




















standards, and values. It was not, after all, he thought, very wise
to embrace madness at the expense of the everyday, the mundane,
and the uneventful, which give to life its dimension, order, and
substance. Howells never regarded the commonplace as too trivial
a subject for literature. As he had one of the characters in The Rise
of Silas Lapham say: “Commonplace? The commonplace is just
that light, impalpable, aérial essence, which they’ve never got
into their confounded books yet.”* As early as 1886, Henry James
had reached a similar conclusion in his assessment of Howells’s
qualities as a novelist. James affirmed that Howells

is animated by a love of the common, the immediate, the familiar
and vulgar elements of life, and holds that in proportion as we
move into the rare and strange we become vague and arbitrary;
the truth of representation, in a word, can be achieved only so
long as it is in our power to test and measure it. He thinks scarcely
anything too paltry to be interesting, that the small and vulgar
have been terribly neglected, and would rather see an exact ac-
count of a sentiment of a character he stumbles against every day
than a brilliant evocation of a passion or a type he has never seen
and does not even particularly believe in. He adores the real, the
natural, the colloquial, the moderate, the optimistic, the domestic,
and the democratic; looking askance at exceptions and perversities
and superiorities, at surprising and incongruous phenomena in
general ?

Despite his talent for “imparting palpitating interest to common
things and unheroic lives,” James wrote, Howells exhibited a
“small perception of evil.”*! Perhaps James was right, but his
evaluation does not imply that Howells had no larger concerns,
that he believed evil did not exist, or that it could be ignored.
Howells feared that the inward turn of mind and the acceptance
of private excess as the sole means of personal expression would
end in a solipsism that destroyed any idea of objective reality and
common meaning. Under those circumstances, no one could again
take for granted the stability of everyday life.

Howells wanted to show Americans to themselves, to present
a coherent and comprehensive image of American life, to explore
what James called “his unerring sentiment of the American
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character.” Many of his novels, especially his mature work of the
1880s and the 1890s, depict just the opposite: a society in which
men and women are insecure, bewildered, alone, and subject to
forces that they do not understand and cannot control. Lurking
always in the background is the merciless anonymity of the city.
Although Howells’s perspective was often critical, he compelled
Americans to survey and to respect their own land and their own
kind. He knew his time was over when younger writers turned to
what he called variously the “psychological” or “mystical” novel,
which probed the depths of the unconscious in search of private
meanings that were all but inaccessible to others. By 1930, ten years
after his death, Howells had fallen completely out of critical favor.
In addition to Sinclair Lewis, Vernon L. Parrington expressed the
prevailing sentiment when he wrote that in “rejecting the unusual
and strange and heroic” Howells “reduced his stories to the drab
level that bores so many of his readers, and . . . in elaboration of the
commonplace, he evades the deeper and more tragic realities that
reach the heart of life.” ? Howells had known that the game was up
fifteen years before Parrington wrote, when he told Henry James
in 1915 that: “I am comparatively a dead cult with my statues cut
down and the grass growing over them in the moonlight.” 2

Since the 1930s, neither popular nor critical interest in Howells’s
fiction has revived. By adhering to the premise that meaning could
be gathered from the surface of life, Howells undoubtedly missed
much, not least the appreciation that human beings understand
reality as much from the inside out as from the outside in. At the
same time, by rejecting Howells’s viewpoint we have lost much,
not least the notion that the everyday matters and that literature
and life do not find meaning only in sensationalism and violence.
Our apparent preference for, and our deep intimacy with, the
extremes have led us closer to the abyss, just as Howells predicted
they would, and have, in the process, exposed the illnesses and
wounds of the contemporary mind that Howells long sought to
moderate and to restrain, if not to heal.
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