Is O', Henry a Pernicious Literary Influence?

hl

Mrs Katharine Fullerton Gerould Says That He Wrote Ex-
panded Anecdotes, Not Short Stories, with Nothing But Climax

By Joyce Kilmer.
HENRY has been called

many things. Some people

have called him the twen-

tieth centuryv Balzace. Some
@ have called him the Ameri-

can Maupassant. Katha-
rine Fulierton Gerould has a new name
for him. She calls him a Pernicious
Influence.

And the author of = Vain Oblations "
and * The Grea: Tradition™ was not In
a sternly critical mood. She was enjoy-
ing the caim of a Princeton afternoon
in vacatior t'me. enjoving it in the mel-
low shade of Queren’s Court. her pleasant
golonial home. Her husband is Professor
of Engiish at the university. Mrs. Ger-
ould s at peace with all the world—
but. neveriheiess, she called O. Henry a
pernictou~ infiuence.

Now, the traditional way for a con-
temporary shors siHTy Writer to refer to
0. He~r+ is hluzhirziy to disclaim the
jnheritance «f hiz mantie.  And Mr=.
Gerould. in ~pite of the fame which her
extrac-iiariy vivid articles about the
Hawailaur Il:iard- have brought her. is
above all things a writer of short siories
—in the opirion of some critics the fore-

mosi livine ariter of short -tories in
Englizh. Trerelore. her opinions on ihe
craft of short siory writing have au-
thority. I asked her why she character-
jzed O. Her -v 1. this unusual way.

“ Well " she ar-wered, with a smile.
“1 hear O. Henry i~ being used in the
cchools ard the colleges. 1 hear that
he is held up a: a model by critics and
professors of Ernglish. The effect of
thiz most ba perricious. It carnot but be
pernicions 1o spread the idea that
0. Henry iz a master of the short story.
O. Henry did not write the short story.
O. Henry wrote the expanded anecdote.”

“« What is the difference between
them?® ™ 1 a:ked.

« Ji's hard to define the difference,”
Mrs. Gerould replied, * but it’s impos-
sible to confuse the two forms. In a
chort storv there are situation. suspense,
and climax. O. Henry gives the reader
-slimax—nothing elze:

« 0. Henrv takes one incident and sets
it down. What he gives us isn't a big
enough piece of life to have any 2a:30-
ciations—ihough in other hands, those of
Kipling, for example, it would have all
its teniacles out, so to =peak. and would
seem to be z2ctually related to life.

#In a short story you should get life

in the round, zs you do in Maupassant’s
chort stories. From seeing how people
‘act in certain circumstances which are
described vou should be able to imagine
bow tney would aci in any other cir-
cumstanca.

“ i's not 2 matier of length. 1n the
cerv chortest of Maupassant’s stories you
fim-l the peop:e ciched in S0 clearly that
yvou know them; iou know how they

would act whatever extraneous conditions_

might cnter. But you do not find this to
be the case in O. Henry's stories; you
Lnow how the people acted in one set of
circumstances, but you have no idea how
they would act at any other time.

« Therefore, in this respect it seems to
me that Maupassant has moral signifi-
cance, znd O. Henry has none. I might
say that the O. Henry stories are con-
crete—there is nothing fluid or lifelike
about them. And this is due to the fact
that I mentioned—that yvou are told how
the characters acted, and not made to un-
derstand how they always would act.

“ The really great short story writers
make us know their characters, make us
know how they would act in any conceiv-
able circumstances.”

“ Who are the great short story writ-
ers? ” T asked.

Mrs. Gerould frowned thoughtfully.
“In his best ctories Bret Harte cer-
tzinly makes us know how his characters
would alwaye act)” she answered. She
threw up her hands with a despairing
gesture. “Oh, I have a most horrid
w >hasia!” she said laughing. “ But
Henry James has written great shert sto-
ries of the longer type—too long {o be

called short stories if yon take Kipling as

the model. In the early volumes by Mary
¥. Wilkins there is the very purest art—
in technique some of her short stories are
the best In the English language—it is
very special, very local, but it is wonder-
ful art. Mrs. Wharton has written admi-
rable short stories, and so has George
Washineton Cable—some of his New Or-
leans steries are exquisite.

* Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote some
great short stories. But T don’t swear by
Hawthorne as some people do. The tech-
nigue of many of Richard Harding Da-
vis's short stories was almost perfect.
Frank Stockton was a master of the vhort
storv—he was a great genius. Recently

. .‘J PR

our national life, so our novels must be
localized.”

‘“ But cannot a novel be at once local
and general?” 1 asked. ¢ Cannot its
characters be peculiar to sofme locality
and yet their motives and emotions be
universal —as in some of Hardy's
ncvels? ”

“Hardyv?"” said Mrs. Gerould, *“ Well,
Hardy is so desperately symbolical. I
have never had the Hardy feeling
strongly, because Hardy really doesn’t
play fair with his characters — they
might be called angelos or something
like the characters in 8 Greek drama—
thev are not flesh and blood, they are
~tock figures, puppets. You could re-
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Half-hid flan < of apples through green
£t ! leaves are peering,

g""fé-ﬂ i :‘) J Shattered burr. of chestnuts prickle on

: S < tne lea,

Yondar, pa=t the hillerest, yvellow pump-
kins leering

Mock an angry squirrel who pouts and
seold: at me-=

Dark'y sleep~ my deur love, deud beyond

Smoldering through the black boughs
sunset burned to embers,

As he turned and kissed me, thrice and
thrice again—

Never shall 1 know the spot where he
lies slain.

the vea.
On this du-kyv runrel launched me last 2
September's rl‘*b
Crinkled leaves of maple. each a scarlet -
stain,
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1 read a book of extraordirarily crood
short stories—H. G. Dwight's Stamboul
Nights.” He manages to get just the
r:ght remove from his exotic material.

«“ But O. Henrv will continue to be
read,” said Mrs. Gerould, “ because he is
always so sentimental. And of course
people adore to be told that there are no
moral hierarchies. Nevertheless, he is
not the real thing, and his influence is
mos*, pernicious.”

I asked Mrs. Gerould why the short
story was more closely identified than the
novel with American writings.

« 1 wonder if it is? 7’ she said. “ We've
had great novelists—after all, Henry
James was an American. But I think I

Lrow one Teason why we've never had

that much talked of great American
rovel—a reason which seems to me per-
manently discouraging. That reason is
that we have no central social circle.

“ How is one to write "an American
novel? The novel of New York life, the
novel of New England life, the novel of
Qouthern life, the novel of Middle West-
ern life—all these we have in abundance.
But how can all the sorts of life in the
United States be put into one novel? You
see, there is no unity, no social unity in
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construct the English social fabrie from
Charles Dickens, the French social fabric
from Balzac—you could not construct any
secial fabrics from Hardy.

“ And Hardy is too much the con-
firmed pessimist to be a great artist.
He is always so certain that everything
will come out all wrong in the end! He
suffers from a perverted pathetic fallacy.

“ You cannot construct the American
social fabric from any American novel,
because there is no American social
fabric. The European novelist has his
London or his Paris—the place that sets
the fashions in thought and manner, the
place to which the people in the prov-
inces look. We have nothing of the sort;
we have no typical American city.

“ Take even a ripping novel like Mrs.
Wharton’s ¢ House of DMirth'— that’s
local, it’s about’a special group. Mrs.
Deland put a good bit of America into
‘* The Iron Woman.” Mary S. Watts gets
a good deal of America into her books.
I have not rcad Mr. Howells's later
work, but in his earlier work you get
only groups—you feel that Ameriea, by
and large, is bigger than that. Consid-
ering the contemporary American novel
as a whole, you might almost say that
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the only part of the country which you
find adequately reflected is Indiana.

“It all comes down to the fact,” she
continued, * that the country is too big
for a novel. Where shall we lay the
scene of our novel of contemporary life?
Its people must have a social fabric and
esiablished traditions. They ecannot be
isolated; they must have a sense of the
world about them.

“ What does the novel of Boston life
tell us about the people of New York?
What does the Chicago novel tell us
about the Pacific Coast? We cannot
have the genuinely American novel, the
novel reflecting our national life. And
so we have the short story.”

“ But Poe, the man who iz generally
considered our greatest writer of short
stories, choxe that form in preference to
the novel at a time when the United
States really had a social fabric” I sug-
gested,

“ Poe had no contaet with hife at all,”
satd Mis. Gerould. * He would have been
the <ame anvwhere: he could not have
teen a novelist.,  There was rothing
American about his }.:‘l‘!:iu:!- think of hia
tremendous vogue i Franee”

I a-ted Mos Gerould how the American
chort -torie: of teday compared in her
opinion with those of Nifteen jears ago.

“They are better.” ~he rephed, "in
that they are shorter- they are more
thoroughly pached.  And thi- is due to
Maupassant™s influcnce.  Maupassunt has
done much for the Amerivan short story,
Jonathan Sturgiz, Maupas<sunt’s transla-
tor. said that Mary F. Wik'ts told him
that his transiation of Maupu~-ant’s * Odd
Number ® started her making  short
¢toriex. Lor two vears she used it a5 a
model, deliberately basing short stories
on it, in an effort to maxter the secret
of Maupassant’s method.

“In the modern short story the bad
influence of 0. Henry is to be seen in
the treatment of material. In concrete
incident the short story is better than
it used to be, but it shows lamentable
moral unconscientiousness. The author
does_aot stand his short story up and
relate it to life as he uszed to. O. Henry
has taught him that this sort of labor is
unnecessary.

»The modern chort story is better
technically than its predecessor of fif-
teen years ago, but poorer intellectually.
The modern short story writer sits down
at his desk with nothing in his head but
the idea of a man slipping on a banana
peel—a concrete incident.

“ There is Gouverneur Morris, for ex-
ample—he is always interesting. DBut
often he writes incidents instead of short
stories: he is not always conscious of
any possible relation to life that his
people might have.

“ But that scems to satisfy people.
Anything visually exeiting and dramatic-
ally emotional will go down. But you
can't blame O. Henry entirely. It's the
American taste, I suppose. The movies
satisfy people—we all go to the movies
und enjoy them—and if the movies give
us what we want, then why should the
short story writers bother their heads to
give us anything more than incidents?

“ As to novels,” Mrs. Gerould contin-
ued, ¥ well, I don’t know how we can ever
have a real American novel. In England
there are practically no short stories—
everybody is writing novels. But over
here people are interested in politics, and
social service, and thousands of other
things—vitally interested—and in addi-
tion to the geographical problem, there
are all these interests to be put into the
novel. The difficulties are sufficiently
great to discourage the average writer
from attempting to do the big cross-sec-
tion of American life.

“ When Henry James came back to the
United States after years of absence,
some one said to him: ¢ Now you'll write
us the great American novell’ He an-
swered, ‘No, I can't. I don’t know the
American world of business.’

“ And the American world of business
is only one of our myriad American
worlds. We cannot have an American
novel. We are too young and too dis-
tended.”



