realism with which he approached the characters, speech and manners of a midwestern town inspired later authors. But his depiction of the human struggle for integration and compassion surpassed the temporal and geographical limits that configured the setting of the work. Much in the trail of D. H. Lawrence, an author that Anderson knew and greatly admired, Anderson sought a mystic encounter between individuals that permanent barriers made troublesome. Like Lawrence, also, he deplored the age of the machine and pursued plainer states of being.


      In Winesburg, Ohio Anderson described and reported life in a small midwestern town in a highly unconventional way. He structured a «novel» (notice the inverted commas) around a series of connected stories, independent but conceived as a whole, in which he explored the psychological dimensions of his characters. The small town of Winesburg was thus intended to represent a microcosm, a collection of human samples of social and emotional diversity. However, its most outstanding features were tone and subject-matter, for the latter offered a totally unprecedented picture of American life. Like Edgar Lee Masters’ Spoon River Anthology, published in 1915, Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio typifies the literary revolt from the village pursued by American writers from the early twentieth century. Masters had debunked the ideal picture of small-town life that was commonly embraced by the American popular mind. This myth of a harmonious existence in small communities had evolved from pioneering days, when nature and civilization found a site for reconciliation in these homely places. Masters, and Anderson after him, disclosed that the expected values of friendliness and honesty were in fact a fallacy that disguised hypocrisy, hostility, bigotry and frustration. Moreover, he portrayed the inexorable advance of progress and the marks it left on the public and private lives of Americans.


      Not only did «Hands» illustrate the social atmosphere of the United States in the early century, but also heralded the modern short story to be written in the country. This story is one of the twenty-two pieces of which Winesburg, Ohio is composed. Some consider the complete collection a novel in itself, while others miss the continuity of plot proper to the novel form. In any case, the very form of Winesburg, Ohio invites us to reflection: it hints at a totality —a global picture of a community— while such totality is rendered in terms of fragmentation and isolation. The different fragments of the global picture participate in the same spatial and temporal setting, and the narrative voice that embraces them offers an effect of wholeness, but Anderson achieved a sense of disconnection by reserving a separate chapter for each one.


      There is no evidence of Anderson’s having read James Joyce’s Dubliners before he wrote Winesburg, Ohio. However, these two volumes are the first representatives of what Forrest Ingram has called the short story cycle, that is, a particular design that combines the individuality of each story and the totality to which they belong (13). Two reasons can be argued for Anderson’s innovative structure. To start with, he felt dissatisfaction with the pressing demands of conventional storytelling, or poison plot, especially those concerning the writing of short stories:


      There was a notion that ran through all story telling in America, that stories must be built about a plot, and that absurd Anglo-Saxon notion that they must point to a moral, uplift people, make better citizens, etc., etc. The magazines were filled with these plot stories and most of the plays on our stage were plot plays. «The Poison Plot» I called it in conversation with my friends as the plot notion did seem to me to poison all story telling. What was wanted I thought was form, not plot, an altogether more elusive and difficult thing to come at. (Quoted in White: 255)


      Also, Anderson felt more comfortable with the short-story form because his job at the moment hindered his exclusive dedication to literature, so he found it difficult to write for extended spans of time.


      Nineteenth-century short-story writers had accustomed their audience to high-pitch endings —either surprising or moving. Preceding plots, especially after Edgar Allan Poe’s example, were intended to achieve a preconceived effect, and every element of the story worked in the same direction so as to produce that final impression. This implied that the narration flew along a rising tension. However, Anderson configured each story in such a way that plots seemed rambling, and denouements challenged the readers’ expectations, which were mainly based on convention. He thus anticipated the Modernists’ concern with truth to life’s actual mechanisms, not to literary stereotypes, which allowed him to focus more on ordinary people and their ordinary lives than on the surprising architecture of commercially successful stories. The rambling quality of his plots was also accountable to the oral tradition of storytelling, which Anderson recuperated in order to release narrative from strict framings of plot and structure, and to communicate a familiar, small-town air about the events narrated.


      But, as explained above, he was far from presenting an idyllic image of countryside life, or a mere regionalist portrait of a midwestern village. The author portrayed the personal and the collective in perpetual collision, and he cast a critical eye on the difficulties of communication and relationship in the demythologized scenery of rural America. The taboo themes that he explored in this context allowed Anderson to deepen into the characters’ psychology. In other words, he shifted the traditional focus of short-story writing —action and plot— to characters.


      «The Book of the Grotesque» is the introductory sketch to the collection, and it was at first thought to give title to the whole work. This first story presents readers with an old writer who once wrote a book, named «The Book of the Grotesque,» which he never published. This old writer believes in the idea that life is composed of many different, irreconcilable truths. Such a denial of an absolute and unique truth impregnates the form and the subject matter of his book. Correspondingly, Anderson applied the voice and the attitude of this old writer to the stories following.


      Before you proceed to Sherwood Anderson’s story bear in mind…


      

        	That Anderson purposely addressed a different way of short-story writing that emphasized mood over plot.


        	That mechanization was pervading national landscapes and mindscapes.


        	That Newtonian Physics was being replaced by Einsteinian proposals about space and time, among whose consequences were the sense of fragmentariness about self and experience.


        	That identity and personality were understood as greatly based on the psyche and that internal workings of the mind defined the self as much as speech and action.


        	That human beings and their relation to the environment had undergone an important transformation and were therefore depicted as alienated and isolated.


      


      2.2. REVISITING «Hands»


      A first version of «Hands» was first published in Masses in 1916, and later appeared as part of Winesburg, Ohio in 1919. With this volume Anderson abandoned the well-established literary tradition of presenting life as a process, as an organized and coherent set of experiences and situations. The novel form had evolved from this assumption, and its basic ingredients (plot, setting, temporal sequence, etc.) were articulated according to it. Instead, Anderson designed his volume as a series of «significant moments» in the lives of several characters. This fragmentariness is a ubiquitous device in Modernist texts, and reflects the impossibility of perceiving the world as a unified totality —that is, straightforwardly discerned by the senses and easily represented by art.


      The narrator is a most relevant element in any narrative, because (s)he serves as a bridge between the events narrated and the reader. The figure of the narrator shapes our reading because it articulates how we read and how the information gets to us. In the case of Winesburg, Ohio, Anderson was fully aware of the importance of this narrative ingredient, and he employed the narrative voice that best suited his purpose to recreate an alienated world. One of the main narrative features in «Hands» is the oral tradition of storytelling that pervades it, in particular the use of authorial comments addressed to the reader. «Let us look briefly into the story of the hands» (NAAL: 1425) is one among several examples of authorial address to be found in Anderson’s story, with which he established a point of closeness and complicity with his reading public.


      In «Hands» we also observe a heterodiegetic narrator, that is, an external narrator who does not participate in the events. Like classic omniscient narrative voices, (s)he has privileged access to characters’ thoughts and feelings:


      Now as the old man walked up and down on the veranda, his hands moving nervously about, he was hoping that George Willard would come and spend the evening with him. (NAAL: 1423)


      As for George Willard, he had many times wanted to ask about the hands. At times an almost overwhelming curiosity had taken hold of him. (NAAL: 1424)


      However, this third-person narrator subtly shows and conceals pieces of information in such a way that the story seems to have been composed out of fragments. One of the consequences of such approach to plot is the openness of the story and the different readings of Wing’s past.


      

        

          
            	
              [image: Imagen de libro] Despite his/her apparent privileged knowledge of events, this narrator shows an inability or reluctance to make full use of such ability. In other words, (s)he seems to focus on Wing Biddlebaum while obscuring specific information that could clarify his character. How do you, as reader, respond to this oblique focus on one character? Can you find hints in the text that support Wing’s character as child molester/homosexual/victim of narrow-mindedness?

            
          


        

      


      The above contributes to the evasiveness that hovers over the story, that air of fragmentariness caused by the separate pieces of knowledge that characters and readers alike have to face. Thus, this narrator lacks the capacity to embrace and account for the totality of the story, despite his/her apparent omniscience and the complicity with readers (s)he has established. Anderson, therefore, challenged the traditional notion of the third-person realistic narrator and proposed a version that could not satisfy our expectations of an all-knowing, all-controlling voice. The immediate effect of this strategy is the idea of a godless world, or a world deprived of an enfolding authority by which everything and everybody have a place and a mission. The narrative voice in «Hands» participates in the irony of the story. This type of observer is impossible in real life, so it is a clear narrative construct employed to reflect a narrative situation.


      Sherwood Anderson advanced several of the central concerns of American Modernism. To begin with, the fragmentary design of Winesburg, Ohio indicated the alienation of modern existence, and the tragic loneliness of the individual in a world without certainties. The suggestiveness of the overall structure parallels that of each individual story, dedicated to one character with his or her own private loneliness and tragedy. The inhabitants of Winesburg are thus presented as detached, disconnected from other villagers or any sheltering institution such as family, church or town hall. As mentioned before, the narrative strategy of telling each story from one personal perspective emphasized the idea of disconnection, as well as the impression of a godless existence where characters are left alone to face the harshness of everyday life. All the grotesque characters that Anderson depicts in Winesburg, Ohio are misfits who cannot find their own place: «Wing Biddlebaum […] did not think of himself as in any way a part of the life of the town» (NAAL: 1423). One of the signs and consequences of such loneliness is the failure of communication perceived in each story. In «Hands» Anderson deals with a pathetic inability to express one’s necessities and anxieties, which results in the character’s impossible adaptation to his environment. The fact that he «talked much with his hands» is at once verbally ineffectual and a source of trouble for him.


      

        

          
            	
              [image: Imagen de libro] Not only does Wing find it hard to share his feelings: communicative processes seem to be hindered or replaced by inadequate substitutes, as in «I’ll teach you to put your hands on my boy» (NAAL: 1425). Look for instances of blocked communication in the story.

            
          


        

      


      In Winesburg, Ohio the character of George Willard functions as a connecting element between stories: he is present in each of them and acts as a sort of confessor of every other character, a point of emotional reference for the otherwise completely detached villagers. His presence resembles, however, the role of the literary author who, in the introduction to the stories («The Book of the Grotesque») acknowledges the problematic task of accessing and telling the inner worlds of human beings. In this light, George Willard’s occupation as reporter in the local newspaper offers an example of irony —one among the many present in the story— due to his assumed role as source and articulator of communication. In addition, George has «vague hungers» and «unnamable desires» that evidence the same lack of communicative dexterity that abounds in the whole book.


      Another unifying principle, to be added to the technical devices previously mentioned, is the theory of the grotesque that Anderson anticipated at the beginning of the volume. In «The Book of the Grotesque» the author depicts an old dying man who recollects the people he has known along his life. They form a procession led by a youth in a coat of mail, a somewhat idealized representation of the author himself. Anderson thus established the relationship that he was to keep with the characters in his work. He understood and defined the grotesques as human beings that capture one truth from life and live by it in utter isolation, unable to share it with other people. They are thus prevented from developing as human beings or overcoming their grotesque nature, fueled by the discrepancy between fantasy and reality, that is to say, between the characters’ expectations and actual life conditions —i.e. irony, in other words. In this light, «Hands» is very conveniently begun in medias res (another reminiscent of oral storytelling), thus calling attention to the suffocating circularity of things.


      The subsequent retreat into the characters’ inner lives leads to an exaggeration of characterizing features, as the protagonist of «Hands» exemplifies. Nonetheless, the term involves some tenderness towards the grotesques he depicted, and the narrative voice in the stories reveals sympathy. Wing’s character in the story, for instance, is conveyed as fragile and frustrated: his very name suggests the frailness and entrapment of a bird, as does the final scene where he picks up crumbs from the floor.


      

        

          
            	
              [image: Imagen de libro] The title of the story points to one body part. In fact, this is not the only instance in the story where body parts are mentioned. Can you establish a connection between these body fragments and an impossible unity of identity?

            
          


        

      


      Anderson interpreted life as a collection of suggestive fragments of experience so that, according to Malcolm Cowley, the tales in Winesburg, Ohio «were not incidents or episodes, they were moments, each complete in itself» (6). These significant moments had been labeled epiphanies by James Joyce, who articulated his Dubliners cycle around a series of epiphanic instants in the lives of his characters. The term «epiphany,» originally an aesthetic and creative principle, has survived as a critical term to designate the author’s depiction of characters «who in a notable way either realize, or fail to realize, the inner significance of their lives» (Curry: 247). Each of the stories in Winesburg, Ohio were thus contrived to disclose its protagonist’s realization —or total unawareness of— the essential truth of relevant instants in their lives.


      

        

          
            	
              [image: Imagen de libro] Can you detect this significant moment or «sudden reaching out» (Cowley: 7) in «Hands»? What strategies does Anderson use to prepare us for this epiphanic revelation? Is there a shift in tone or in narrative perspective? Does the mood of the narrator change? Is this moment built as a climax —i.e. the result of rising tension?

            
          


        

      


      By focusing on the central character, Anderson achieved again the sense of fragmentary experience that defines the volume. Attention is directed in such a way that readers can only concentrate on a single view at a time, never apprehending a global vision of the scene. This narrowness of perspective equals the narrowness of small-town America, with its suffocating atmosphere that frontier life cannot relieve any longer. The protagonist attempted an escape twenty years ago only to find another kind of constriction. Then, instead of the liberation of mobility we find a deceiving change of scenery, where images of decay surround the protagonist.


      

        

          
            	
              [image: Imagen de libro] Winesburg is depicted as a moral wasteland where regeneration seems unlikely. The wasteland conveyed by this story refers to the loss of widely-believed small-town values, such as communication and empathy. Look for inorganic and organic images of decay in «Hands» (nature, architecture, etc.).

            
          


        

      


      The decline of the Jeffersonian ideal of an agrarian culture is visible in this story: life has become too mechanized, and Wing’s expressive hands can only be depicted in terms of productivity:


      With them Wing Biddlebaum had picked as high as a hundred and forty quarts of strawberries in a day. […] Winesburg was proud of the hands of Wing Biddlebaum in the same spirit in which it was proud of Banker White’s new stone house and Wesley Moyer’s bay stallion. (NAAL: 1424)


      Anderson did not convey here the wonder many Modernist artists felt for the glamour and liveliness of modern times —however destructive these might be. Another myth contested in Winesburg, Ohio is the pastoral ideal that permeated American literature from its beginnings, where nature played the role of «regression from the cares of adult life and a return to the primal warmth of womb or breast in a feminine landscape» (Kolodny: 6). Observe, also, how the notion of the pastoral interacts here with the idea of communication discussed elsewhere in the Unit:


      In the picture men lived again in a pastoral golden age. Across a green open country came clean-limbed young men, some afoot, some mounted upon horses. In crowds the young men came to gather about the feet on an old man who sat beneath a tree in a tiny garden and who talked to them. (NAAL: 1424)


      Especially noteworthy is the inclusion of the train in the story, for the railroad had played a highly important part in the industrialization of the American landscape, and as such it had been portrayed by Realist authors. Leo Marx describes the symbolical power of the railroad as «a centrifugal force that threatens to break down, once and for all, the conventional contrast between the city and the country» (32). Although the respective positive and negative connotations of the rural and the mechanic are seemingly clear, it should be noted that the pastoral image of berry-picking is subdued to the mechanical processes intervening. The presence of railroad tracks or highways scarring the countryside seems to announce that the landscape has been devoured by a modern state of things that does not allow any further division of symbolical or cultural spaces. Nature or less industrialized towns are thus divested of their assumed power to redeem and welcome the subject.


      

        

          
            	
              [image: Imagen de libro] How does mechanization intervene in the story? What is the effect of representing nature side by side with technology? Compare natural imagery in the two settings where Wing is seen living. Notice the way it contributes to symbolism, plot, and character construction.

            
          


        

      


      Critics usually agree on labeling Anderson a midwestern author, although geographers themselves differ on the precise limits of the American Midwest. The physical particularity of the region is its plains, a real symbol of space for the American people. Space defies limitations, notions of constriction and boundedness, and has served as a trope for liberty in American literature for several generations. But the physical space of the midwestern area stands in opposition to the Puritan limitations of its existence. The ideal homogeneity of small rural communities is defied here by a grotesqueness that the town is unprepared to accept. Although «Hands» is not as overtly explicit as other stories about sexual and emotional repressions, it illustrates the Puritan background of a midwestern town. The theme of death in life, dealt with later in the century by other writers, appears in all the stories included in the collection in one way or other. This theme touches upon the characters’ inhibited passions, whatever their origin. Each of the stories in Winesburg, Ohio engages in a discussion of this force on the verge of final release, but ultimately repressed. In the stories composing the volume life is represented as an unending movement. Stories lack definite starting and ending points, and their closure suggest continuity, a flux that hinges into other characters’ own fluid existences. Taking this point even further, David Stouck detects the medieval theme of the Dance of Death deeply embedded in the overall structure of the work. According to him, such dance constituted a representation of Death as it took away people’s lives in a procession of dead bodies marching out of this world. Furthermore, the dead danced with the living in an attempt to warn them of their fate. This would account for the strange gestures that Wing —together with other characters in Winesburg, Ohio— makes in «Hands»:


      When he talked to George Willard, Wing Biddlebaum closed his fists and beat with them upon a table or on the walls of his house. The action made him more comfortable. If the desire to talk came to him when the two were walking in the fields, he sought out a stump or the top board of a fence and with his hands pounding busily talked with renewed ease. (NAAL: 1423-1424)


      Most of the characters in the collection were therefore returning «ghosts» in the sense that they were apparently rescued from Anderson’s memories of childhood. However, the Dance of Death scheme is particularly interesting due to the tragic echoes that it reveals in the different stories. For Death in Winesburg, Ohio, as it has been commented above, does not refer to a physical closure but to a spiritual one instead. The fact that the grotesques try to warn their neighbors with their symbolic eccentric behavior is particularly tragic, since communication proves repeatedly ineffectual.


      

        

          
            	
              [image: Imagen de chincheta]Winesburg, Ohio was highly influenced by the themes and tone in Edgar Lee Masters’ Spoon River Anthology, and in turn influenced many works written in the following decades. Anderson’s formal innovations in Winesburg, Ohio include the short-story-cycle form, a dismissal of plot development as the axis of storytelling, emphasis on perspective and psychology, and narrative fragmentariness. He exercised a revolt from the village in his denunciation of authentic small-town life, and stressed the loss of agrarian ideals, the incommunication and alienation of modern life, and the difficult position of the self against an unwelcoming environment.

            
          


        

      


      3. EXERCISES


      3.1. Test yourself


      On Sherwood Anderson


      a) Why is the closure of the story ironic? How does the author prepare readers for this irony?


      b) How is the central character characterized? In other words, how do we readers get to know him, and how much do we get to know?


      c) How is the sense of fragmentariness achieved?


      d) How relevant are perspective and narrative voice to our reading of the story? How do they shape our approach and response to it?


      e) What elements in «Hands» contribute to the short-story-cycle form of Winesburg, Ohio?


      f) What makes a grotesque of Wing Biddlebaum? Does this character conform to the author’s theory of the grotesque?


      g) In what ways is «Hands» an instance of the revolt-from-the-village topic?


      h) What is the function of George Willard in «Hands»?


      i) In what way is the setting —or settings— of the story relevant to its central idea?


      j) What strategies does Anderson employ to contest the idea of innocence in «Hands»?


      k) How is nature represented?


      Summary questions


      a) Why should writers search for new modes of expression at the beginning of the twentieth century?


      b) Why was the field of Physics important in the understanding and representation of experience?


      c) What modern ideas —social, intellectual, artistic— informed the literature at the beginning of the century?


      d) How are the old American myths reinterpreted?


      3.2. Explore


      a) Pay attention to Wing’s physical description provided by the narrator. To what extent is this portrait relevant to the story? What responses from the reader do you think it pursues?


      b) George Willard, a writer, represents the function of the artist in modern society. How would you outline that function as presented in the story?


      c) How are frontier times and values evoked and mourned in the story?


      d) «Hands» displays different forms of irony. In your opinion, does the story rest on the readers’ expectations about small-town life?


      e) How far does «Hands» avoid the «Poison Plot» that Anderson censured? What strategies did Anderson employ to escape the restrictive convention of organizing a story around plot?


      f) Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927) and Charles Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936) dealt with the difficulties of surviving in a modern industrialized society. Though their atmosphere and plotlines are very different, both project the idea of the subject trapped and dominated by the machine. Compare these movies to Anderson’s story, bearing in mind the silent but prevailing presence of the train in it.


      3.3. Key terms


      

        — Authorial address


        — Death-in-life theme


        — Epiphany


        — Fragmentariness


        — Grotesque


        — Heterodiegetic


        — Jeffersonian ideal


        — Modernism


        — Poison plot


        — Revolt from the village


        — Short story cycle


        — Wasteland
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      4.3. Literary works mentioned in this Unit


      Willa Cather (1873-1947): Her novel My Ántonia (1918) is the story of Ántonia Shimerda, the daughter of a Bohemian family who settled in the Nebraska plains. The work tells the misfortunes and also the simple goodness of farming life, in light of the quick changes that overtook the United States at the turn of the nineteenth century. Its most significant feature is the narrative voice employed to tell the story, a narrator who in turn tells the story through the eyes of one friend of Ántonia’s.


      Edgar Lee Masters (1869-1950): His collection Spoon River Anthology (1915) initiated the «revolt from the village» theme in twentieth-century American literature. Masters’ work consisted of over two hundred poems spoken by the inhabitants of Spoon River, an Illinois small community that debunked the ideal image of small-town America.


    


  




  

    

      
Unit two

«MAKE IT NEW»: EXPERIMENTS IN POETRY


      

        Program


        1. PRESENTATION: New poetry


         1.1. European, Asian and African influences: The International Style
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