


The great issue in fiction is that of the stature of char acters. 

It starts with something like the psalmist! question, "vlhat is man 

that thou art mindful of him?11 , and the responses range from "a little 

lower than the angels" to "a poor naked forked creature". The struggle 

of the novelist has been to establish a measure, a vie,·r of human nature 

and usuall¥, though not always , as large a view as belief and imagination 

could wring from observable f acts. The artist tries , Nietzsche once 

wrote, to exaggerate the value of human personality. This is a secul ar 

notion, for on the assumption that God exists a religious ~~iter 'rould 

deny that exaggeration was possible. But novelists have been largely 

secular men in secular , doubting times . If we consider the humanistic 

art of the fienaissance which Nietzsche probably had in mind, and its 

near-divine creatures, we can agree with him. It made the human image 

very great. But even then there w·ere doubts about t he unaccomodated 

poor naked forked creature, and since t ' .en the value o:f man has depre.: 

ciated. We see the doubt in Don Qgijote. Are nobility and great virtue 

delusions? Can there ever be a time ,.,hen ecstasy ,.rill be the daily 

spirit and men and things be set in diamonds? Cervantes investigates 

,.,hat it ceans to uill t he highest and to insist on a superior r eality. 

This contrast of a superior reality with daily fact is the peculiar 

field of the novel . 

In the 19th century heroes appear as revolutiona ries , great 

natures , born aristocrats , but the original huoanistic doubt has 

made terrible progress. The great Russian novelists insisted on the 

Christian measure; even so , Dostoievsky cre?ted the anti- hero of 

Uotes from the Underground as vrell as Prince dyshlcin and Alyosha 

Karamazov. As the external social fact gro,'ls larger, more pOl·rerful 

and tyrannical , man appears in the novel reduced in will, strength 
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~reedom and scope. Until, in Flaubert's Sentimental Education, the 

hero is not even an anti-hero like Dostoievs~{y's, great by reason o~ 

his ressentiment , but merely a man of no importance , a ridiculous 

social creature. And if man is of no importance, hovr is the novel, 

how, for that matter, is any h~an activity justified? 

No"' '\·re have an anarchy of vie'\·TS in a "free" field. At one end 

Celine, denunciatory, and at the other someone like Bernanos asserting, 

but unable to prove concretely, t hat there are saints still. As 

for American writers, a good many of them hold before us a decent 

but exceedingly l imited ideal, forbearing, stoical but of no great 

capacity, not very passionate, not very strong in thought. He is 

rather abstract, he exhibits collective rather than personal traits 

( I am thin..'!.cing nO'\·T of a Steinbeck hero) , and he shol·Ts \·That is wanted 

more than '\·That is seen, heard, knovm. It is almost as though many 

American ~~iters felt that to confront actuality might be dangerous 

to our social sympathies and they do not let the facts gather freely 

about their superior reality, such as it is. 

Hany writers have sought justification in the art of "~iting 

itself, follo'\·ring Flaubert. For him experience pressed hard against 

an heroic conception of literature which he felt bound to try to save. 

Henry James in his criticism of him ide~lly states the problem for 

all modern "~iters. Is one obliged to treat what James calls the 
11middlingu as Flaubert, angry and disappointed , treats it? Because 
-Flaubert , hating cocmon life, displaced his enormous energy from sub-

ject matter to style. If literature vms an heroic enterprise it had to 

be so in spite of the degeneration of life. His aim 'l.·ms an esthetic one, 

the creation of beauty as a reply to the punishment and pain of 

degraded existence. Thus for him, and for those who follovred him, 

mastery over language comes to represent mastery over human difficulties, 
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and method in fiction xtawms x2wt a symbolic triumph of sense , order 

and harmony over them. In this way, value is supposed to be kept . 

James complained that if Flaubert " imagined nothing better 

for his purpose than such a heroine" (Emma ) "and such a hero ,n (Horeau) 

"both such limited reflectors and registers, we are forced to believe 

it to have been a defect of his mind." ("The greater intellect one 

has ," says Pascal, "the more originality one finds in men"). James 

understood this difficulty so vrell because he himself suffered from 

it, and carved out for his work a reality that he controlled too 

absolutelye It \'las superior , but unchecked; it existed by ~Ŀ 

The "'llay in 1-t.nich B x he "vrrapped" characters "'lras despotic . This despotism 
" ~ 

brought with it its mm kind of mercy, the despot ' s mercy toward his 

subject. But the system ~1as hermetic , closed to the great disturbances 

with which Flaubert tried to cope. Nevertheless, I have a great deal 

of sympathy for James's objection to the ! imited reflectors "• Why 

not have , in art , the l argest mind available? Indeed, why have any other? 

Why be middling with the middling subject? Flaubert was not, but he 

armored himself toogreatly in his art to act freely. James shunned 

it , and the largest mind cannot be hermetic to reality. 

But what kind of category is "middling experience", and \vhat 

kind of reality does i t denote? In de Tocqueville \ve read that 
petty 

"Nothing conceivable is so tpJa2 ttJ, so insipid, so crowded "'lrith pal try 

interests , in one \·lord so antipoetic , as the life of a man in the 

United States." 

I feel, before a ttatemcnt like this, that the first thing to 

be said is that :t "the life of a man in the United States" is, 2itsko 

to begin 'tvi th , "the life of a man" . l t is not so hard to understand the 
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dislike, even dread, that de Tocqueville must have felt before an 

immense, uncertain neu development in human life. Yes, there is 

pettiness, paltriness, insipidity, there is crime,too, and the character~ 

ization of the life of man in a democracy has not even begun, -r.·rith 

these terms . The truth is deeper, more mysterious and in some ways 

perhaps even more terrible than he conceived it . ~he 19th century 

knew Homais but did not yet knm·T Rimmler . But ho\·T different can 

human life become? 

This is the problem at the point where the modern novelist 

must enter it, in a present which is as fearfUl, and as marvelous 

as presents have always been. fhe idea that tve are at the degene~te 

d\·Tarf end of history is one thc>t he must reject as he rejects his 

o~m childishness. Writers have a conservative tendency, in the 

literal ceaning of it, and are hostile to\•Tard the future. The fUture 

may destroy, or ignore, their premises, their beliefs, their assump-

tions, all that they have received fro~ the past. There is a justified 

hate of the petty, insipid, paltry, but there is this element too, to 

be taken into account, the conservative one. 

The tas~ of a novelist now, as Isee it, is still to attempt 

to fix a scale of importance, and to rescue from styles, languages, 

forms, abstract ions, as well as from the assault and distraction 

of manifold social facts, an origihal human value. I do not believe 

in a hierarchy of feelings descending in a line from aristocracy to 

mass civi+ization. ~t. the aristocratic dead bury their dead, and 

the democratic dead) too . I believe in feeling, simply, in vividness . 

\ihere feeling is synthetic, ideals of gseatness are mer ely dismal. 

Feeling only brings us to conceptions of superior reality. 

A point of viet•T like rn.ine is not conducive to popular success. 

I believe \·rith Coleridge that some ~rriters must gradually cre~te 
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their ot-m audience . This is, in the short run , an unre,·rarding process . 

The commercial organization of society resists it and , let us face it, 

there is a vridespread disgust, \>Teariness , staleness , resi stance, un­

'villingness to feel the sharp edge of life, boredom. 

We have for hundreds of years had an idolatry of the human image , 

in the lesser form of the self and in the greater form or the State. 

So when ,.,e think vTe are tired of l·ian, it is that ~;~-/r'e tired of . Han 

is forced to lead a secret life, and i t is in that l ife that the 

writer must go to find him. tie must bring value , restor e proportion; 

he must also give pleasure. If he does not do these things he remains 

sterile himself. 
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