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Of Messer Marco Polo, Stxteen Years Old

How 1oxG IT HAD DEEN SINCE I KEAD MES-
sex marco oL, | did not recall; and for
this reason [ re-opened the tiny tan-colored
volume with frank trepidation. To e
encounter, after some years of severance,
ene's former loves in literature, as in life,
is an experience not always exhilarating.
Only too often do they arouse a derisive
wonder, and embarrasiment, and fushed
vagrant morbid speculations, as to your
taste, or your sanity ¢ven, during those
fed Aprils wherein any such lumbering
triteness could have seemed w be all
plorious,

Well, but if T began dubiously, yet by.
and-by I read with increasing content-
ment. Here the old magic had not faded.
It was hardly dimmed at all. If some-
what [ deplored an occasional saccharin-
ity, the eye passed quickly over it, nor did
the mind long retain it. And if some
what—nowadays—] resented the infused
Gaelic element, where it did not appear
to me essential, that was merely because
of my 100 complete knowledge as to Donn
Byrne's later career. In this special book
his perpetual and maddening insistence
upan the, after all, not wholly unique dis-
tinction of being an Irishman, had done
him as an artist no grave hure, not as yet.,
Later, it bludgeoned his fine talents rather
blatantly.

Seill, then, [ found Messer Marco Polo
ta be a splendid and sumptuous romance;
and yet I found it also a pathetic wee
ghost, (In common fairness, you ohserve,
I cannot well write about Donn Byrne
without using that ubiquitous “wee”
which infests inconspicuously even  his
most lordlike prose, somewhat as lice prey
upon lions.) For this book spoke 1o me
not merely of the dead glories of Venice
in her heyday, of the perished magnif-
cence of the great Khan, Kubla, but of
that faraway year of true grace, mgarn,
when Messer Marco Polo was first pub.
lished. The book spoke, to me at least,
of an incredibly remote time, when Amer-
ican fiction, under the stimuli of a strange
brief renaissance, was, in the hackneyed
phrase, riding off furicusly in all direc-
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tions. This Messer Marco Pola, 1 remem-
bered, was only a single onc of the many
vivid phenomena of an all-vivid and mest
ful period, during which perturbing and
most variously admirable, new novels ap-
peared, as though in spates, plenteously;
and when they were received—that was
the odd part of it—with excitement. For
nowadays no living person, [ infer, is able
to read a new novel, when it is duly super-
imposed upon him by his book club, with
much more than, at utmost, some enjoy-
ment and with sentiments of approval,
politely restrained, We feel that mere fic-
tion, except in the form of a Areside chat
over the radio, is not really important
among our $o numerous current employ-
ments.

I do not know the reason of this changed
attitude, of this lessened receptiveness, [
know only that in the America of 1921
a new book could find readers, and indeed
a host of readers, who were ardent about
i, Well, and if, to the one side, this was
an era in which an obsessed continent
fulminated concerming Main Street and
Winetburg, Ohio, and in which a lynch-
ing party awaited H. L. Mencken at all
points south of Maryland, this 1921 was
likewise the period of Linds Condon and
of Peter Whiffle and of Awrtwmn and of
Jennifer Lorm and of The Hard-Boded
Virgin and of Metter Marco Polo. In
brief, America noted, in that era of more
ardent readers, an ensorcelled handful, a
coven, of bemused fAction-writers who
pursued, more or less profitably, an elab-
orated style,

And with results now how alien! T re-
flected, as in the glowing saga af Messer
Marca Pale 1 observed passage after pas.
sape, cach one of which was a quite self-
evident and a calmly self-conscious exer-
cise in pure style. There was no paragraph
but betrayed an unwearied quest of love-
liness and leaned shamelessly toward dex-
terity in diction, There was hardly any-
where a sentence, for that matter, which
was not an unmodish small miracle. For
the entire brief book is beautiful; and we
have nowadays no writer as yet indulging

un-timeworn flesh and blood who is cap-
able of composing any halfpage among its
147 pages.

Hasnily 1 add that, to the best of my
knowledge, no one of our more generally
scclaimed tale-tellers has, nowadays, the
least desire to write in this fashion. We
appear, for our sins' sake, to be passing
—at a rate somewhat overtardy, should
you press me—through an off-season in
letters, of which such unlively and thin
literature as it produces is, for the most
part, no less plainly neglected than it is
negligible. Necessarily must the arts lan-
guish among an intelligentsia by whom
moral earnestness in regard to the con-
temporary scene is accepted as a substi-
tute for talent. Feebly most inspiration
falters before judges who after having dis-
missed, with unconcealed abhorrence, the
notion that a writer might advantageously
know something about writing, demand
of him browbeatingly that he should ex-
press his regret over the underprivileged
state of the proletariat in the lank phras-
ing customary to a telegram of condo-
lence. The cult of elaborated prose, in
brief, is as far ouwt of date as the corset,
as obsolete as the epigram, as quelled as
a congressman. And it really does seem
rather a pity, to a misled handful of yet
living persons, who once cherished author-
ship as being, of all unlikelihoods, a fine
art.

Putting by these weighty reflections, |
returned  consideringly toward  still an.
other aspect which Mesrer Marco Polo re-
veals nowadays. [ mean the uniquencss
of this tiny romance, if not necessarily in
world literature, yet its most certain and
surprising uniqueness among the long
ligt of books by Donn Byrne. Not merely
was this his best book; the point is that
no one of his other romances has really
anything in common with Messer Marco
Polo. The others are not il done; they
entertain: and indeed they maintain an
exceedingly high level of competence and
of grace in writing. But they lack, and
they all lack weterly, the special, the im-
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cammignicable, small, tender, valiant magic
of Messer Marco Polo,

Truly, cach writer who 5 at all re-
membered must become hazily thought
about, at rare intervals, in the wide range
of posterity’s more lively interests, as the
author of his supreme book alone, Yer,
as the rule, he will feave behind him,
to survive sparsely among his especial ad-
mirers, some number of books, or at least
Odee h-mh, ﬂf which I!|1.-¢ merit: :_liHr::r fmm
the merits of the received masterwork in
degree rather than in kind, This, most
precisely, is what Donn Byrne did not do.
Instead (so nearly as | can phrase it),
after unloosing in his fourth book a comet
which swam instantly into the ken of all
literate star-gazers, he went back, for the
rest of his life, to his momentarily put-by
vending of a superior sort of candy. Well,
and a heavenly body, even though it be
only a small bright asteroid, has not any-
thing at all in common with bonbons.
There i no known scale of comparison.

Now this, I repeat, is unusual, In faer,
I do not recall but onc other novelist by
whom a display of clear genius has been
confined, thus wholly and thus sharply,
to just one volume. At first glance, Cer-
vantes figures as a majestic analogue; but
then Don Owixofe is, afver all, not one
book, but two books, produced separately.
And Mrs. Harrier Beecher Stowe, it is
true enough, wrote copiously in addition
to Uncle Tom's Cabin nothing else what-
ever of which even the title can be recol-
leeted, nowadays, except through a de-
plorable wasting of research work; yer
I question if many persons regard Umele
Tom's Cabin as an epos of ather than his-
torical interest, or very often read it ex-
cept under coercion.  As a parallel to Donn
Byrne, [ can think only of the Mrs. Gas-
kell who wrote Cramford, as well as this
and the other novel, every one of which
has descended inte oblivien’s maw, a
large deal deeper than ever plummer
sounded or any except the merely profes-
sorial pursued, leaving Crenford serenely
immortal and always to be adosed, upon
its own sparingly ornamental, tiny, cool
pedestal,

Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell and Brian
Oswald Donn Byrne do, 1 admit, com-
pose a droll seeming conjunction. Yer
the conjunction, I think, exists, Among
the haphazard and multifarious company
of those whao, at one time or another, have
written adroit and permanent and well

8

colored English prose, it 15 with these two
alope—to my hnding—that genius has
dwelt, bricfly but lovingly, in order to be-
get, as offspring of the divine liaison, just
one small masterwork, before quitting
them forever and utterly. You cannot but
admire the sardonic apologue, if only be.
cause it affords—sa far as T can deteci—
no least possible moral.

e e e i i

BEN ABRAMSON'S
SELF- SELECTING
REDUCING DIET

Pamphlet, 50c

Eat off vour excess fleshl Don't
welt to loss weightl Here are
menus for 21 doys. Mo tricky
dishes, no storving, but simple
straightforward  meals, with
mect, eggs, fish, vegelables,
and frult. This 1s dieting made
ecsy=—a ficket for each menu;
usa one o order a medal, either
at home or elsewhere. TRY ITI

Dr. Morris Fishbein, eminent
authority, writing in the moago-
zine HYGIEA, officlal publica-
fion of the Americon Medicaol
Association, says:

"1 find that most persons who
want to reduce have difficulty
in selecting suitable menus. Mr.
Abramson hos worked out a
self-selecting scheme to help
them. His booklet is so arremg-
ed that one con simply tear cut
a menu for each meal, either in
a restouremt or at home . . . .
This dist is quite likely to bring
aboul the reduction that is prom-
ised and with relatively little
confusion or difficulty.”

THIS IS THE WAY TO LOSE
10 POUNDS NOW !
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LIAM OFLAHERTY'S
FAMINE

has been chosen by the Book of the
Month Club

Wea offer:
Firat American edition ........ $2.50
First English edition .......... $4.00
ORDER NOW!

AND HERE ARE OTHER OTLAHERTY
FIHST EDITIONE NHOW AVAILAELE:

THE AESASSIN
Lomdon (1925), In jocket.

HOLLYWOOD CEMETERY
Lopdon [1935). In jacked.

THE HOUSE OF GOLD
Landsa (1929). In jocked.

ANOTHER COPY
Withou! jocket, £2.50

I WENT TO RUFSSIA
Lenden (19301 In jocket 354

LIFE OF TIM HEALY
Landan (1927). In jocket. S350

JOSEFH CONRAD
Landon n 4. Pomphlet. The

CIVIL WAR
Loa. (1825) Privaiely geinted. 100 copien,
prasanlation copy, [nescribed, 52500

THE CHILD OF GOD
Lopdan (1526). Privalely priobed and lad
to I5 coples signed; with an extra pos-
tradt, also signed.  520.00 ’

THE MOUNTAIN TAVEEN AND OTHER
STORIES, Lom. [192%), Fist issus, S4.00
SAME
Socond lesue. FE50
SAME
Zecond lssue, signed copy. 150

THE PURITAN
Londan (1832 In jockel $3.50

SHAME THE DEVIL
Londaon (1934). Spocial edition 105 coples
elgned, with page of mes. SI12.50
SAME
Advance preal copy in wrappers, with
complabe unexpurgated fext, £15.00

THE TENT AND OTHER ETONIES
London (1926,  $3.00

TWO YEARS
Lamdon (1930 In Jodkel. $3.00

THE FAIRY GOOSE AND TWO OTHER
STORIER. Limited ond signed. £3.00

RED BARBARR AND OTHER ETORIER
Mew York and Lendon, 1925, Editlen Iid
to GO0 coples, signed. $5.00

THE ARGUS BOOK SHOFP
339 South Dearborn Strest Chicage

54.50
£3.00

$3.00
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