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Henry Adams, whose educational resemblance to Tahiti”” The ironic

argosy actually bore to Tahiti, wryly
deposes as follows, in the chapter
"T'wenty Years After”: *“Yorkshire
In January is not an island in the
Bouth Seas. . . . It has few points of

inversion i3 characteristic.: So is
Adams's voyage to the isle of the
tiaré. It wvalidates his wisdom. It
enlists him in the inner circle of the
wise men,

IN RESPECT TO JOSEPH HERGESHEIMER
BY JAMES BRANCH CABELL

O say they, speak they, and tell

they the tale, in “literary gossip”,
that Joseph Hergesheimer “wrote” for
& long while before an iota of his
typing was transmuted into “author's
proof”. And the tale tells how for
fourteen years he could find nowhere
any magazine editor to whose present
needs a Hergesheimer story was quite
suited.

And it is my belief that in ap-
proaching Mr. Hergesheimer’s work
one should bear constantly in mind
those fourteen years, for to me they
appear, not uncuriously, to have
shaped and eolored every book he has
thus far published.

The actual merit of the writing done
during that T&q‘si&—hm, at least
—irrelevant. It is not the point of
the fable that he high-heartedly wrote
a story to which, when completed, his
unbiased judgment could not quite
honestly deny such deference as is due
to a literary masterpiece; and which,
through some odd error, was rejected
by a magazine that every month was
publishing vastly inferior stories; and
which was later declined by another
magazine, and by a host of magazines,
with a dispiriting bland unanimity
not unsuggestive of editorial con-
gpiracy. Meanwhile—of course—he
had written another tale, which was
much better than the first, and which

proved to be an equally faithful chape-
ron of return postage. So story fol-
lowed story, each dreeing the same
weird. . . .

And he used to wait for the post-
man, no doubt, and to note from afar
that it was a large envelope; and would
open the damned thing with a faint
hope that perhaps they just wanted
some slight changes made; and would
find only the neat, impersonal, and
civilly patronizing death-warrant of
hope. So Joseph Hergesheimer kept
on with his foolishness, without any
gleam of success, or even (they re-
port) any word of encouragement.
And doubtless his relatives said the
customary things. .

And none of these eireumstances,-
either, is the point of the apologue,
because in all save one detail the
comedy has been abraded into point-
lessness by over-constant repetition;
and is, of course, being futilely per-
formed at this moment in one prefers
not to refleet how many thousand
homes. The leading rile, though, is
too unprofitable and irksome for any
guite sane person to persist in enact-
ing it for fourteen vears. This Joseph
Hergesheimer did: and that is the
fable's significant point.

For, weighing this just credible
fact, it is not difficult to see why nearly
all the men in Mr. Hergesheimer's
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books are hag-ridden by one or another
sole desire which spurs them toward
a definite goal at every instant of
their mimic lives. These men but
variously reflect, I take it, that
vounger Hergesheimer's “will to
write”, that unconquerable will. To
Mr. Hergesheimer, even today, it prob-
ably seems natural that a man’s whole
living should be devoted to the attain-
ing of one desire quite clearly per-
ceived, because his own life was once
thus dedicated. The more shrewd
mass of practical persons that go about
in flesh are otherwise; and comfort-
ably fritter through the day, with no
larger objective at any time in mind
than the catching of a car, the round-
ing off of a business transaction, the
keeping of an engagement for lunch-
eon, and the wvesperal attendance to
some unmental form of recreation,
with one small interest displacing
another in endless succession, until
bedtime arrives and the undertaker
tucks them in.

It explains to me the Hergesheimer
women, too, those troublingly orna-
mental odalisques. They are fine
costly toys, tricked out in curious tis-
sues: and, waiting for the strong
male's leisure, they smile cryptically.
They will divert him by and by, when
the day's work is dispatched, maintain-
ing their own thoughts inviolate, even
in the instant of comminglement
wherein the strongest man abates re-
serve: but their moment is not day-
lit, for the Hergesheimer women are
little interested in what is done dur-
ing office hours, nor are they to be
valued then. Sometimes they are
embodied ideals, to be sure, remotely
prized as symbols or else grasped as
trophies to commemorate the nearing
of the goal: but for the most part
they rank candidly as avoeational in-
terests. I find nowhere in Joseph Her-

gesheimer's stories any record of in-
timacy and confidence between a man
and a woman. . .. And this too, I
think, reflects that all-important for-
mative fourteen years wherein, what-
ever may have been Mr. Hergesheim-
er's conduct of his relatively unim-
portant physical life, his fundamental
concernments were pursued in a realm,
of necessity, uninhabited by women.
Indeed, no woman can ever quite will-
ingly permit the man in whom she is
interested to traffic in this queer,
lonely realm, and she cannot but
secretly regard his visits thereto as
a personal slight. So the creative
literary artist is (when luckiest) at
gilent feud with his women, because
the two are perpetually irritated by
the failure of their joint effort to
ignore the fact that she ranks neces-
sarily as an avocational interest.

II

What, though, was the precise goal|
of the fourteen years of visually un-|
productive “writing”? Those earlier|
stories have never been printed, so
that one perforce advances on a bridge
of guesswork. But certainly, in all|
that is today accessible of Mr. Herges-
heimer's creative work—with one ex-
ception duly noted hereinafter—there
is a patent negligence, and indeed an
ostentatious avoidance, of any aiming
toward popularity. That during the
fourteen years young Hergesheimer
labored toward the applause and
checks of a “best seller”, is to the con-
giderate inconceivable. Nor ecould that
well have been a motive strong enough
to sustain him thus long, since the
maker of reading-matter, like any
other tradesman, has need of quick re-
turns where the artist battens on im-
mediate rejections.

No, Mr. Hergesheimer's monomania,
one estimates, was then, just as it



IN RESPECT TO JOSEPH HERGESHEIMER

269

=

seems to be today, to write for his
own delectation—in large part because
he could not help it, and in part with
the hope of, somehow and some day,
obtaining an audience with the same
or, at any rate, a kindred sense of
beauty. . . . This, to be sure, is
always a vain aspiration. That which,
in effusions such as this, we loosely
talk about as “beauty” probably does
not exist as a vital thing save here
and there in the thoughts of not too
many and not to be too seriously taken
persons. In life rather frequently
one appears to catch a glimpse of
something of the sort just around the
corner or over the way, but it is rarely,
and perhaps never, actually at hand.
Sometimes, of course, one seems about
to incorporate the elusive thing into
one’s daily living; and, striving, finds
the attempt a grasping at an opales-
cent bubble, with the same small shock,
the same disrupting disillusionment.
And “beauty”, thus, is by the judi-
cious conceded to be an unembodiable
thought, not even quite to be grasped
by the mind; and certainly never
nicely nor with anyv self-content to be
communicated via the pages of a book,
wherein are preserved, at best, the
faded petals and the flattened crum-
bling stalks of what seemed lovely once
to somebody who is as dead as are
these desiccated relics of his ardor
and of his disputable taste. In short,
it may be granted — and by Mr.
Hergesheimer most cheerfully of all
persons—that during these fourteen
years Mr. Hergesheimer was attempt-
ing the preposterously impossible.
Well, to my thinking, there is some-
thing curiously similar to that un-
reasonable endeavor to be found in all
the Hergesheimer novels. Here al-
ways I find portrayed, with an insis-
tency and a reiteration to which I
seem to detect a queer analogue in

the writings of Christopher Marlowe,
men laboring toward the unattainable,
and a high questing foiled. No one
of the five novels varies from this
formula. Anthony Ball strives toward
the beauty of chastity—not morally
concerned one way or the other, but
resolute to preserve his physical
purity for the sake ofgg girl whose
body, he finds at last, has long ago
been ravished by worms, Again there
is nmo hint of moral-mongering—for
Mr. Hergesheimer is no more con-
cerned with moral values than is the
Decalogue—when Gordon Makimmon
toils toward the beauty of atonement,
to die in all a broken man, with his
high goal yet gleaming on the horizon
untouched. The three black Pennys
flounder toward the beauty of a de-
fiant carnal passion, which through
the generations scorches and defiles,
and burns out futilely by and by, leav-
ing only slag where the aspiring
lovely fire was., And through the for-
mal garden ways of Java Head pass
feverishly at least five persons who
struggle, and fretfully know their
failure to be foredoomed, toward the
capturing of one or another evince-
ment of beauty, with the resultant
bodily demolishment of three of them
and the spiritual maiming of the
others. That which one, for whatever
reason, finds most beautiful must be
sought; it is a goal which one seeks
futilely, and with discomfort and
peril, but which one seeks inevitably;
such is the “plot” of these four novels.
Such is also, as I need hardly say, the
“plot” of the aforementioned fourteen
years wherein not anything tangible
was achieved except the consuming of
youth and postage. . . . Nor does the
dénouement differ, either, in any of
these novels: the postman comes with
the plethoric envelope which signals
from afar that the result of much
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high-hearted striving is mnot quite
suited to the present needs of this
world's editor; and sometimes the
postman is Age, but more often he is
Death.

Now the fifth, and incomparably
the finest and loveliest, of the Herges-
heimer novels is “Linda Condon",
which renders self-confessedly a story
of “the old service of beauty, of the
old gesture toward the stars"—"here
never to be won, never to be realized"”
—of the service which “only beauty
knows and possesses”. . . .

111

But for the most part I am rattling
very old bunes. Those seemingly un-
fruitful fourteen years are today at
one with those other fourteen years
which brought an elder Joseph into
Egyptian publicity. Mr. Herges-
heimer has “arrived”: his books have
found their proper and appreciative
audience; whereas his short stories
are purchased, and probably read,
along with the encomiums of ready-
made clothing and safety razors, by
I forget how many millions, . . . Now
here, I think, one finds stark provoeca-
tions of uneasiness, I speak with dif-
fidence, and am not entirely swayed, I
believe, by the natural inclination of
every writer to backbite his fellow
craftsman.  In any event, dismissing
“Gold and Iron" with very hearty ap-
plause, I take up “The Happy End";
and of the seven stories contained
therein six seem to me to display a
cornerstone of eminently “popular”
psychology, ranging from the as yet
sacrosanct belief that all Germans are
perfectly horrid people to the axiom
that the quiet and unrespected young-
est brother is invariably the one to
exterminate the family enemies, and
duly including the sentiment that
noble hearts wverv often beat under

ragged shirts. And I am made un-
easy to see these uplifting faiths—
these literary baking-powders more
properly adapted to the Horrible
Trites and the Gluepot Stews among
reading-matter confectioners — thus
utilized by a Joseph Hergesheimer. I
am made uneasy because I reason in
this way: when Mr. Hergesheimer
consciously is writing a short story to
be printed next to advertising matter
in some justly popular periodical, Mr.
Hergesheimer, being rational and
human, cannot but think of the sub-
scribers to that popular periodical. I
forget, I repeat, how many millions
of them have been duly attested upon
affidavit to exist, but certainly not
many thousands of our fellow citizens
can regard Mr, Hergesheimer at his
best and purest with anything save
bewildered abhorrence. So he must
compromise—subeonsciously, I believe
—and must adapt his methods to the
idiosyncrasies and limitations of his
audience, very much as he probably
refrains from addressing his cook in
the heightened and comminuted Eng-
lish of “Linda Condon”.

The danger, mark you, is not that
Joseph Hergesheimer will lower his
ideals, nor in anything alter what he
wigshes to communicate; but is the
fact that he must attempt to transmit
these things into the vernacular and
into the orbits of thought of his enor-
mous audience, with the immaculate
motive of making hiz ideas compre-

hensible. He cannot, being rational

and human, but by and by be tempted
yet further to endeavor—as he has
flagrantly endeavored inm the tale
called “Tol’able David”"—to convey his
wayside apprehensions of life via some
such always acceptable vehicle as the
prehistoric fairy-tale cliché of the
scorned and ultimately vietorious third
champion. This is with a vengeance
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the pouring of new wine into a usage-
battered and always brazen cup which
spoils the brew. ... Six of these
stories, then, are beautifully written
moral tales: although, to be sure,
there is an alleviating seventh, in “The
Flower of Spain”, which is a well-nigh
perfect and a profoundly immoral
work of art. I therefore put aside
this volume with discomfort and turn
to the reflection that Mr. Herges-
heimer has since written “Linda
Condon”, which discomforts me quite
as poignantly by exposing to me my
poverty in phrases sufficiently noble to
apply to this wholly admirable book.

Yet Mr, Hergesheimer, even in the
least worthy of his magazine stories,
writes really well. The phrase has an
inadequate ring: but when you have
applied it without any grave reserva-
tion to Mr.Tarkington and Mr. Herges-
heimer, and have given Mrs, Wharton
a deservedly high rating for as many
merits as seem possible to a woman
writer, of what other American novel-
ists can this reasonably be said by
anybody save their publishers? The
remainder of us, whatever and however
weighty may be our other merits, can
manage, in this matter of sheer writ-
ing, to select and arrange our adjec-
tives and wverbs and other literary
ingredients acceptably enough every
now and then: and that is the utmost
which honesty can say.

But Mr. Hergesheimer always
writes really well, once you have
licensed his queer (and quite inexcus-
able) habit of 2o constantly interject-
ing proper names to explain to whom
his, Hergesheimer's, pronoun refers.
. » . Perhaps 1 here drift too re-
motely into technicalities, and tend to
substitute for a consideration of archi-
tecture a treatise upon brick-making.
Even so0, I cannot but note in this place
how discriminatingly Mr. Herges-

heimer avoids the hurdles most com-
monly taken with strained leaps by
the “stylist”, through Mr. Herges-
heimer’s parsimony in the employment
of similes; and how inexplicably he
renders “anything from a chimneypot
to the shoulders of a duchess” g
somehow—communicating the exact
appearance of the thing desecribed
without evading the whole issue by
telling you it is like something else.
This is the more remarkable when
vou consider how intensely Joseph
Hergesheimer realizes the sensuous
world of his characters and, above all,
the optic world. He is the most in-
sistently superficial of all writers
known to me, in his emphasis upon
shapes and textures and pigments,
His people are rendered from complex-
ion to coat-tail buttons, and the reader
is given precisely the creasing of the
forehead and the pleating of all under-
linen, Mr, Hergesheimer's books con-
tain whole warehousefuls of the most
carefully finished furniture in litera-
ture; and at quaint bric-i-brac he has
no English equal. It is all visioned,
moreover, very minutely. Joseph
Hergesheimer makes you observe his
chairs and panelings and wall-papers
and window-curtaing with an abnor-
mal serutiny. The scenery and the
weather, too, are “done” quite as
painstakingly, but these are indige-
nous to ordinary novels. Now of course,
like virtually every other practise of
“realism”, this is untrue to life: no-
body does in living regard adjacent
objects as attentively as the reader
of a Hergesheimer story is compelled
to note them. For one, I cannot quite
ignore this fact, even when I read with
most delight: and I sometimes wonder
if Mr. Hergesheimer premeditatedly
aits down to study an andiron or a
fan for literary use, or whether his
persopal existence is actually given

=1
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over to this concentration upon exter-
nals and inanimate things. But he
was once a painter; and large resid-
uals of the put-by art survive.

All this results, of course, in a
“gtyle” to which the reader is never
quite oblivious. The Hergesheimer
dramas are enacted, with a refining
hint of remoteness, behind the pellucid
crystal of this “style”, which sharpens
outlines, and makes colors more tell-
ing than they appear to everyday ob-
servation, and brings out unsuspected
details (seen now for the first time by
the reader, with a pleasurable shock
of delight), and just noticeably glazes
all. The Hergesheimerian panorama
is, if I may plagiarize, a little truer
than truth: and to turn from actual
life to Joseph Hergesheimer’'s pages
arouses a sensation somewhat akin to
that sustained by a myopic person
when he puts on his spectacles.

IV

Such, then, are this artist’s mate-
rials: in a world of extraordinary
vividness a drama of high questing
foiled, a tragedy of beauty sought,
with wmany blunderz but single-
mindedly, by monomaniacs,—in fine,
a performance suggestively allied, in
its essentials, to the samaller-scaled and
unaudienced drama of the young man
with the percipient eyes of a painter,
who throughout fourteen years was
striving to visualize in words his
vision of beauty, and who was striving
to communicate that vision, and who
—the tastes of the average man being
that queer slovenly aggregation which
makes the popular periodical popular,
and the ostensible leaders of men
being regular subscribers to the slat-
ternly driveling host—was striving in
vain.

These things are but the raw mate-
rials, I repeat—the bricks and mortar

and the scantlings—for, of course,
there is in Joseph Hergesheimer’'s
books far more than plot or thought,
or even “style”: there is that inde-
seribable transfipuring element which
is magic. When Linda Condon came
to look closely at Pleydon’s statue, you
may remember, she noted in chief the
statue’s haunting eyes, and marveled
to find them “nothing but shadows
over two depressions.” Now very much
the equivalent of that is the utmost to
which one can lay a crude finger in
appraising Mr. Hergesheimer's books.
They are like other books in that they
contain nothing more prodigious than
words from the nearest dictionary put
together upon quite ordinary paper.
. . . But the eyves of Pleydon’s statue
—you may remember, too—for all that
they were only indentations in wet
clay, “gazed fixed and aspiring into a
hidden dream perfectly created by his
desire.” And viewing the statue, you
were conscious of that dream, not of
wet clay: and you were moved by the
dream’s loveliness as it was communi-
cated, incommunicably, by Pleydon’s
art.

Well, the art of the real Herges-
heimer, the fundamental and essential
thing about Joseph Hergesheimer, is
just that intangible magic which he
ascribes to his fietitious Pleydon. And
the dream that Joseph Hergesheimer,
too, has perfectly created by his de-
sire, and seeks to communicate in
well-nigh every line he writes, I take
to be “the old gesture toward the
stars . . . a faith spiritual, because,
here, it is never to be won, never to be
realized.”

It is, I think, the “gesture” of
the materially unproductive fourteen
years: and its logic, either then or
now, is clearly indefensible, Still,
one agrees with Cyrano, Mais quel
geste! and one is conscious of “a warm
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indiscriminate thrill about the heart"
and of a treacherous sympathy, which
abhors reason. . . .

And it is through distrust of this
beguiling sympathy that I have spoken
throughout with self-restraint, and
have hedged so often with “I think"
and “I believe” and “it seems to me”,
and have niggled over Hergesheime-
rian faults that are certainly tiny and
possibly non-existent: because of my
private suspicion that all my private
notions about Joseph Hergesheimer
are probably incorrect. To me, I con-
fess, he appears a phenomenon a little
too soul-satisfving to be entirely
credible. Pure reason does not brevet
it as humanly possible that the Her-

gesheimer I privately find in the pages
of the Hergesheimer books should
flourish in any land wherein the self-
respecting author is usually restricted
to choose between becoming the butt
or the buttress of mediocrity: so that
I cautiously refrain from quite be-
lieving in this Joseph Hergesheimer as
a physical manifestation in actual
trousers. . . . Indeed, his corporeal
existence cannot well be conceded ex-
cept upon the hypothesis that America
has produced, and is even nourishing,
a literary artist of the first rank.
Which is absurd, of course, and a con-
tention not to be supported this side
of Bedlam, and, none the less, is my
firm private belief,

MEMORANDUM CONFIDED BY A
YUCCA TO A PASSION VINE

BY AMY LOWELL

THE Turkey-buzzard was chatting with the Condor
High up in the White Cordillera.

“Surely our friend the fox is mad,” said he.

“He chases birds no more and his tail trails languidly

Behind him in the dust.

Why, he got it full of cactus-spines one day,

Pawing over a plant that stood in his way.

All the bees are buzzing about it.

Consider a fox who passes by the great hives of sharp,

black honey

And looks at them no more than a heron would.”

“0Odd,” said the Condor.

“Remarkably peculiar.”

And he flapped his wings and flew away to the porce-
lain peaks of the distant Sierra.

S0 the Turkey-buzzard thought no more of the matter,

But busied himself with the carcass of a dead llama.

And the sun boomed onward over the ice-peaks:

Hot—Hot—Hotter!
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