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The world in which Sherwood Anderson grew up was not merely
western, it was a mixture of all those social atmospheres we call
eastern and western, urban and rural, industrial and handicraft. The
sharp memory of the frontier or the growing shadow of the city—which
was more important? It is a moot question and hardly worth answer-
ing, for what was important was their convergence... Perhaps the
most advantageous position for such a witness was neither the city nor
the farm, but rather the small town in which people retained the
essential rural qualities even as they strained for the urban successes.

Such a town was Clyde, in the central north of Ohio.”
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In structure the book lies midway between the novel proper and the
mere collection of stories. Like several famous books by more recent
authors, all early readers of Anderson——like Faulkner’s The Unvan-
quished and Go Down, Moses, like Steinbeck’s Tortilla Flat and The
Pastures of Heaven, like Caldwell’s Georgia Boy

it is a cycle of
stories with several unifying elements, including a single background,
a prevailing tone, and a central character. . . George Willard is growing
up in a friendly town full of solitary persons; the author calls them

“grotesques.”®
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That in the beginning when the world was young there were a great
many thoughts but no such thing as a truth. Man made the truths
himself and each truth was a composite of a great many vague
thoughts. All about in the world were the truths and they were all
beautiful. . .. There was the truth of virginity and the truth of passion,
the truth of wealth and of poverty, of thrift and of profligacy, of
carelessness and abandon. ... It was the truths that made the people
grotesques. The old man had quite an elaborate theory concerning the
matter. It was his notion that the moment one of the people took one
of the truths to himself, called it his truth, and tried to live his life by
it, he became a grotesque and the truth he embraced became a false-

hood.®
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Concerning the old carpenter who fixed the bed for the writer, I only
mentioned him because he, like many of what are called very common
people, became the nearest thing to what is understandable and lovable

of all the grotesques in the writer’s book. (25)
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In the fall one walks in the orchards and the ground is hard with frost
underfoot. The apples have been taken from the trees by the pickers.
They have been put in barrels and shipped to the cities where they will
be eaten in apartments that are filled with books, magazines, furni-
ture, and people. On the trees are only a few gnarled apples that the
pickers have rejected. They look like the knuckles of Doctor Reefy’s
hands. One nibbles at them and they are delicious. Into a little round
place at the side of the apple has been gathered all of its sweetness.
One runs from tree to tree over the frosted ground picking the gnarled,
twisted apples and filling his pockets with them. Only the few know
the sweetness of the twisted apples. (36)
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had for a moment taken hold of the thing that makes the mature life of men
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In George Willard's room, which had a window looking down into an

alleyway and one that looked across railroad tracks to Biff Carter’s

Lunch Room facing the railroad station. .. (134)
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Men labored too hard and were too tired to read. In them was no
desire for words printed upon paper. As they worked in the fields,
vague, half-formed thoughts took possession of them. They believed
in God and in God’s power to control their lives. In the little Protes-
tant churches they gathered on Sunday to hear of God and his works.
The churches were the center of the social and intellectual life of the

times. The figure of God was big in the hearts of men. (71)
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He had grown into maturity in America in the years after the Civil War

and he, like all men of his time, had been touched by the deep influ-
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ences that were at work in the country during those years when modern
industrialism was being born. . . The beginning of the most materialistic
age in the history of the world, when wars would be fought without
patriotism, when men would forget God and only pay attention to
moral standards, when the will to power would replace the will to serve
and beauty would be well-nigh forgotten in the terrible headlong rush
of mankind toward the acquiring of possessions, was telling its story to
Jesse the man of God as it was to the men about him. The greedy
thing in him wanted to make money faster than it could be made by

tilling the land. (80-81)
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big change coming here in America and in learning is the only hope of the
coming generations. Louise is the daughter of a rich man but she is not
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Before such women as Louise can be understood and their lives made
livable, much will have to be done. Thoughtful books will have to be
written and thoughtful lives lived by people about them.

Born of a delicate and overworked mother, and an impulsive, hard,
imaginative father, who did not look with favor upon her coming into
the world, Louise was from childhood a neurotic, one of the race of
over-sensitive women that in later days industrialism was to bring in

such great numbers into the world. (87)
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In Clyde, religion was nourished by agrarian life and a sense of
community, both of which were withering away during Anderson’s
upbringing because of industrialization. And the concomitant decline
of institutional religion would become a recurring theme in his writ-
ings....Yet the impact of secularization on the mental health of

America concerned him even more.”
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Anderson weaves the theme of human isolation from story to story in
Winesburg, Ohio, but he also suggests the possibility of emotional
growth and human understanding through George Willard. In The
Pastures of Heaven, Steinbeck portrays individuals united by the need
for some dream or illusion to give their life purpose, but the Munroes,
with their middle-class virtues and realities, constantly appear to

destroy their hope.'®
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Men who have created new fruits in the world cannot creat a system
whereby their fruits may be eaten. And the failure hangs over the
State like a great sorrow. ... There is a crime here that goes beyond
denunciation. There is a sorrow here that weeping cannot symbolize.
There is a failure here that topples all our success. The fertile earth,
the straight tree rows, the sturdy trunks, and the ripe fruit. And
children dying of pellagra must die because a profit cannot be taken
from an orange. And coroners must fill in the certificates—died of

malnutrition——because the food must rot, must be forced to rot.'®
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When readers are encouraged by the author to show sympathy for the
grotesque creation, their attitude towards it also changes——they now
understand its condition, its plight, and its naturalness. Therefore,
they share the authorial care and compassion——the essentials of
American modernist writers’ attitudes towards the grotesque. The
grotesque, which, previously, was something to hate, fear or despise,

begins to be viewed as something to love, trust or respect.'®
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