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PREFACE 

No other author in American literature has been the cen

ter of as much controversy as Sinclair Lewis. Even though 

he was the first recipient of the Nobel Prize and even though 

his books have had tremendous sales records, numbering mil

lions of copies in English as well as in twelve other languages, 

there are still those who wonder what his permanent rank in 

literature will be because they question the real value or 

merit of his books . 

Despite the controversy, however, Sinclair Lewis and his 

Gopher Prairie have had a vital part in the development of 

the American scene. Historians have rewarded his efforts by 

naming him the "spokesman of an era." They have consistently 

included a paragraph in their textbooks in which they have 

dubbed him "the voice of the Twenties." Perhaps this is the 

way posterity will recall him. In the meantime students of 

literature will continue to reexamine the excellence of his 

craftsmanship. 

The purpose of this paper has been to examine the reputa

tion of Main Street, for it was this novel, rather than those 

which succeeded it, that achieved world-wide fame for its 

author. In my study I have treated biographical influences, 

the merits of the novel Main Street, an evaluation of Lewis 
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as an artist, and the characteristics of the period (showing 

Lewis as its spokesman), ending with some conclusive state

ments about his rank in literature . 

I am indebted to Mark Schorer, whose laborious efforts 

in editing the Sinclair Lewis papers at Yale University made 

possible the recent biography, Sinclair Lewis: An American 

Life. This comprehensive study clarifies many of the over

publi cized incidents i n Lewis' life and many of the legends 

that have arisen concerning him. I am equally indebted to 

Harry E. Maule and Melville H. Cane, the editors of The Man 

from Main Street, to Harrison Smith, the editor of From Main 

Street to Stockholm : Letters of Sinclair Lewis 1919-1920, and 

to Grace Hegger Lewis, the author of With Love from Gracie. 

It is they who have helped piece together the puzzle of this 

strange, lonely figure whose personality, more than his efforts, 

holds the clue to much of his work and to the controversy con

cerning ite 

I should like to express my appreciation to Dr. Gladys 

Maddocks, without whose valuable criticism and advice this 

study would have been impossible. She has graciously given 

of her time at many stages in its development. Too, I should 

like to thank Dr. Constance Beach, who many years ago patiently 

taught a bewildered freshman how to write and who, since that 

time, has been both a friend and an advisor on many occasions. 

A debt of gratitude is also due Mrs. Majorie Lewis, who kindly 
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consented to assist in the reading and completion of this 

study. I am indebted, too, to the library staff of Texas 

Woman's University, who have, at numerous times, made mat erial 

for research more easily accessible . 
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CHAPTER I 

BIOGRAPHICAL INFLUENCES 

Sinclair Lewis is perhaps one of the most controversial 

authors in all of American literature. In a quarter of a 

century he rose from an insignificant figure of Sauk Centre, 

Minnesota, to a position of world recognition as the winner 

of the first Nobel prize to be given to an American and then 

shortly afterwards sank almost to a temporary rank of literary 

oblivion. How can one explain this? Scholars question whether 

his works have any real value or merit. They ponder the rep

utation of Main Street, and they wonder about his permanent 

rank in literature. An examination of his background, his 

education, his personality, and the factors that influenced 

his career may help to answer these questions. 

A look at Sauk Centre, Minnesota, the place of Lewis' 

birth, is necessary for several reasons. First of all, in 

spite of his emphatic denials, this small town is generally 

considered to be the Gopher Prairie of Main Street and the 

replica of all the other small towns that appear as transi

tory settings for the people he chooses for depicting small

town American life.1 Too, Lewis' father, Dr. Edwin J. Lewis, 

1James Gray, "The Minnesota Muse," Saturday Review of 
Literature, XVI (June 12, 1937), 4. 
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a country doctor there, provided the background and inspira

tion for Dr. Will Kennicott and all of the other physicians 

who appear in his novels . 1 Furthermore, the patients of the 

doctors, as well as the other characters in his books, are 

always the old German and Scandinavian people he knew as a 

lad. 

Lewis was born in Sauk Centre on February 7, 1885, to a 

family which consisted of a New England father and a mother 

of Canadian abstraction, who died five years later, as well 

as two older brothers, Fred and Claude. Of this group per

haps none had more of a lasting or stable influence on Lewis 

than his father, Dr. Edwin J. Lewis. Dr. Lewis had become 

an inhabitant of Elysian, Minnesota, when he was not quite 

eighteen years of age, having arrived there to continue 

teaching school as he had done in Pennsylvania. Later he 

had married Emma F. Kermott of Waseca, Minnesota, also a 

school teacher. Shortly afterwards he had begun to read 

medicine with a Redwood Falls physician named w. D. Fluin, 

continuing with him until he was able to enroll in Rush 
2 Medical College in Chicago. 

Lewis' father seems to have been a tireless worker who 

labored long for his education and worked diligently to sup

port his family. Poor as he was, the people of Ironton, 

1charles Breasted, "The Sauk-Centricities of Sinclair 
Lewis," Saturday Review of Literature, XXXVII (August 14, 
19 54)' s. 

2Mark Schorer, Sinclair Lewis: An American Life (New 
York: McGraw-Hill Book Company Inc., 1961) , p. 12. 
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Wisconsin, loved him and his family and welcomed him as a 

doctor when he came to their village to practice. Late~ com

menting on his father's work in Ironton, Lewis wrote in his 

secret diary: 

• • • If he had not been such a persistent worker, gen
erous father, and lover of education for himself and 
his boys, I might be working in some fact£ry all day 
and loafing in a saloon all night • • • "' • 

To say that Lewis inherited his father's drive and determina

tion is to explain in part the success of Main Street. 

Recording Dr. Lewis' arrival in Sauk Centre in April of 

1883 and his establishment of a practice there, Schorer re

fers to him as a "character," commenting that he was 

Rather cold, rigid, parsimonious, almost compulsively 
methodical, absolutely without self-questioning, with 
a dedicated sense of the value of hard work for hard 
work's sake, and, with that dubious puritanism, a fine 
sense of professional responsibility •••• 

He concludes by saying, "We must see this father as the 

village saw him if we are to understand why the son could 

never quite see him at all."2 

A statement made in 1953 by a contemporary of Sinclair 

Lewis in Sauk Centre reveals that Dr. Lewis may have been a 

stimulus in a reverse manner. He wrote: 

"His father ••• hadn't any imagination, little 
conception of a child's point of view, was dictatorial, 
harsh, and a bit cruel. The doctor took himself seri
ously and that can be so overdone. From statements 

1 
~., p. 13. 

2Ibid. 



made by the old doctor, Harry didn't have a bright 
future; and I think the doctor's feelings were realized 
by Harry. Perhaps that was the spur that rushed Harry 
on."l 

At any rate the most obvious trait of the good doctor was the 

consistency of his personal habits. He was so consistent 

and so reliable that the inhabitants of Sauk Centre set their 

clocks by his walk down Main Street to his office at exactly 

7:15 each morning. The time never varied. Once he had es

tablished a custom it became fixed. 

Dr. Lewis' most redeeming quality seems to have been 

his devotion to his work. It was in this capacity also that 

young Lewis found companionship with his father, whom he ac

companied on calls to the country in the buggy or the sleigh. 

There are many suppositions that the rides were long, silent 

ones, with no words to bridge the gap between the highly 

imaginative, intelligent child and the down-to-earth father. 

It was to his father's competitor, Dr. J. A. Dubois, rather 

than to his father, that Lewis turned for adult discussions. 2 

Nevertheless, Dr. Lewis seems to have been a sincere 

person who desired the best for his family and his community, 

the result being that he was highly respected by the village. 

Active in civic affairs, he at various times served as health 

officer, school board member, library board member, pension 

examining board member, and as framer of a new city charter. 

lrbid., quoting an unnamed conte~porary. 

2Ibid. p. 14. --' 
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Having a high regard for education, he endeavored to instill 

the same feeling within his sons. 

Lewis' mother did not wield the same influence over him 

as his father, mainly because of the brevity of her life. 

As mentioned in a previous paragraph, Emma F. Kermott had 

been born in Canada and had come to Minnesota because her 

father was suffering from tuberculosis. Having been educated 

in a college in New York, she taught school in Waseca, Minne

sota, until her marriage to Edwin J. Lewis. 

There are many stories concerning the source of Lewis' 

name Sinclair. It has been said that Lewis was indebted to 

his mother for it. It was she who had been impressed by the 

actor Harry St. Clair in a performance in Sauk Centre and 

decided to call her son Harry St. Clair Lewis. Legend has 

it that the register was hard of hearing and entered him as 

Harry Sinclair.1 The records show, however, that Lewis was 

given the name to honor an old friend of Dr. Lewis, Dr. 

d t . t f N L . b w· . 2 George A. Sinclair, a en ~s , o ew ~s on, ~scons~n. 

A schoolmate has suggested that Lewis spent most of his 

time with his step-mother, his own mother having died of 

tuberculosis when he was six years of age. The step-mother 

was formerly Isabel Warner, the daughter in a home where Dr. 

Lewis had once roomed as a medical student. The Lewis house-

hold was lonely until her arrival and welcomed her as a 

!Bennett Cerf , "Trade Winds," Saturday Review of Liter
ature, XXVIII (November 3, 1945), 20: 

2 Schorer, p. 35. 
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blessing. She was described as a kind, practical woman, who 

was energetic, opinionated, and gifted. Records exist show

ing that she was active in the local church and the lodge, 

in school activities, and in study clubs and civic organiza

tions. At her death a self-improvement group of which she 

had been a member established an Isabel Lewis Scholarship 

F d . h 1 un J.n .· er memory. 

One high school classmate surmised that much of Lewis' 

early life and mental development had been under the guidance 

of his stepmother. He frequently traveled with her when in

terests took her away from Sauk Centre. As an adult, re

flecting on his childhood, Lewis wrote that she had been 
2 

more like a mother than a stepmother. At any rate she did 

not tolerate his temper tantrums as a child. 

Since Lewis was physically weak and could never really 

enter their sports or play, his brothers seem to have been 

less of an abiding influence than his parents. His brother 

Fred seems to have played no role in his life. A person of 

little ambition, he dropped out of school early to return to 

the flour mill in Sauk Centre. In contrast, his brother 

Claude was a success, following the family tradition in medi 

cine. Claude was much like his father, a stable, sensible 

young man, "gifted at sports and hunting."3 Lewis not only 

1 Ibid., p. 18. 

2Ibid. 

3~., p. 20. 



shared his room at home, but he also shared his desire for 

success. He admired him and called him a fine young man. 

7 

The Sauk Centre school provided Lewis' early education 

but probably not the inspiration for his later work. George 

Gordon declares that Lewis had "no peculiarly inspired 

teachers during his youth."1 There is no indication that 

Lewis found school anything but dull routine to which he 

must conform. Schorer seems to have dismissed his early ed

ucation by saying that his grades were average, he occasion

ally failed some of his subjects, his deportment grades were 
2 

weak, he was a poor speller, and his papers were untidy. 

Even though Lewis' teachers may not have been a source 

of inspiration to him, they did recognize his verbal gifts 

and they did give him opportunities to express himself. Pre

served is a gory sentence he wrote when he was in the sixth 

grade following his instructions to write a sentence and 

identify the parts of speech in it: "He fell on the ground 

where he had stood and the spider sucked away every drop of 

blood."3 In the eighth grade to illustrate an infinitive he 

had written, "To write easily is an accomplishment. To 

write is an infinative the subject of the sentence.n4 

1 The Men Who Make Our Novels (New York: Moffat, Yard & 
Company, l9l9}, p. 225. 

2 Schorer, pp. 23-24. 

3rbid., p. 24. 

4~. 



Actually his literary career did begin while he was in 

school. At the age of eleven he had declared he would write 

short stories, and at the age of fourteen he had already sub

mitted a poem to Harper's entitled "The Fallen Idol."l It 

was he who composed the class motto in high school and who 

wrote the class yells. Because of his after-school job with 

the Avalanche it was also he who wrote up the events of his 

graduation, the first published work of Sinclair Lewis. 

Otherwise, his school years can be chronicled by references 

to his interest in debate, his dislike of physics, his pranks 

in chemistry, his enjoyment of languages, his avoidance of 

school parties, dances, and athletics, his writing of poetry , 

and his statements that his physical condition troubled him. 

There are numerous references in his diaries to his interest 

in Myra Hendryx but a footnote to the effect that she did 

not care for him. The chronicle of his education may be 

closed with the statement that he took his last year of high 
• 2 school seriously. He graduated fifth in a class of n~ne. 

Closely related to other biographical influences is the 

fact that the home of his parents in Sauk Centre provided 

the literary background and the love of literature he re

ceived as a child. In her biography of Lewis, Grace Hegger 

Lewis poses a question about the "future author of Main Street 

1~., p. 36. 
2vernon Loggins, I Hear America ••• (New York: Thomas 

Y. Crowell, 1937), p. 240. 
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and answers it by mentioning a "literate background, a sympa

thetic schoolteacher, a home with a library which contained 

Walter Scott, a mother who read to her little son before 

bedtime."1 Later Lewis himself stressed the importance of 

the Sauk Centre library of his parents in an essay written 

on book collecting: 

Looking back forty years, to the time when I was 
ten, I can remember every volume among the three or 
four hundred books that made up the library of my father 
••• I can see four exciting bits: a set of Dickens, 
a set of Scott, a Goethe, and a leatherbound edition of 
Milton; exciting not only because of the books them
selves •••• I know that after four decades I still 
see them in steel-engraved voluptuousness • • • • I am 
not certain whether, sociologically, these illustra
tions, these winsome type pages , were good for a small 
boy in a prairie village. Perhaps they merely veiled 
from him the realistic joys of tramping the stubble 
fields and of fishing for perch in the crick. But that 
they ~ere infinitely dear and stirring to him, I do 
know. 

The last reference is a direct statement about the years he 

spent reading, or talking about what he had read or imagined, 

while his brothers, who were stronger than he, were swimming, 

skating, and bobbing for fish. 

Lewis supplemented his parents' l ibrary by reading from 

the local Bryant Public Library. According to Schorer 

"through that collection he read his way voraciously."3 He 

lGrace Hegger Lewis, With Love from Gracie; Sinclair 
Lewis: 1912-1222 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 
I9 51 ) ' p. 15 • 

from 



10 

lists "everything from Grote's History of Greece, Max Miller's 

Chips from a German Workshop, Tolstoy's War and Peace, to 

Frank on the Mississippi and The Flamingo Feather, with David 

Copperfield, Nicholas Nickleby, Oliver Twist, Ivanhoe, and 

Longfellow as favorites. " Schorer continues by relating that 

There is a story that he set up a reading stand 
next to his father's sawhorse and chopping block, and 
years later his brother Fred allowed himself to be 
quoted as follows: "We used to feel sorry for Harry. 
He never hunted or fished. He'd go out to mow the lawn, 
cut a couple of strips and then read under a shade tree 
for half an hour." They thought him queer, and they 
patronized him when they did not bedevil him. His 
father shared their opinion.l 

During his school years Lewis was described as being an "un

systematic reader."2 One of his diaries supplies a list of 

fifty books that he read during a summer vacation. Supple

mentary references indicate that he read continually while 

he was in school and that he felt he wasted a lot of time 

reading. The titles listed show that his reading took no 

particular direction, that he enjoyed both popular fiction 

and history. There are also comments and criticisms of 

books he had read. Schorer adds that "In what was often a 

peculiarly empty life there were many hours that only read

ing could fill ."3 In one diary entry Lewis wrote about the 

way he spent Sundays, commenting that "During afternoon I 

1Ib!£!. 
2 Ibid., p. 24. 

3~., p. 25. 
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read, walk and fill wood box. • • • Generally read or study 

all evening. • tt • • One diary refers to the Private Library 

of Harry Sinclair Lewis, mentioning the forty-sixth addition 

to his collection. Scherer adds that "The last three books 

that he mentions in these high-school years (Nicholas Nickleb:£, 

Kim and Kenilworth) are by the three writers whom, in his 

adult life, he named as the favorite novelists of his youth." 

When Lewis went from Sauk Centre High School to Yale 

University, he had definite goals in mind. He would be a 

serious writer. In fact, he expected to be the most talked

of writer in America. According to Sheldon Grebstein, Lewis 

had always wanted to go East to the centers of culture, 

since Sauk Centre was not the ideal environment for a person 

'th 1' b't' 2 w1 1terary am 1 1on. But before he could enter Yale, he 

had to spend an additional year at Oberlin Academy, Ohio, in 

order to qualify for the entrance examinations . Accounts of 

his days at Oberlin show that he came nearer to being a nor

mal, well-adjusted person while there than at any other time 

in his life . Had he continued there, he might have been 

happy, although he might not have furthered his literary am

bitions. 3 

At Yale he remained friendless as he had been in Sauk 

1~. 
2nThe Education of a Rebel," New England Quarterly, 

XXVIII (September, 1955}, 372. 

3schorer, pp. 47-48. 

1 
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Centre. The small elite society of Yale was closed to him. 

Although his diaries from his Yale years mention encounters 

with at least sixty-five students, they remained casual en

counters. Lewis had associations but not friendships. There 

was also the problem of roommates at Yale as there had been 

at Oberlin. There only two close associates during his first 

year seem to have been eccentric students like himself, Allan 

Updegraff and Frederick Kinney Noyes, who were more or less 
1 outsiders, too. 

Lewis was compensated somewhat, however, by the early 

realization of his literary ambitions. He was the first of 

all of his class to have his work accepted by the Yale Liter

ar~~~zine. Although the poetry accepted was not good, 

the fact that it merited publication was what mattered. 

Lewis himself said that he rushed "to make it to be able to 

associate with such men as Pierce. " • • • According to 

Schorer, "Frederick Erastus Pierce was a senior, the presi

dent of the ~t board, the winner of innumerable prizes and 

awards, the top man in his class, and a member of Phi Beta 

Kappa, Zeta Psi, and Skull and Bones; and it was his world 

that Harry Lewis, the freshman , wanted."2 The pattern Lewis 

established at Yale was to be a recurring one in his life. 

Whether it was Lewis dictating pr e-advertising copy for Main -
Street or seeking to impress the Nobel Prize committee, it 

1!,!lli!., p. 69. 

2Ibid. 
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was always Lewis the man seeking to make a name for himself, 

never the world seeking Lewis the artist.1 

Although Lewis was without friends among his classmates, 

he did have the respect and good will of most of his profes

sors his first year at Yale, among whom were Chauncey B. 

Tinker, professor of English, Seymour, professor of Greek , 

Instructor Robert K. Root , and Young Professor Edward Reed. 

They liked his enthusiasm, they gave him advice about writ

ing, and they took long walks with him. There is a recorded 

incident of one professor who urged Lewis to "please trans-
2 late like a gentleman, not like a cheap actor." After this 

incident Lewis acquired the social graces and learned how to 

be charming. 

In the meantime it is significant that Lewis maintained 

contact with Sauk Centre. After all, it was Sauk Centre, 

his home town, that was later the source of his inspiration 

and his material, even though Yale fostered his literary en

thusiasm. He wrote back to Myra and to other Sauk Centre 

girls. He wrote his parents twice a week, and he carefully 

preserved items from home in his diary. He was lonely, but 

he did not want to return to Sauk Centre. Welcoming him 

were the possibilities of certain activities at Yale. He 

later joined the Freshman Union, a debating society, and the 

lThis statement is inferred from the contents of the 
book of letters From Main Street to Stockholm. 

2schorer, p. 71. 
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Herald back in Sauk Centre was pleased to report that he had 

won his first case. 1 

There were also other extracurricular activities, in-

eluding trips to the theater as a drama critic for the 

Journal and Courier, where he saw "some good performances of 

Shakespeare, Sudermann's Magda, Everyman, Shaw's Candida • • • 

as well as a larger proportion of vaudeville."2 Schorer 

records: 

He heard two public lectures, one by William Jen
nings Bryan, the other by Yeats. The Yeats lecture, he 
told Professor Tinker later, was responsible for the 
part that poet plays in the frustrated reveries of 
Carol Kennicott in Main Street, and it was the initia
tion of Lewis' own lifelong en3husiasm for Yeats, or, 
at least, for the early Yeats. 

The chapter of his first year at Yale can be appropriately 

closed with the comment that he had made himself known, even 

though he was not liked. He had written for the Yale Literary 

Magazine, and he had been criticized in the Yale News. 

Even though Lewis lived frugally at Yale, he was forced 

to supplement the financial aid of his father. Having proved 

his competence in journalistic work, he became a regular 

staff member of the Journal and the Courier. Perhaps his 

financial problems, as well as his restlessness, were respon

sible for his sailing on a cattle steamer out of Portland 

lill£. ' p. 74. 
2Ibid., p. 75. 
3 Ibid. 



Harbor at the end of his first year. M. Wayne Womer, in 

command of the portside crews of the steamer, quoted Lewis 

as saying, 

15 

"I am eighteen years old • • • a sophomore at Yale. I 
was born at Sauk Center, Minnesota. My father is a 
physician; he is an alumnus of Yale, and that is why I 
went there. It looks as if I made a mistake, because 
I do not have a friend in the faculty or student body. 
Everytime I say anything or do anything they ride me. 
I am tired of it and I am through."! 

Later Lewis was able to label the boat trip his first literary 

adventure and a good lesson in the school of experience. When 

he returned to Yale a year later, he had matured. 

Lewis' second year at Yale was almost a repetition of 

the first one in many respects , although there were additional 

details of interest. One of these was his temporary absorp

tion with socialism. Scharer reports that "Like Updegraff, 

he was beginning to take a public position that was opposed 

to prevailing values in New Haven, and when he was called 

"Red" now, it was not only because of the color of his hair."2 

These arguments were to be continued later by the characters 

of Main Street and subsequent novels. 

Another detail of interest was the fact that his literary 

passion and his literary success grew during the second year. 

Three poems and one story were accepted by the ~; and seven 

poems and four stories, by the Courant. In the meantime he 

submitted material to other magazines plays, essays, and 

1Ibid., pp. 81-82. 
2 
~., p. 92. 
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stories. In fact, an essay to The Critic, a magazine of 

some national merit, was accepted for publication. Lewis 

received $20.00 for this essay, which placed him as a pub

lished writer under his own name. The gist of the essay was 

a charge that a current best seller entitled The Masqueraders 

by Katherine E. Thurston was a plagiarized version of an 

older book, Premier & Painter, by Zangwill. Although the 

similarities were discredited and labeled dual suggestions, 

Lewis became the subject of an editorial in the New York 

Times Book Review, where he was referred to, not by name, as 

being too hasty in his charges. Wide reading had brought 

him this success. I Later William Rose Benet was quoted as 

saying that Lewis drew more books from the Yale library than 
1 

any student before him or after him. 

It was in 1905, when Lewis returned home from his soph

omore year at Yale, that he first became irritated by Main 

Street, but the discussion of the beginning of the novel 

will be reserved for another chapter. Back at Yale for a 

third year Lewis became an editor of Lit, a position he used 

to strike back at what he disliked about the university. 

Other highlights of the year include his publication of his 

first story in The Pacific Monthly and indications that he 

was forming literary tastes under the influence of such men 

l"The Earlier Lewis," Saturday Review of Literature, X 
(January 20, 1934), 421. 
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as Noyes and Swinburne. The year was concluded by a second 

and more successful cattle boat trip and a short-lived ex

periment in cooperative living at Upton Sinclair's Helicon 

Hall. The latter experiment was significant later in Main 

Street in that it furnished Carol Kennicott her idea about 

municipal housing. 1 

When he returned to Yale in December after a trip to 

Panama, he worked diligently to compensate for the time that 

he had lost. Aside from his classes he continued to write 

and submit short prose selections. Before he left Yale, he 

bad already decided on writing as a career and had tentative 

plans for a novel on his Panama experiences. He even had 

momentary plans for returning to Yale for a Ph. Din English. 2 

His one friend his last year at Yale seems to have been 

Leonard Bacon, who was also desirous of becoming a writer. 

He was able to bring Lewis into a kind of world he had sought 

at the beginning of his college years. We are indebted to 

him for his vignette of Lewis as a Yale man in his autobiog

raphy Semi-Centennial, in which he states that Lewis' talents 

were obvious, that there was a group that sincerely endeavored 

to honor him, but that he was not a member of any society and 

never would be. 3 

lschorer, p. 112. 
2 Ibid., p. 136. 

3Leonard Bacon, "Yale '09," Saturdar Review of Litera
~' XIX (February 4, 1939), 14. 
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Yale left its stamp on Lewis in many ways, continuing 

its influence on his literary career in subsequent years. 

From William Lyons Phelps and other professors came warm 

words of encouragement and criticism for his Main Street and 

other novels. In 1936 his alma mater chose to award him an 

honorary Litt. D.1 Today Yale houses the Lewis papers and 

manuscripts which future scholars will study. 

Although Yale considered Lewis a misfit , it was merely 

placing a stamp on his personality and temperament that Sauk 

Centre had already affixed. Because he was different from 

other children, he had begun, at an early age, to experience 

a strange loneliness and a sensitiveness . Perhaps this helps 

to explain his inner conflict, which was so much a part of 

the controversy surrounding him and his career. 

Scherer begins his biography of Lewis with the statement: 

He was a queer boy, always an outsider, lonely. 
Once he had become famous, he began to promulgate an 
official view of his youth that represents an inoffen
sive life that never was, a mild and happy fantasy of 
a "totally normal boyhood" -- dull school routine 
skating, sliding, skiing, swimming, duck-hunting.! 

The totally normal boyhood did not exist for Lewis. He did 

not enter into the activities of the other boys. The fact 

was that he was too impulsive and too impatient to be good 

at hunting and sports as his father and his brothers were 

and therefore he could not equal them as rivals. He describes 

himself as tagging after his brother Claude's gang and frankly 

lstanley J. Kunitz, Twentieth Century Authors (New York: 
The H. W. Wilson Company, 1942), p. 821. 

2 Scherer, p. 3. 
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admits there were concerted efforts to try to lose him. 

Mr. Ben DuBois and Mr. Laurel Kells of Sauk Centre, 

speaking of his mad fantasy of games, have described young 

Lewis as a show-off and a bore who had no real interest in 

other boys or in their activities. They remember his gulli

bility and how frequently he was subjected to horseplay from 

other boys and how frequently he was the victim of thefts 
1 and pranks. Schorer's summation of details is the picture 

of "a continuously humiliated and exasperated boy who was 

helpless to defend himself or to retaliate. "2 Perhaps the 

final frame to the portrait of his boyhood and home life 

would be the statement that "He had, in his adolescence, one 

friend-- Irving Fisher, and Irving Fisher only."3 

The feeling of humiliation and exasperation left its 

mark on Lewis the man. He grew up to be a sensitive and 

lonely figure, who, according to Dorothy Thompson, needed 

desperately to have people around him. While he had them 

under his spell, he was the brilliant conversationalist and 

entertainer, continuing in his Sauk Centre "show-off" manner 

for hours. 4 Benjamin Stolberg has noted that Lewis' talk 

was always of an impersonal nature and always free from 

1Ibid., p. 21. 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid., p. 22. 

4Benjamin Stolberg, "Sinclair Lewis," American Mercury, 
LIII (October, 1941), 450. 
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gossip. But Lewis grew tired of people quickly as he grew 

tired of places. His adulthood seems to have been character

ized by a restless, nomadic spirit whose interests in any

thing were momentary. 

His conversation was his chief relaxation. Stolberg 

tells us Lewis took no exercise, played no games, and had no 

hobbies. His was a frantic exist ence, "a tragedy of arrested 

adolescence.nl Whether they were directed at his publishers 

or at his circle of acquaintances, his childhood temper tan

trums continued, interrupted only by long periods of brood

ing, of alcoholism, and occasionally by moments of elation. 

His personality repelled people , while his physical appearance 

was repulsive to. them. His nervousness, according to Frank 

Swinnerton, made Lewis unpopular with audiences. 2 He added 

that authors can detract from one's enjoyment of their books 

and that Lewis was rude in his lectures. 3 But Lewis' rude-

ness made news, and the news helped to create the legend of 

an eccentric, misunderstood genius. An intellectually curi

ous reading audience probed the legend; the result is a par

tial explanation of the reputation of Main Street . According 

to Edel, the tragedy is that Lewis never left Main Street.4 

1Ibid. 

2"Never Meet An Author," Saturday Review of Literature , 
XL (March 2, 19 57), 7. 

3rbid. 

4Leon Edel, "A Tragedy of Arrested Adolescence , " New 
Republic, CXXXV (October 15, 1956), 29. ---
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A curious reading public was influenced by other sensa

tional incidents in Lewis' life, some of which occurred after 

the writing of Main Street. Even though Lewis had written 

better novels in the meantime, the astonishing truth is that 

after each new wave of publicity the critics and readers al

ways returned to Main Street rather than his more recent 

works. Chief among the sensational incidents was Lewis' 

winning of the Nobel prize. On December 10, 1930, the Swed

ish Academy elevated Lewis to a position of world recognition 

by naming him the recipient of the first Nobel prize to be 

. t Am • 1 g1ven o an er1can. According to Lewis Mumford, attention 

was called to Main Street again after Lewis was awarded the 

prize. The critics wanted to know why he would have been 

considered ahead of Robert Frost, Theodore Dreiser, Sherwood 

Anderson, or Eugene 0'Neill. 2 They felt compelled to evalu

ate Main Street. The result was an attempt to reappraise 

the novel fairly, ignoring the Nobel prize award. The fact 

that the novel stood the reappraisal favorably is what mat

ters. One account of the award declared that the Nobel prize 

carried with it "a large amount of fresh fame.n3 Pelham 

Edgar called the awarding of the prize a "searching test of 

a reputation. n4 

1nNobel Prize Oration," New Republic, LXXXVIII (August 
19 ' 19 36 ) ' 36. 

2nThe America of Sinclair Lewis," Current Historl, XXXIII 
(January, 1931), 529. 

3nsinclair Lewis," Nation, CXXXI (November 19, 1930), 544. 

4The Art of the Novel (New York: The Macmillan Company), 
p. 294. 
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Lewis' refusal of the Pulitzer prize earlier, in 1926, 

was no less sensational than his winning of the Nobel aw.ard. 

His renunciation and his stated objections to the prize brought 

him both favorable and adverse criticism, particularly in the 

editorial columns of the newspapers. There were those who 

felt that his criticism would have a salutary effect on all 

literary awards because of his fame. There were others that 

believed "Lewis had an underlying motive."1 He refused a 

$1000 prize and received thousands of dollars worth of adver

tising. One writer asserted that the reaction to Lewis' re

fusal of the Pulitzer prize was greater than his refusal of 

God. He stated that "God still remains more or less secure, 

but the prize is compelled to justify itsel£."2 The net re

sult of the pro and con arguments in the press was a reevalu

ation of Lewis the artist. 

Lewis' marriage to Dorothy Thompson in 1927 was also a 

sensational incident as well as a wholesome influence on his 

life. 3 According to Schorer, "when she met Sinclair Lewis, 

after four years in Vienna and four more in Berlin, she was 

well-known through Central Europe, the Berlin correspondent 

to the Philadelphia Public Ledger and the New York Evening 

lnsinclair Lewis's Hornet's Nest," Literary Digest, 
LXXXIX (May 29, 1926), 27. 

2Ibid. 

3vincent Sheean's forthcoming book entitled Dorothy and 
The S lendors and Miseries 

ase on t e persona papers 
University, will no doubt be 
appraisals of Lewis' works. 
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Post, and Chief of the Central European Service in Berlin.n1 

Miss Thompson was able to elevate Lewis in both position and 

character and to give him happiness of a sort. She was a 

sober and stabilizing influence on Lewis, even though he 

secretly resented her, feeling that her prominence relegated 

him to a lower position. Actually the reverse was true: 

she sincerely tried to be a loyal stimulus. Through her 

Lewis brushed shoulders with figures of world renown and 

with the men who make the news and shape events. Schorer 

records that "Lewis was not entirely at ease with Dorothy 

Thompson's newspaper friends, or with more serious intellec-
2 tuals ••• , that he wandered about among them in a lost way. 

Another sensational incident in Lewis' life, the Dreiser 

fight, was ill-timed and impressed the reading public unfa

vorably.3 Seemingly Lewis was jealous of Theodore Dreiser. 

At any rate he literally came to blows with him before a 

group of writers and journalists at a dinner at the Metro

politan Club in New York, honoring the Russian novelist 

Boris Pilnyak. Lewis accused Dreiser of having "stolen 

three thousand words from my wife's (porothy Thompson's] 

book."4 The words in the argument which followed the evening 

1 Schorer, p. 487. 
2 
~., p. 491. 

3~., pp. 560-563. 

4rbid., p. 562. 
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meal are not quotable material. The next morning the episode 

was in all of the newspapers in the country. The result was 

a flood of mail for Dreiser from countless numbers who thanked 

him for slapping Lewis, stating that he had done what thou

sands of Americans would like to do. 1 Although the incident 

was certainly not of a propitious nature for Lewis, who was 

momentarily experiencing a literary decline, the publicity 

did serve to perpetuate the name of the man who had written 

Main Street. 

In summation, it may be said that Lewis' roots were 

deeply embedded in Sauk Centre, in its people and in its mores . 

Not only did Sauk Centre become the Gopher Prairie of Main 

Street, but also Lewis' father, a country doctor there, be

came the inspiration for Dr. Will Kennicott, the only real 

character in the novel. It was f r om his father also that 

Lewis received the determination and drive to accomplish such 

an undertaking. In other ways the early years in Sauk Centre 

left their mark on the personality and temperament of the man 

who was so much a product of his environment . 

Yale University merely sustained the literary ambition 

already established and graduated Lewis with the decision t o 

be a writer. The sensational incidents in his life, such as 

the winning of the Nobel prize, the refusal of the Puli t zer 
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prize, his marriage to Dorothy Thompson, and others set off 

waves of publicity which, in turn, promoted the reputation 

of Main Street. 



CHAPTER II 

THE AGE IN WHICH LEWIS WROTE 

To discuss Sinclair Lewis without mentioning the period 

in whick he wrote would be like attempting to solve a puzzle 

with the most important piece missing. Lewis' work was 

truly representative of the age in which he lived. He mir

rored its characteristics; he was its spokesman. 

The post-war period was characterized by the emergence 

of a middle-class society which questioned existing institu

tions and conventions and which fostered social unrest. In 

commenting on the post-war period the Literary History of 

the United States recorded: 

Thanks to the First World War, there had been a 
sharpening of American naturalism, and also a renewed 
consciousness of the European tradition whose values 
we had begun to forget in our energetic isolationism. 
Thanks to the spread of American literacy, it was 
possible to write for, as well as of, a wide middle 
class which was both sensitive and vulnerable because 
its econ9mic success had made it representative of 
America.J. 

Frederick J. Hoffman, in his book on The Twenties, chronicles 

the period as an isolated time in cultural history "bounded 

b . "2 y a war and a depress1on. Mentioning Stearns' Civilization 

-----------------------------------------------------------
1Robert E. Spiller~ al., Literary History of the 

United States (New York: Tne Macmillan Company, 1953), p. 
1223. 

2Frederick J. Hoffman, The Twenties (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1955), p. ix. 

26 
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in the United States published in 1922 as a landmark of the 

post war years, he speaks of its "pointing to and reiterat

ing the failure of culture, entertainment, family life, re

ligion-- of everything but science."1 

Having emerged during the post-war years, the middle 

class was described as one without culture and without secur-

ity. In commenting on the age in which Lewis wrote, T. R. 

Fyvel mentions the characters in his novels and the fact that 

they end up seeming to belong to a strange class, "a middle 

class which is essentially without a home life, without chil

dren, without religiQn, and finally without an economic status 

to speak of; a middle class which is without all the historic 

props of a middle class ."2 Lewis drew his leading characters 

against the background of this bourgeoisie. Carol Kennicott, 

the leading character in Main Street, is attempting to "wage 

a one-woman struggle against all Gopher Prairie."3 Appalled 

by its ugliness, she attacks its smugness and its provinciality 

and attempts to improve it with daubs of her own idea of cul

ture. Even though she fails in her crusade, she has, in the 

meantime, exposed the village. Through Carol, Lewis was ex

pressing his own dissatisfaction, a dissatisfaction which was 

being experienced in all of the United States. Gopher Prairie 

1Ibid. 

2nMartin Arrowsmith," New Republic, CXXXIII {July 18, 
19 55)' 17. 

312!9.· 
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w~s merely symbolic of all small towns in America. According 

to Joseph Wood Krutch, at the time Main Street was published 

the chief targets were "our puritanism and our provinciality, 

ou r lack of sophistication and culture .n1 In commenting on 

the age in which Lewis wrote, Vernon Loggins calls Lewis' 

America a "sick America," -- "an America suffering from pro

vincialism, puritanism, sentimentality, childishness, and 

false standards, in politics, religion, education, love, mar

riage, and sex. n2 Loggins adds that Lewis' 

• • • work is to prove 
lay bare their causes. 
doctor say, "Cancer -
check."3 

these diseases are real and to 
Reading him is like hearing the 

possibly not too far gone to 

It may be said that Lewis diagnosed the disease, the "village 

virus," which was sweeping the country in epidemic proportions. 

The significant result was that "He caught Main Street at a 

turning point.n4 

Equally significant as the emergence of the middle class, 

or the social revolt, was the accompanying literary revolt 

of the twenties. Labelled as the new realism, the movement 

was one which attempted to break with the past. The writers 

who were a part of the movement were striving for freedom; 

they wanted to depict life as it was -- Main Street in all of 

l nsinclair Lewis," Nation, CLXXII (February .24, 1951), 179. 

2I Hear America ••• , p. 179. 

3Ibid. 

4perry Miller, "Incorruptible Sinclair Lewis," Atlantic, 
CLXXXVII (April, 1951), 33. 
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its drabness, for example., Accordi ng to Regis Michaud, they 

were "bent toward introspection and realism," with a desire 

for truth in art. The result was subjective rather than ob

jective literature. 1 "Thi s was the essence of the literary 

revolt of the twenties, of which Sinclair Lewis was one of 
2 the great chiefs." In a lec ture given at the Sorbonne, 

Michaud paid tribute to t he new literature by saying that 

No one can open an American novel without being 
impressed by the earnestness and the unanimity which the 
authors display in discussing moral and social questions. 
Their books constitute a vast satire of present-day 
American civilization, a defense of the rights of man 3 
against the pressure of obsolete ideals and traditions. 

Much of the literature was described as crude and primitive in 

nature, a far cry from the conscious artistic efforts that had 

preceded it. The significance of the movement, however, was 

the emergence of a new literature in the Middle West, a liter

ature characterized by its originality of expression, a liter

ature that vied with the East for recognition. The writers 

were "average self-made men," whose emergence paralleled the 

emergence of the self-made man in the middle class in the so

cial and economic strata of society. 4 Many of them, having 

1The American Novel To-Da · A Social 
Study Boston: L tt e, Brown, & Company, 

2 Gerald w. Johnson, "Romance and Mr. Babbitt," ~ 
Republic, CXXXI (November 22, 1954), 30. 

3Michaud, p. vii. 

4rbid., p. x. 
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experienced actual combat in World War I and having been in 

contact with Europe, returned to America with a changed set 

of values. This fact is verified in an essay entitled "The 

War and the Waste Landers" with a comment to the effect that 

"The war, indeed, marked a dead end to the belief that the 

values of civilization, tradition, and high intelligence or 

the ability to suffer and love greatly would lead us into 
1 

any Utopia where man's intelligence had freer play." The 

essay continues with this significant explanation: 

After the Armistice the madness, which had been 
confined to the trenches, at least in its greatest in
tensity, spread over the world. And while literary 
schools rose and fell, in both England and America, 
morals, manners, and ideas of honor were thrown out 
the window. We had entered upon the Jazz Age, which 
was the inevitable reaction to military regimentation. 
In England there was little literature. The writers 
were dead or busy or attempting again to make some ad
justment physically and mentally to normal ways of 
living. In America while they were imbibing bathtub 
gin, some writers returned to stressing individualistic 
self-expression. But for the most part, American writers 
were busy describing man as the victim of the outer 
forces of industrialism or the inner forces of instincts. 
Here the reacti~n against romanticism was becoming 
stronger daily. 

Both Fitzgerald and Hemingway, who were aware of the loss of 

values in the post-war years, wrote of the disillusionment 

of the war generation. Although Lewis was not directly con

cerned with the war, he and other middle-western novelists 

laeorge K. Anderson and Eda Lou Walton, This Generation 
(Chicago: Scott, Foresman and Company, 1939}, p. 282. 

2Ibid., p. 287. 



shared the same disillusionment. The one difference was 

that "in the Middle West the prose writers are concerned 

less with examining themselves than with examining the so

cial scene and the American citizen."1 Michaud described 

the new writing of the period as "spontaneous and original 
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2 expression," adding that "any means to this end is style." 

The new group were referred to as "revolutionists and icono

clasts" who "did not adhere to any master."3 In France the 

new method of literary expression was called monologue 

interieur. 4 

Perhaps the most significant statement that could be 

made with regard to the age in which Lewis wrote was that 

he was its spokesman. Seemingly he appeared on the scene at 

just the right time to voice what so many people were already 

feeling about Main Street. Richard Hulsenbeck stresses that 

People were waiting for a prophet who would give 
them a documentary account of the coming of age of a 
whole country, a process in which the World War played 
a major part. Sinclair Lewis is this prophet ••• ~ 

Joseph Wood Krutch insists that there was a "social situation" 

and a "cultural climate" that favored him. 6 "According to 

1~., p. 42. 

2Michaud, p. 24. 

3!£~., p. 23. 

4~. 

5Richard Hulsenbeck, "Sinclair Lewis," Living Age, 
CCCXXXIX (January, 1931) , 480. 

6Krutch, p. 179. 



Carl Van Doren the revolt against the village was underway 

at the time he wrote Main Street."1 Krutch says: 
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Although Lewis did not invent his theme, he was 
given credit for it at home and in Europe, abroad. He 
simply gave the theme a clear exposition or explanation, 
and for that reason was closely identified with it. In 
1939 he was the first American to receive the Nobel 
Prize; many felt it was not because Europe admired him 
so much but because he £ave a "definite expose of 
American civilization."Z 

Maxwell Geismar, in supplying valid reasons for his decline, 

says that in his time Lewis was "the spokesman for the new 

realism of the post-World War I epoch, who was indeed Amer

ica's literary voice • •• "3 He continues by saying 

We should remember that Sinclair Lewis wrote one 
great book, and at least five or six other very inter
esting novels. Even in the poorer books, he prophesied 
and projected the real meaning of that standardized, 
prefabricated, delimited "middle-middle" class culture 
which dominates, which is American life today. That 
was Lewis' great contribution to American letters ••• 4 

No one can dispute the vital part that Sinclair Lewis 

and Main Street have had in the development of the American 

scene. In the future, students of history will consistently 

turn to a paragraph in their textbooks where they will find 

historians referring to him as "the voice of the Twenties" 

and the "spokesman of an era." He is assured a place in 

1Ib!£!. 

2Ibid. 

3nsinclair Lewis Forgotten Hero , " Saturday Review of 
Literature, XLIII (June 25, 1960), 29. 

4Ibid. -
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history, for no other writer has recorded more faithfully 

the details of the American scene than he. This is the way 

posterity will recall him. 

Perhaps succeeding generations will turn to Lewis for 

another reason also. Seemingly young people have always had 

a strange interest in the twenties, according to Hoffman, 

possibly because of distorted pictures of it and because it 

was a period of sensationalism.1 They think of it as the 

roaring twenties, the Jazz Age, when life was exciting and 

held no restraints. Whether the generation of the twenties 

were dancing the Charleston, frequenting the speakeasies, or 

jaunting about in their flivvers, they were exhibiting dis

respect for tradition. The fact that they rebelled against 

the conventional seems to be encouraging to young people who 

are bound by what they consider too many rules and regulations. 

Perhaps Lewis' Carol Kennicott can never really compete 

"alongside Fitzgerald's blazing flappers"; but when reading 

lists are compiled on the roaring twenties, they will un-
2 

questionably contain the name of Sinclair Lewis. This is 

another reason why students will continue to read Main Street. 

1 Hoffman, p. ix. 

2Geismar, p. 29. 



CHAPTER III 

THE PUBLICATION OF MAIN STREET 

When was it, where was it, that Sinclair Lewis started 

planning Main Street? Perhaps the strongest responsive argu

ments are those which propose that the novel was begun in 

his undergraduate days at Yale. Lewis himself declares that 

he started the novel in 1905 when he returned home from his 

sophomore year at the university. This statement is sup

ported by his Introduction to the Limited Editions Club Main 

Street in which he wrote: 

"In 1905 • • • in the third month of vacation, fifteen 
years before it was published, I began to write Main 
Street. But the title, then, was The Village Virus-•• 
. . I must have written about twenty thousand words of 
that script, but I remember nothing whatever about the 
details, and the script is as clean gone and vanished 
away as the script of my first play •••• nl 

Similar verifications are found in other accounts. Arthur 

Bartlett Maurice, for example, commenting on earlier plans 

for the novel, traced its origin to Lewis' college years: 

In the first version of undergraduate days the title of 
the tale was "The Village Virus." ••• Twenty-five 
thousand words were written before the attempt.2 

OVerton lends support to the argument by reminding us that 

Main Street was "no sudden inspiration": 

1 Scharer , p. 102. 

2"The History of Their Books: Sinclair Lewis," Bookman, 
LXIX (February, 1931}, 52. 
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"Fifteen years before it was actually written," says 
Charles C. Baldwin in the third and revised edition of 
"The Men Who Make Our Novels," "the same notion had 
taken a hold on Lewis, to be roughly sketched with a 
small.town la~yer as thenlentral figure, and titled 
The V1llage V1rus. • • • 

Further evidence is found in Annie Russell Marble's discus-

sion of the Nobel Prize winners, in which she reminds us 

that "for fifteen years, since his college vacations, he had 

plotted such a story of a midwestern town, •••• n2 Stolberg 

also speaks of it as "the novel he had begun as a sophomore 

in college. n3 The lone dissenting voice about the origin in 

undergraduate days is that of Schorer himself, who refutes 

these arguments somewhat when he states that at this time 

"Main Street was not yet even a formulated literary idea. 

It was only an irritation."4 Schorer also ponders the state

ment "that novelists usually thrive best on their irritations." 

"· •• and he thinks of Sinclair Lewis as one of his 
half-dozen exemplars of this axiom in the form of a 
question. The village taught the young Harry Lewis the 
lesson of its Main Street, the lesson that Gopher Prairie 
is indeed not Friendship Village, nor a genteel tradition 
in American literature the equivalent of American life. 
Main Street was not paved until 1924; until then it was 
muddy in the spring and autumn, dusty in the summer, 
frozen into the ruts of wagon wheels in the winter. It 
had wooden sidewalks and hitching posts and the continu
ous twang of the cracker barrel, the splatter of tobacco 
juice as it hit the cuspidor. It had five or six blocks 

1 Grant Overton, "The Salvation of Sinclair Lewis," 
Bookman, LXI (April, 1925), 180. 

2The Nobel Prize Winners in Literature (New York: D. 
Appleton and Company, 1932) , p. 371. 

3stolberg, p. 455. 
4 Schorer , p. 102. 
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of false fronts, and that was it for Harry Lewis.n1 

"It was his book, his scorn and rage and rebellion, accumu

lated through all his youth and middle years," Baldwin ex-
2 

plains. As one critic said, "Sinclair Lewis wrote Main 

Street to get it off his chest."3 Those who argue about re

taliation and a date prior to Yale are right in the sense 

that the material for the novel is actually the knowledge 

Lewis gained back in Sauk Centre. 

Even though Lewis argues that be began his novel during 

his Yale years, there is no indication that the beginning 

was anything more than a tentative set of notes which he him

self was unable to locate later. The novel did not cease to 

take shape in his mind, however, although the first notes 

may have vanished. Upon graduation from Yale he told his 

friends that he would write "sooner or later, the great Amer

ican novel." This was the goal or objective he kept in his 

mind. 4 After graduation he continued to plot a story of a 

mid-western town, and at various times he wrote drafts of 

the story "which had been developing in his subconscious 

mind; it was to him the novel which he must write."5 Traces 

1Ibid., p. 7, quoting VanWyck Brooks • ........... 

2overton, p. 180. 

3nportrait," ~~' XV (December, 1927), 40. 

4Marble, p. 367. 

5rbid., p. 371. 
~ 
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of his theme can be found in earlier novels such as Our Mr. 

Wrenn, published in 1914, six years before Main Street. 

Threads of the story indicate that Lewis was already re

belling against a dull life and against routine: "The hero 

of Our Mr. Wrenn is absurd enough, and feeds himself on 

trivial fancies, but because he has an imagination at all 

he is a kind of hero, who enlarges a dull life with plans 
1 

for such adventures as he is capable of desiring." 

The actual work on the novel was started when Lewis 

took an empty room over Rowe's Hardware Store, overlooking 

Main Street, and, with a borrowed table and chair, began 
2 typing three to five thousand words a day. He had just 

returned to Sauk Centre after an absence of eight years. 

Although Lewis was working on his novel The Job at the time, 

he was taking notes for Main Street. 

His own recollection in 1937 was that, there in 
Sauk Centre in 1916, he wrote thirty thousand words of 
which he used about ten thousand in the final version • 
• • • Notes he was certainly taking, and he was seeing 
the town again, but seeing it now, as his wife has re
ported, through her eyes, which were to be Carol Ken
nicott's.3 

Reference to the beginning of the novel is made in a 

letter to Joseph Hergesheimer, dated May 24, 1918, in which 

Lewis informs him that "now, today, I start the novel, Main 

lcarl Van Doren, "Sinclair Lewis and Sherwood Anderson," 
Century, CX (June, 1925), 364. 

2schorer, p. 234. 

3Ibid., p. 235. 
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Street, and go on with it, breaking off now and then for 

stories.n1 There are many fragments of information, in Love 

from Gracie and elsewhere, indicating that even at this time 

Lewis was more or less still groping for his material and 

his thesis. In an attempt to clarify the confusion concern

ing the progress of the novel Scharer wrote that we do "know 

that he had made notes for Main Street, that he had discussed 

it and settled on a title with Alfred Harcourt, that he had 

probably made some plans for it and probably attempted to 
2 

state its 'thesis' in writing." An autobiographical account 

in January 1932 mentions a winter in Minneapolis 1918-1919 

and definite planning of Main Street, adding that Lewis wrote 

20,000 words on the novel, which he later threw away. In 

1919 additional plans were made while the Lewises lived in 

Mankato, a town located in Southern Minnesota. With reference 

to Lewis' work in Mankato, Schorer has an interesting foot-

note: 

One may suppose that the final plans for Main Street 
took their shape here. Carol Kennicott was raised in 
Mankato, "not a prairie town, but in its garden
sheltered streets and aisles of elm ••• white and 
green New England reborn.n3 

A second letter to Hergesheimer on December 9, 1918, contains 

a pertinent commentary on the progress of the novel: 

1Ibid. , p. 251 . 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid., p. 256. 
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I by God ~write Main Street. It's in my mind every 
day. Last summer I spent about 2 weeks developing plans 
for it, but I found I needed another (the present) trip 
out here before I wrote it. I often do that with things 
thrash 'em over for several years befori I finally write 
'em & they're always the better for it. 

Maurice calls the autumn of 1919 a turning point in Lewis' 

writing career when he "felt the t i me had come when ~ 

Street must be written." He adds that the novel was begun 

in November or December, 1919, and completed in August the 

foll owing year. 2 According to Schorer, the finished manu

script was delivered to Alfred Harcourt on July 17, 1920. 3 

William Lyon Phelps, one of Lewis' most avid supporters, 

wrote: 

He ••• withdrew from the world for a year, with the 
determination to risk everything on one important book • 
• • • He remained in seclusion a year, and wrote Main 
Street.4 

Exactly when Lewis chose the title Main Street rather 

than The Village Virus for his novel is a matter of conjec

ture. First mention of the title was made back in 1913 when 

Lewis was writing a weekly book review page for the Publishers 

Newspaper Syndicate. Chosen as his editorial assistant, 

George w. Bunn, Jr., a graduate of Princeton, had just written 

a book for the Triangle Club and was discussing the possibil

ity of rewriting it in anticipation of a Broadway production. 

1.!,Eid. ' p. 252. 

2Maurice, p. 53. 

3schorer, p. 264. 

4Ibid., p. 263. 
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Lewis approved of Bunn's title, Main Street, and remarked 

that it would be an excellent one for a novel. Perhaps the 

most interesting inference is that of a still older source. 

Schorer adds that "Probably neither of them knew that its 

title had been used earlier for an obscure short sketch by 

Nathaniel Hawthorne n • • • • He also adds that "to this 

young man [George \v. Bunn , Jr J Lewis and modern literature 
1 

were to owe a peculiar debt." No other mention is made of 

the incident, but the first extant letter from Lewis to his 

publisher concerning the novel, written in 1919 from Mankato, 

Minnesota, indicates that he had already settled on the title 
2 

Main Street. "Working hard on Main Street," he wrote. Re-

ferring to his letters to Harcourt, Schorer mentions one in 

which Lewis asked if the title Main Street could be copy

righted.) Apparently Lewis was aware of the significance 

attached to the title itself. Others echoed the same feel-

ing of its importance and insisted that there was a lot in 

the title chosen for his novel. Lewis himself was merely a 
4 voice for what many people were feeling about Main Street. 

Seemingly Main Street was as much an existing mood as it was 

1rbid., p. 198. 

ompany, 

3schorer, p. 256. 

Stockholm: 
Harcourt , 

4"The Literary Spotlight: Sinclair Lewis," Bookman, 
LVI (September, 1922), 54. 
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a place or a title.1 There is a strong possibility that none 

of these conjectures were responsible for the choice of the 

title. It is more likely that its selection stems from those 

days Schorer considers Lewis' "irritation" with Main Street, 

that the title was reminiscent of that one long unpaved 

street in Sauk Centre. 
2 

Although there may be disagreement over its effect on 

the choice of a title, there can be no doubt about the one 

long unpaved street in Sauk Centre providing the background 

for the novel. Numerous references exist to the effect that 

Sauk Centre was the Gopher Prairie of Main Street and that 

its inhabitants became the people in the novel . Stolberg 

describes Sauk Centre as a typical small town, "a perfect 

example of provincial America," adding that Lewis was lucky 

to have been born in the ideal setting for what he was trying 

to portray and lucky to have spent his boyhood life and im

pressionable years there. The fact that Lewis was acutely 

inquisitive, never missing any detail that he observed, only 

added to the authenticity of his portrayal of the town. 3 

Michaud lends his support to the same argument: 

Main Street is the moving picture of a small American 

lwalter Lippman, Men of Destiny (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1927), p. 72. 

2 Schorer, p. 7. 

3stolberg, p. 454. 
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town and the portrait of a representative individual. 1 
Gopher Prairie is a typical American settlement. • • • 

Discussing the Nobel prize winners, Annie Russell Marble also 

gave conclusive evidence: 

Sauk Center was a typical village of the Middle West, 
inhabited by twenty-five hundred people. Life was 
characterized by the intimate contacts among them and 
a general feeling of smug contentment. It is photo
graphed, with a few imaginativ2 touches, in the 
Gopher Prairie of Main Street. 

When James Gray wrote of Lewis' background, he mentioned that 

Minnesota gave him the education, experience, and culture for 

his novels, specifically stating that it gave him the "back

ground for Main Street , " a community "with which he was in

timately familiar. n 3 

When one learns how strongly incensed the people of 

Sauk Centre were upon the publication of Main Street, there 

can be no doubt in his mind that the town provided the back

ground for the novel. According to Schorer, the residents 

"raged in indignation."4 In 1921, at a reunion of former 

Sauk Centre residents, one "sensitive housewife remarked 

that he would probably be lynched" if he returned to Sauk 

Centre.5 Two years later, however, the residents of the 

town had laid aside their grievances, happy to share in Lewis' 

1 Michaud, p. 13 5. 
2 
Marble , p. 365. 

3"The Minnesota Muse," p. 4. 

4schorer, p. 270. 

5~., quoting Henry Johnson. 
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fame and success. Schorer reports: 

Very soon on Main Street, the Gopher Prairie Inn opened 
its doors, and presently the Main Street Theater would 
boast a bronze plaque, later stolen, that carried a 
rather silly message written by Sinclair Lewis: "Here 
are the portals of imagination. Recover hope all ye 
who enter here."l 

Naturally the citizens of Sauk Centre resented being i

dentified with the characters in Main Street. When the edi-

tor of the local Herald first noticed the publication of the 

novel, he wrote, "A perusal of the book makes it possible 

for one to picture in his mind's eye local characters having 
2 been bodily injected into the story." Shortly afterwards 

he was able to report that Lewis himself had verified his 

suspicions: 

SINCLAIR LEWIS GETS INSPIRATION HERE 

Author Says He Knew Many of His Charac-

ters of "Main Street" In the Flesh 

Sinclair Lewis says Sauk Centre to a large extent played 
a part in his inspiration for Main Street according to a 
statement given out by t~e author before a club in 
Detroit, Mich. recently. 

Later Lewis felt it necessary to deny that Sauk Centre was 

his source of inspire.tion. In a letter to the Herald, pub

lished August 4, 1921, he wrote: 

It has come to my attention that a certain number 
of people in Sauk Centre believe that my novel Main 

1Ibid. 
2 
lli.5!· , p. 272. 

3rbid., p. 273. 
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Street portrays real people and real scenes in Sauk 
Centre, and that there has been an attempt to identify 
my fictional characters and scenes with real ones. May 
I say that this is totall y erroneous? Practically all 
of the characters and scenes in Main Street are either 
composites , combinations of the things and persons I 
have noted in the scores of American towns I have seen 
in all parts of the country, or else they are totally 
imaginary. 

In the whole book there is only one character even 
suggested by a person whom I met in Sauk Centre, and 
that is one of the younger men in the book. Even in 
his case, the character was merely suggested by an ac
tual person, and as the story worked out, the character 
departs sharply and completely from the actual young 
man-- who, by the way, left Sauk Centre years ago.I 

Perhaps Lewis' denial was of little significance because too 

many people were able to see identi t ies. These identities 

were further verified by the identification of specific or

ganizations, institutions, places, and experiences in the 

author's life. Schorer has this to say about the source of 

details for Main Street: 

Much else of Lewis' experience in Sauk Centre is poured 
into his novel: his mother's club, the Gradatim, be
come now the Thanatopsis, and its efforts at uplift; 
the famous rest room and the anti-fly campaign; his 
father's country practice and the little professional 
rivalries; the Bryant library; the amateur theatricals 
and the traveling performers, the summer cottages and 
the chyrch affairs -- it is a whole scrapbook of his 
youth.2 

One of the most interesting comments that could be made would 

be one to call attention to the use of the names of two 

towns, both Sauk Centre and Gopher Prairie, in the novel 

1Ibid. 

2~. 
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itself. In an effort to lose identity Lewis speaks of Sauk 

Centre as if it were a town adjacent to Gopher Prairie: 

"When Champ and I came here we teamed-it with an ox-cart 

from Sauk Centre to Gopher Prairie, and there was nothing 

here then but a stockade and a few soldiers and some log 
1 

cabins." 

That Lewis drew from his own experiences is by no means 

a unique manner of assembling material. In fact, it is the 

method employed by almost all writers. Someone has said that 

Lewis, "like every other author, builds his novels from his 

own experiences and observations."2 Lewis' method was much 

more than mere portrayal of his own experiences, however. 

It consisted, instead, of a careful recording of his obser

vations, skillful planning, accurate research, the making of 

detailed maps, his dramatizations of his characters, the col

lection of unusual names, hard work, and the frequent dis

carding and revision of writing in progress. The success of 

Main Street can perhaps be attributed to his method as much 

as to any other single factor. 

Much has been said already concerning the notes and ob

servations Lewis made in advance for Main Street. This was 

the method he always employed. Carefully preserved in his 

lsinclair Lewis, Main Street {New York: The New Ameri
can Library of World Literature, Inc., 1961), pp. 134 and 
others. 

2"Arrowsmith, " Hygeia, X {March, 1932), 225. 



notebooks, his observations became a constant source of refer

ence material. Upon seeing one of Lewis' notebooks, Henry 

Seidel Canby wrote: 

I have been privileged to see both the notebook which 
contained the summary of his observations and his re
searches, and the preliminary and the final scenarios 
for his book. I have been impressed by the almost 
architectural simplicity of Lewis' notebook. He has 
an orderly mind and in these relatively few pages, one 
finds dramatis personae: a study of the characters to1 
be used: a (study of) digest of the background •••• 

Harrison Smith also mentions the "detailed plans Lewis made 

for each book, how thoroughly he explored the life, the 

streets, and houses, the background and ancestry of his char-
2 acters." Someone has said that Lewis' notes were taken in 

outline form and that the plan of a novel usually consisted 

of two hundred pages in a notebook. 3 

Lewis' detailed planning and accurate research indicate 

that he was concerned with the validity of his work. Speak

ing of the craftsmanship of Lewis' books, Ger ald W. Johnson 

i nforms us that "Lewis observed exactly, reported accurately, 

and checked, rechecked, compared and verified with the dili

gence of the dreariest German pedant who ever pursued a sub

junctive through nine centuries and 900 voltimes."4 Stolberg 

1"Sinclair Lewis' Art of Work: An Analysis," Saturday 
Review of Literature, X (February 10, 1934), 465. 

2"Sinclair Lewis: Remembrances of the Past," Saturday 
Review of Literature, XXXIV (January 7, 1951), 7. 

3New York Times, March 9, 1933, p. 16. 

4nRomance and Mr. Babbitt," p. 29. 
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declares that ttHis research for every book would stagger a 

good sized and very competent graduate faculty.n1 Lewis has 

also been lauded for his tireless efforts: 

He is an indefatigable researcher, at least so far as 
his books with social content are concerned. He calls 
in the assistance of experts •• • , he travels in search 
of material and he piles up an i mposing array of notes 
and clippings before he begins the actual writing •••• 2 

Commenting on the extent to which Lewis would go to secure 

accurate information and details, George Jean Nathan declared 

that Lewis would travel around the world to acquire the neces

sary material, whether it meant interviewing coal miners or 

Sanscrit professors. What is more, he would purchase refer

ence books by the ton or even stay by the vats of the glue 

factories for months if it would help him obtain the "right 

flavor" for "a single sentence.n3 

Reporting on an interview with Lewis, at which time he 

was privileged to see an assortment of his interesting maps, 

Charles Breasted quoted him as to their purpose: ''Then 

there's the fundamentally important matter of unobtrusively 

familiarizing the reader with the locale of the story, so 

that, ideally speaking, he unconsciously acquires a sense of 

eye-witness, living participation in it." Speaking of his 

map collection, Breasted made the following comment: 

1stolberg, p. 456. 

2Kunitz, p. 822. 

3"Art of the Night," ~aturday Review of Literature , XV 
{November 28, 19 36), 20. 



From his file he brought out a folder full of maps all 
of which he had drawn, becoming progressively more de
tailed as this atlas of his Middle Western world ex
panded. Here were the towns in "Our Mr. Wrenn," "The 
Trail of the Hawk," "The Job," "The Innocents," and 
"Free Air." Between Gopher Prairie and Zenith the de
tail increased until it was almost like an annotated 
commercial map, as for instance the ones of the busi
ness district, and of Floral Hei ghts, the residential 
district of Zenith, whose outer fringes marked the 
horizon of Babbitt's daily life. By this folder full 
of maps Lewis had translated the world of his imagina
tion into something so close to reality that in listen
ing to him one promptly became wholly convinced of their 
actuality. He was very proud of this distillation of 
his years and of photographic observation in every cor
ner of the Middle West and in much of the rest of the 
United Statesi it was as real to him as 1 Bartholomeu 1 s 
World Atlas'. 

Of no less interest than Lewis' detailed maps was his 

method of creating his characters and affixing their names. 

According to Harrison Smith, Lewis' characters were created 

while he talked, mainly through impersonation. 2 Lyon N. 

Richardson also refers to Lewis' satirical monologues as a 

method for developing characters. 3 Lewis' hobby, the pecu

liar habit of collecting odd names from county newspapers 

and telephone books, provided the "equally odd names of his 
4 eharac ters. " 

What drive and determination Lewis had Z Perhaps this, 

too, is a partial explanation of his success. In a discussion 

l"The Sauk-Centricities of Sinclair Lewis," p. 35. 
2 Smith, p. 7. 

)"Revision in Sinclair Lewis' The Man Who Knew Coolidge, " 
American Literature, XXV {November, 1953), 326. 

4Dale Warren, "Notes on A Genius," Harper' s {January , 
19 54)' 65. 
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of Lewis' working habits mention is always made of how hard 

he worked. Once he had begun on a novel, he worked "from 

seven in the morning until ten at night, with time out only 

for brief and silent meals and a nap in the afternoon."1 

Johnson says, "He worked harder than most of us can ever 

conceive of working."2 Starting his work on a typewriter, 

Lewis would type and then go back and revise when necessary. 

His method was the same with each nove1. 3 

Lewis did not rely on hard work and method alone, how

ever. Evidence is present to indicate that he treasured the 

praises of reputable critics like H. L. Mencken. In fact, 

Mencken's name appears so frequently in Schorer's biography 

and elsewhere that one wonders about the extent of his in-

fluence on Lewis' career. Lewis became acquainted with 

Mencken when the latter was associated with the magazine 

Smart Set, which published some of Lewis' work. From then 

on their names were associated in social gatherings and in 

correspondence. Mencken's name is mentioned in Lewis' let

ters to his publisher, showing that Lewis sought and valued 

his criticism. Perhaps the most pertinent comment on Lewis' 

association with Mencken was given by J. B. Priestly, who 

said that Sinclair Lewis should have shared the Nobel prize 

1 Stolberg, p. 457. 
2 Johnson, p. 29. 

)Richardson, p. 327. 
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with Mencken. He declared that it was really through Mencken 

"that Sinclair Lewis appears.n1 He speaks of Mencken's 

"roaring success" in the early twenties, stating that it was 

really he who "battered away at all the idols of the crowd," 

thus clearing the air. Schorer himself refers to Mencken's 

association as "the most influential literary relationship" 
2 that Lewis ever experienced. Lippman calls Mencken "the 

most powerful personal influence on this whole generation of 

educated people.n3 Loggins declares that Mencken is due the 

credit for having prepared the public for Sinclair Lewis. 4 

Whether it was because of the criticism of influential 

men like Mencken, the advance publicity and support of Har

court, or its accurate research and portrayal, upon publica

tion Main Street was a tremendous success. When it appeared 

in October, 1920, it sold 56,000 copies in two months. Two 

years later the total number sales had risen to 390,000, and 

the book was being translated into German, French, Swedish, 

and Dutch. 5 Eventually the novel was translated in nearly 

every European language. Harlan Hatcher declared: 

1Literature and Western Man (New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1960), p. 429. 

2schorer, p. 283. 

3Lippman, p. 61. 

4Loggins, p. 244. 

5Marble, p. 372. 
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The young firm which published Main Street adver
tised it so steadily and so successfully that t housands 
of Americans long trained in the art of ignoring books 
were unable to escape this one whether they liked it or 
not. It sold nearly four hundred thousand in less than 
three years •••• 

Schorer states : 

Main Street was the most sensational event in twentieth
century American publishing history, from the point of 
view both of sales and of public response. The printers 
could not keep up with the orders, and for awhile the 
publishers had to ration out copies to booksellers •••• 2 

In closing, it may be said that the misfit of Sauk Centre, 

who had observed his environment and recorded it accurately, 

bad written "the great American novel" he had vowed he would 

write when he left Yale. Its rapid sales upon publication 

attested its popularity at the moment and made a name for 

Lewis both in America and abroad. Main Street brought Lewis 

fame and financial success. According to Overton, the novel 

made him a fortune, and he could have easily retired and 

lived without working for the rest of his life. 3 

!Harlan Hatcher, Creating the Modern American Novel 
(New York: Farrar and Rinehart, 1935), p. 119. 

2nMain Street," American Heritage, XII (October, 1961), 

3overton, p. 184. 



CHAPTER IV 

LEWIS' MERITS AS AN ARTIST: ASPECTS OF DEVELOPMENT 
AND TECHNIQUE OF PLOT 

The success of Main Street upon publication, its record

breaking sales, and the sensational response of the people 

clarify somewhat the enigma surrounding the reputation of 

the novel. They attest its popular appeal and indi cate that 

a large reading public found something of interest and merit 

in it. With Scharer's additional comment that its publica

tion was the most phenomenal event in all of twentieth

century American publishing history, one immediately begins 

to ponder whz. Certainly popular sentiment cannot be dis

credited; neither can it be ignored. Instead it must be con

templated and weighed to ascertain, if possible, wherein or 

to what extent, if any, it is a token of literary judgment. 

For to evaluate a novel, or to predict with any degree of 

significance its permanent place in literature, one must go 

much deeper than popular appeal. He must consider the novel 

as a work of art, criticizing it by established principles 

and searching within its pages for those aspects which tran

scend the age and the people for whom it was written. Then 

he can state with authority at what points literary criticism 

and popular opinion are at variance. A consideration of 

52 



53 

Main Street as belonging to a representative genre of the 

period, a study of its technique of plot and characterization, 

an analysis of Lewis' style, as well as a discussion of his 

philosophy of life and his values, will aid one in his at

tempts to appraise Lewis' merits as an artist. 

As a part of the representative genre of the period 

Main Street may be classified as a realistic novel or a 

novel of social criticism. Having been promoted by William 

Dean Howells, who had campaigned for a truthful treatment of 

materials,1 the realistic novel had established itself as a 
2 

literary medium at the end of the nineteenth century. Im-

bued with a sense of impending change which approached the 

character of a social movement, Howells had pled with "young 

novelists to stick to life in America as they knew it. • • • 

It would be their way of recording the "portraiture of a 

happy and democratic society."4 

Choosing the realistic novel as the medium best suited 

to his purpose, Sinclair Lewis joined the group of writers 

who rebelled against tradition in favor of individualism. 

According to Kazin, in their efforts to concentrate on the 

1Alfred Kazin, On Native Grounds {New York: Reynal & 
Hitchcock, 1942), p •• 

2Mark Schorer, Society and Self in the Novel (New York: 
Columbia University, 1956), p. Xi. 

3 Kazin, p. 9. 
4 
~., p. 7. 

"3 
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American character, they were second-rate craftsmen . Their 

effort was to seek out the temper of the times, and in doing 

so many of them wrote badly because they were occupied with 

telling the truth. Indifferent to both art and style, these 

writers were not considered artists but spokesmen of their 

age. Realism was thought of as a guide to action. 1 

At the time Sinclair Lewis wrote Main Street the village 

or small town was still an important unit in American society, 

although it was being sapped of its vitality because of the 
2 trek of young people to the cities in the post-war decade . 

Despite their trek, however, "the village was still glorified 

as Friendship Village, the cradle of democracy, the nursery 

of individuality and genius, the repository of all the abid

ing values."3 What Lewis proposed to do was to destroy the 

image, to expose the small town as it existed in its fixed 

patterns of attitude and action. For his study he chose the 

imaginary Gopher Prairie, Minnesota, as a typical village. 

Although the criteria she established were perhaps not in

tended for a town the size of Gopher Prairie, Blanche Housman 

Gelfant has suggested three ways of studying such a novel: as 

a portrait, a synoptic study, or an analysis of an ecological 

1 Ibid., p. 35. 

2Mark Schorer1 "Main Street," American Heritage, XII 
(October, 1961) , 2ts. 

3George J. Becker, "Sinclair Lewis: Apostle to the 
Philistines," American Scholar, XXI (October, 1952), 423. 
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study of a city through the eyes of a single character. The 

synoptic view has been referred to as "a novel without a 

hero, which reveals the total city immediately as a personal

ity in itself," while the ecological study considers "one 

small spatial unit" -- Main Street, for example -- and explains 

"in detail the manner of life identified with this place." 

Considering these definitions as possible classifications 

for L~is' work, one may say that in addition to being a 

realistic novel and a piece of social criticism, Main Street 

is also a portrait and an ecological study. 

In an attempt to critically evaluate Main Street as a 

type of novel, one cannot applaud Lewis for his originality. 

He was by no means the first to write a realistic novel or a 

portrait; neither can he claim to be entirely creative and 

independent in the choice of a theme or plot. In fact, the 

likenesses between Lewis' novel and Gustave Flaubert's Madame 

Bovary, published in 1856, were so striking that after the 

publication of Main Street critics in both America and France 

felt compelled to point them out. 

Many of the characters, situations, and incidents in 

the two novels approach identity to the extent that, despite 

Lewis' protests, the influence of Flaubert cannot be ignored. 2 

lThe American City Novel (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, l9 54), p. 11. 

2 Schorer, p. 296. 
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First of all, there are the heroines, Emma Bovary and Carol 

Kennicott, both of whom rebel against the dullness of their 

environments. Having had some education in a French convent 

early in life, Emma yearns for richer experiences than those 

her small village offers her, whereas Carol, having been 

reared in a large city, hopes to be able to transfer its 

cultural aspects to the smaller town. As the portraits of 

these two are revealed, the reader is permitted to have a 

fleeting view of the villages in which they live, Yonville

l'Abbaye, a small market town in France, and Gopher Prairie, 

a small village in Minnesota. The heroines' husbands, 

Charles Bovary and Will Kennicott, are both doctors -- hones t, 

substantial, and dependable -- contented and well-adjusted 

in their surroundings. There is a similar kindredship in 

minor characters, also, in the men whose relationships to 

the heroines offer a temporary respite from the routine of 

environment. 
I 

The two lovers of Madame Bovary -- Leon and 

Rodolphe -- are counter-balanced in Main Street by Erik 

Valborg at the tailor shop, who is like Carol in many ways 

and for whom she feels a momentary affection. 1 The likenesses 

of other characters , such as the elder Madame Bovary and her 

her husband, 2 are reflected in Main Street in the nature of 

Uncle Whittier and Aunt Bessie.3 

1Main Street, Chapters 28-33. 

2austave Flaubert, Madame Bovary (New York: Bant am 
Books, 1959), p. 37. 

3Main Street, p. 236. 
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Secondly, there are incidents whose resemblance is note

worthy. For instance, early in the story of Madame Bovary, 

Charles is aroused late at night to go into the country to 

set a broken leg. There, a ssisted by Mademoiselle Roualt 

(who later becomes Madame Bovary), whom he is meeting for 

the first time, he binds the splints and is then invited to 

the kitchen for "a bite to eat."1 In Main Street, in inci-

dents related in the same manner, Kennicott is summoned 

first to treat an injured leg and later to amputate an emaci

ated arm, assisted in the latter operation by Carol, who ac

companies him. Aft er the operation the Kennicotts enjoy a 

supper of "beer, rye bread , moist cornbeef and cabbage" on 

the kitchen table. 2 

At a later point in the book Emma begins her long walks 

through the groves and fields in the vicinity of her village,3 

to be imitated in a fashion by Carol, who makes her way ardu

ously down the railroad track, circling the outskirts of the 

town in an effort to relieve her boredom. 4 In the course of 

the novel Emma's milder activities frequently include the 

little subtleties with which she seeks to please Charle s and 

to add to the charm of his home,5 while Carol spasmodically 

1Madame Bovary, pp. 10-14. 

2Main Street, p. 175 and pp. 185-189. 

3Madame Bovary, p. 38. 

~ain Street, p. 113. 

5Madame Bovary, p. 52 . 



refurnishes the parlor, makes trips to Minneapolis for ceramic 

treasures, 1 improves the appearance of Kennicott's waiting 

room, or surprises him at the office with coffee and cookies. 2 

The most obvious of all similarities, however, is the 

agricultural fair at Yonville, the cornices agricoles, 3 and 

the "campaign of boosting" at Gopher Prairie, promoted by 

the soaring prices of wheat. 4 In each instance, the people 

of the village are assembled to hear a dynamic speech, the 

object of which is to commend the farmers for their labors. 

In Madame Bovary the tributary address is by Monsieur 

Lieuvain, a prefectorial councilor, and in Main Street, by 

Mr. James Blausser, known as a Hustler, who has recently 

come to town for the purpose of speculating in land. Dra

matically rendered in each instance, and set against the 

bustle and confusion of the crowd, which the reader is also 

privileged to observe, the scenes are so analogous that to 

deny the influence of Flaubert would be contrary to reason. 

The incidents cited are only isolated examples of iden

tical scenes which could readily be expanded to include ref

erences to the heroines reading poetry to their husbands, 

frequent trips to the libr~ry and the theater, expressions 

1Main Street, p. 70.· 

2Ibid., p. 179. 

3Madame Bovary, pp. 114-133. 

4Main Street, pp. 397-401. 
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of satirical attitudes toward religion, similarity of the 

heroines ' thoughts toward the village, and others too numerous 

to mention, all portrayed against a background which reveals 

the banal merchants and the aggressive farmers of each local

ity. Inasmuch as the purpose of this chapter is not to make 

a comparative study of t he two novels, however, it is suffi

cient to say that ample evidence is available to conclude 

that Lewis cannot be credited with originality when Main 

Street is approached as a type of novel or as a work of art . 

When countless critics call Carol Kennicott " the Madame 

Bovary of the wheat elevators " and Lewis "the American 

Flaubert, " they are merely reiterating the established in

ference . 1 

By principles of literary convention Madame Bovary is 

considered a work of art. 2 That is a distinction Main Street 

cannot claim for several reasons . A partial explanation has 

been offered in the discussion of the type novel of the period 

to the effect that at the time Lewis wrote Main Street he was 

enmeshed in a web of revolt that encouraged writers to ignore 

craftsmanship. This explanation does not mean, however, that 

all critics will henceforth disregard art in the light of 

prevailing vogue . It tends instead to suggest that Main 

1schorer, p . 296. 
2 Percy Lubbock, The Craft of Fiction (New York: Charles 

Scribner's Sons, n. d.}, pp . 60-92 . 
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Street met certain criteria of its period but that a broader 

value judgment would insist on more adherence to accepted 

principles. In the next few pages an attempt will be made 

to examine Lewis' working methods in the light of some of 

the accepted literary principles. The result will not be a 

long formal discourse which calls into play all the criteria 

but rather a few selected principles which will point out 

some of the strengths and weaknesses of the novel. 

Having established his thesis, the novelist's first 

problem is to determine the point of view from which he will 

approach it.1 Point of view may be briefly defined as the 

author's relationship to his subject or the relative position 

from which his subject is seen. Is he to boldly announce 

his presence, or is he to remain in disguise? Is he to as

sume the role of a participant, or is he to seek a more com

manding view? In other words, the reader must know who is 

telling the story and by what convention he is "possessed of 
2 

the facts and empowered to narrate themr These questions 

cannot be dismissed lightly. Having decided upon his posi

tion, the author must then make provisions for possible or 

temporary shifts in point of view if a more adequate treat

ment of his subject demands it. The significance of the 

!Ibid., p. 265. 
2 Carl H. Grabo, The Technique of the Novel (New York: 

Charles Scribner's Sons, 1928), p. 33. 
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latter provision is highly relevant, for "If it [ the novelj 

is to have that unity which it needs to produce its right 

effect there can be no uncertainty here, no arbitrary shift

ing of the place from which an onlooker faces it .u1 

To r epeat, Lewis ' purpose in writing Main Street was to 

expose a city, objectively, at least on the surface , through 

the eyes of Carol Kennicott, a beautiful black-haired girl, 

an outsider, who sees Gopher Prairie for the first time when 

she marries and comes to live there. Then part of Lewis' sub

ject will also be Carol's reaction to the village. To ac 

complish his purpose, he chooses to relate the narrative in 

third person, a vantage point without limitations, 2 which 

relegates him to the positi on of an omniscient author. From 

his position he will report what he sees, what Carol views , 

and what those in her presence survey -- all of which will 

not only unveil the city before the eyes of the reader but 

also create a living portrait of the heroine . 

For the first forty-four or so pages the author reveals, 

for the benefit of the reader, the necessary facts about 

Carol -- her physical description, her four years at Blodgett 

College, her meeting with Will Kennicott, and her first view 

of Main Street. These facts are occasionally interwoven with 

Carol ' s thoughts as she views the town and receives her im

pressions. The author is so skilled in his interspersions 

l Lubbock, p. 85. 

2Ibid., pp. 143-144. 
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that the reader is usually unaware that a shift occurs. The 

only warning signs are words to the effect that "Here she 

meditated •••• "1 As the reader continues, he will have 

to be very careful to distinguish between those parts of the 

story in which the author is describing the town and those 

which pass as reflections through the mind of Carol. And as 

the narrative proceeds, he will observe that the author 

chooses to let his presence be felt even less. In Chapter 

IV, for example, the chapter relates the welcoming party for 

Carol, the author lets the characters, or the people of the 
2 

village, speak for themselves. As they step into the pic-

ture, his point of view is reinforced by their attitudes and 

the portrait of the village is strengthened. Again the reader 

himself is oblivious to the subtle transition, but he is 

aware that the facts have assumed the role of flesh and 

blood characters who take up the thread of the narrative 

momentarily. 

What the author has effected in brief is a mere intro

duction in which he has set the atmosphere and tone for what 

will follow. Although many of the characters have been in

troduced, the reader's opinion of Carol or the village is 

not complete inasmuch as he has not been privileged to see 

all of it or to share Carol's thoughts, emotions, and re

actions to the extent that he understands the conflicts that 

1Main Street, p. 38. 
2 
ill£.' p. 44. 
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surround her. It is true that he senses , even at the wel

coming part, that Carol is not, and never can be, a part of 

the group. These impressions are deepened somewhat on simi

lar occasions as Carol encounters the people of the village 

and tries to awaken them. The reader perceives Carol's 

frustrations as he is permitted to share her thoughts, but 

in order to reveal the attitude of the village toward her, 

the author must seek a more convincing medium. For this 

purpose he chooses two other characters -- her husband, Will 

Kennicott, and a l ocal teacher, Mis s Vida Sherwin. The lat

ter "casually bl ows Carol's world to pieces" by repeating 

bits of village gossip,l while the other, in a somewhat 

kinder manner, attempts throughout the book to make Carol 

appreciate the village as it exists . Carol ' s views of Gopher 

Prairie are so much in conflict with those who live there 

that at times they seem insignificant except for the looming 

proportions they assume in her mind. At such times that 

Lewis feels that her reactions must be stronger, he intro

duces characters who are sympathetic with her -- Miles 

Bj ornstam, the town outcast, 2 and Erik Valborg, the tailor, 

for example.3 These characters also assume the roles of con

fidants to whom Carol may speak her thoughts, thus relieving 

the monotony of tone which would have existed otherwise. 

1Ibid.' pp. 94- 98. 

2Ibid. , p. 115. 

3Ibid., Chapters 28- 33 . 
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Since Carol is the central figure in the novel and the 

one through whom the village is viewed, everything that hap

pens to the minor characters, such as Vida Sherwin ' s mar

riage and Bea Sorenson's death, must either be brought to 

her circle of vision through second-hand reportage, or be 

acted out before her. Throughout the novel she is aided by 

the author, who is frequently called on for long passages of 

description and reportage which are necessary for a complete 

picture of the town. Whenever possible he steps aside so 

that speech and action may reveal the thoughts of his char

acters. As the reader moves perceptibly toward the final 

passages of the book, he is in complete possession of a 

portrait of both Carol and Main Street. 

In telling a story, Lubbock reminds us, the author can

not leave anything in question; neither can he appeal to an 

external authority • 

• • • there is an inherent weakness in it if the mind 
that knows the story and the eye that sees it remain 
unaccountable . At any moment they may be questioned, 
and the only way to silence the question is somehow 
to make the mind an~ the eye objective, to make them 
facts in the story. 

Lewis skillfully avoids this weakness by blending his view 

with that of Carol so that her point of view seems to really 

govern the story. Inasmuch as he has actually disguised him

self in the character of Carol, the reader is permitted a 

1Lubbock, p. 116. 
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broader view of the village than he could otherwise have 

hoped to obtain. And what is more, he is hardly aware that 

he is viewing it subjectively. In summation, it may be said 

that Lewis has followed the established criteria for point 

of view. He has maintained unity in the narrative, and he 

has consistently adhered to one point of view. 

So far the appraisal of point of view has been that of 

a rather amateur critic. A cursory glance at the words of 

more reputable authorities will reveal that they are not in 

total agreement . Robert Cantwell, for example, argues that 

Lewis manipulates his people awkwardly in order to make them 

demonstrate certain aspects of society. 1 Vincent Sheean com

ments that the weakness is in his narrowness of range, which 

produces a weariness in his prose. 2 The limitation is in 

Lewis' decision to use only one subject and one character , 

another critic adds. 3 When balanced with those of the vil-

lagers themselves , Carol' s reactions seem, at times , to be 

irrelevant. The fact that Lewis, like his characters, "holds 

the floor too long, " is still another criticism of his point 

of view. 4 Norbert O'Donnell explains: 

1Robert Cantwell, "Sinclair Lewis," New Republic, 
LXXXVIII {October, 1936), 300. 

2vincent Sheean, "Sinclair Lewis," Commonweal, XLVI 
(June 6, 1947), 191 . 

3 Fyvel , p. 16. 

4"Points of Accuracy; the Man Who Knew Coolidge ," 
Bookman, LXVI {February, 1928), 663 . 
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The satirist's perspective is always a limited one; he 
always deals frankly, to one degree, or another, in 
caricature . His monstrous creations are open at the 
criticism of laughter from any civilized point of view, 
whether or not such a point of view1is explicitly rep
resented by characters in his work. 

These adverse statements are offset somewhat by one 

which praises Lewis' "controlled balance," Carol Kennicott's 

view of Gopher Prairie with that of Gopher Prairie's view of 
2 Carol. Then Scherer adds that Lewis' narrowness of range 

enables him to produce a more clearly defined image than he 

otherwise could have done. "This is an extremely narrow and 

intellectually feeble perspective, but given the particular 

character of Lewis' achievement, its force paradoxically 
3 

rests upon its narrowness," he declares. E. M. Forester 

states that no one can deny that he is an artist, although 

his art may be on a lower level than that that is ordinarily 

practiced: " His commentary on society is constant, coherent, 

sincere; yet the reader's eye follows the author's eye rather 

than his voice, and when Main Street is quitted it is not its 

narrowness, but its existence that remains as a permanent 

possession. " 4 

1nschorer and Satire," New Republic, CXXXIII (November 
28,1955), 23. 

2Maxwell Geismar, The Last of the Provincials (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1949), P• 84. 

3society and Self in the Novel, pp. 122-123. 

4J. Donald Adams, The Sha!e of Books to Come (New York: 
The Viking Press, 1944), pp. 1 2-133. 
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Although point of view is important, it is only one 

small aspect when a novel is being considered as a work o£ 

art. What is more significant is a broader look at the 

story as a whole. After all, according to Aristotle, the 

heart and the soul of the narrative is the plot, 1 which must 

be vivacious and suspensive enough to carry the theme to a 

meaningful end. No critic of £iction, however, can stipulate 

the exact way a novelist is to assemble and arrange his ma

terial. Each author must choose the method which is most 

congenial to him and to his subject. 2 As long as he adheres 

to three principles, basic to all art unity, truth, and 

universality -- he is free to proceed in any manner he desires. 

The plot may be defined as "a weaving together o£ two 

distinct series of events; and the simplest way of weaving 

them together is by so devising them that, though they may 

be widely separate at their beginning, they progress, each 

in its own way, toward a common culmination, -- a single 

momentous event which stands therefore at the apex o£ each 

series." By the same token "a simple series of events ar

ranged along a single strand o£ causation, or a succession 

of several series of this kind strung along one after the 
3 other, may not be properly called a plot." In the light of 

1David Daiches, Critical Aliroaches to Literature 
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Ha , Inc., 1956), p. 28. 

2 Lubbock, p. 266. 

3clayton Hamilton, A Manual of the Art of Fiction 
(New York: Doubleday, Page & Company , 1923), p. 67. 
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the latter definition it is doubtful whether Main Street can 

be credited with having a plot. It is true that the novel 

does have one rather loosely connected series of events, all 

of which revolve around Carol; but whether the parallel 

series of events is present is another matter. If there is 

anything present that can be construed as a sub-plot, it is 

a rather weak series of events which revolve around Bea 

Sorenson, the hired girl. Arriving in Gopher Prairie at 

exactly the same time Carol does, Bea is introduced for the 
1 purpose of contrast. Bored by the work on the farm, she 

has come to Gopher Pr airie to enjoy village life . While 

Carol, an outsider from a much larger city, is appalled by 

what she sees, Bea is pleased or contented, for her lot is 

such an improvement over what she has known heretofore. 

Ironically the two become close friends, Carol staunchly 

defending Bea. There is a slight indication that perhaps 

Carol secretly envies Bea, who quickly adjusts to her new 

environment. 

The "common culmination," or "the single momentous 

event" to which Hamilton refers does not occur in Main Street 

unless it is in the death of Bea and her small son Olaf. 2 

When they succumb to typhoid, it is Carol who remains with 

them -- bathing them, smoothing the sheets, and taking their 

1Main Street, p. 42. 

2Ibid., pp. 310-311. 
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temperatures. During this interval she realizes how genuine 

they are and how much she really loves them. Bea had been 

her maid up until her marriage to Miles Bjornstam, and Carol 

had maintained their friendship afterwards. She had even 

pled with the women of the town to accept Bea, but they were 

rather contemptuous of a farm girl who would aspire to ele

vate herself to their status. An ironical touch is added 

again in the reminder that Bea, who accepts Gopher Prairie, 

is shunned by the women in it. Just as she is dying, three 

of them Maude Dyer, Vida Sherwin, and Mrs. Zitteral, the 

wife of the Baptist pastor -- come, bringing their gifts of 

grapes, magazines, and books. They approach with the words, 

"We came to see if there isn't something we can do." 

Miles' reply is a curt one: 

" You're too late. You can't do nothing now. Bea's 
always kind of hoped that you folks would come see her. 
She wanted to have a chance and be friends. She used 
to sit waiting for somebody to knock. I've seen her 
sitting here, waiting. Now y- Oh, you ain't worth God
damning." He shut the door. 

Here in a moment of crisis they are all assembled: Bea, 

Carol, and the women of Gopher Prairie. Bea, who has ac

cepted their "city," has been rejected by the women. In con

trast there is Carol, who rejects the town but is socially 

accepted by it. And then there are the women, who have re

jected Bea but are now coming as her neighbors. The final 

1Ibid. , p. 310. 
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irony is that in this scene it is the women of Gopher Prairie 

who are being rejected. 

Revolving around Carol, the main plot is a loosely woven 

series of events concerned primarily with her rebellion against 

Gopher Prairie, her toleration of it, her departure, and her 

return. Carol had arrived in Gopher Prairie obsessed with 

the idea of reforming the town by a process of both cultural 

and civic improvements, as well as by other devious plans to 

arouse the citizenry out of their indifference and complacency. 

Her attempts at reform entail mainly her own clever party, 

an Oriental affair, her introduction to the Jolly Seventeen 

Bridge Club, her suggestions for making library books more 

accessible, her encounters with the Thanatopsis Club, her 

plans to rebuild the town Georgian style, and her extensive 

labors in behalf of a local drama group. What Carol is to

tally unprepared for is the subtle hostility and the united 

front against anything indicative of change, which, in their 

opinion, should evolve in a more normal and indirect progress. 

Unable to accept their apathetic glares, Carol passes from 

the role of a reformer to that of one who seeks, instead, to 

be tolerated by them. When she finds life unbearable, she 

flees to Washington, where she remains several months. View

ing Gopher Prairie in a new perspective, she comes to regard 

it as her home, eventually returning to resume her life there. 
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Carol's moments of rebellion are set against the back

ground of her marriage and her home life, as well as against 

Will's professional experiences. All of these together are 

interlarded with Carol's thoughts and reveries, as well as 

with passages of vivid description of the town. The threads 

which hold the narrative together are indeed weak ones so 

that the result is not a skillfully blended plot but a mass 

of reportage and description that scarcely merits the name 

plot. Lewis' needless repetition in telling his story is 

responsible for a dullness that is equivalent to what he had 

hoped to portray in the town. 

According to the accepted definition of a plot it is 

not enough that the author merely have several loosely con

nected series of events. Instead these events must be ar-

ranged so that they assume some logical sequence. Hamilton 

assures us that "it is not at all necessary that he [the 

author] should present them in chronological succession,"! 

for it is possible, and frequently necessary, that he retro

gress at many points in his narrative. If the author does 

choose to tell part of his story backward through time, then 

his plot is classified as an analytic structure; if other

wise, then it is considered a synthetic approach. 

Lewis considered the synthetic approach more appropriate 

for his ecological study of Gopher Prairie. Therefore, almost 

1Hamilton, p. 74. 



all of the events beginning with Carol's marriage and her 

arrival in the village, move forward through time, through 
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the few brief years he employs as the framework for his struc

ture. One of the few exceptions of any length, which is not 

an event but an expository passage, occurs near the beginning 
1 

of the novel. At this point Lewis feels it expedient to 

digress to reveal pertinent facts about his heroine's back

ground and family in order that the reader might perceive 

more clearly the nature of her aspirations. Once the reader 

has learned the social status of her family, something of 

"their inventive life," "full of surprises and tenderness," 

their love of books, and "Judge Milford's pedagogical scheme," 

he is better prepared to understand Carol as she emerges as 

a personality in the novel. Lewis explains: 

From those early brown and silver days and from 
her independence of relatives Carol retained a willing
ness to be different from brisk efficient book-ignoring 
people; an instinct to observe and wonder at their 
bustle even when she was taking part in it. But, she 
felt approvingly, as she discovered her career of town
planning, she ~as now roused to being brisk and effi
cient herself. 

This explanation, brief as it is, does not interrupt the logi

cal or chronological series of events inasmuch as it occurs 

near the beginning in the introductory chapters about Carol's 

years at Blodgett College. 

1Main Street, pp. 12-13. 
2 Ibid., p. 13. 



73 

Although Lewis considered the synthetic approach a more 

workable plan for his novel, actually it is responsible for 

a shallowness in plot interest. Lubbock has reminded us 

"that if we wish to see an abundance and multitude of life 

we shall find it more readily and more summarily by looking 

for an hour into a memory, a consciousness, than by merely 
1 

watching the present events of an hour, however crowded. " 

Had Lewis strived harder to employ "this consciousness of 

the past," he would have added immensely to his plot. There 

is one moment, for example, when Carol recalled a former 

Christmas: 

She remembered her father's Christmas fantasies; 
the sacred old rag doll at the top of the tree, the 
score of cheap presents, the punch and carols, the 
roast chestnuts by the fire, and the gravity with 
which the judge opened the children's scrawly notes 
and took cognizance of demands for sled-rides, for 
opinions upon the existence of Santa Claus. She re
membered him reading out a long indictment of himself 
for being a sentimentalist, against the peace and 
dignity of the State of Minnesota. She remembered 
his thin legs twinkling before their sled __ 2 

But these examples are so brief and so isolated that they 

can not be regarded as methodical devices. Had Lewis in

cluded more of these moments of reflection or retrospect 

into Carol's past life, Will's experiences, or even into the 

life of a quaint villager, one of the more minor characters 

in the novel, he would have indeed heightened the interest 

1 Lubbock, pp. 118-119. 
2 
Main Street, p. 191. 
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in the story. Such a digression would not have detracted 

from Lewis' theme or his ecological study. Instead it would 

have increased the dimension of his structure, adding the 

depth that is a requisite of all art. 1 

Lewis' method, which is both logical and chronological, 

does provide unity of a sort, permitting the reader to fol

low his sequence without difficulty. The logical sequence 

in Main Street seems to be more of an unconscious effort 

rather than a deliberate one. It consists primarily of the 

succession of events revolving around the heroine, Carol. 

That Lewis chose to relate them in chronological order was 

merely a matter of convenience. What he does is to state 

the exact time ~- the month, the day, or the season -- in 

the opening sentence of almost every chapter. For example, 

there are references to the time of day: "The house was 
2 

haunted long before evening." "Kennicott had returned at 

midnight. n3 "She went to the Jolly Seventeen's afternoon 

bridge.n4 "At a quarter to three Carol had left home •••• "5 

The seasons are also mentioned to denote the passage of time: 

"Gopher Prairie was digging in for the winter. n6 "One week 

1naiches, p. JO. 

2Main Street, p. 109. 

3Ibi£. , p. 118. 

4Ibid. , p. 121. 

5Ibid., p. 130. 

6Ibid., p. 82. 
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• • • n1 "Idling in the porch of their 

summer cottage at the lake •••• n2 More frequently, however, 

he names specific months: "A black February day. u 3 "The 

first week of March had given promise of spring and stirred 

Carol with a thousand desires for lakes and fields and roads.n4 

"Early May; wheat springing up in blades like grass. • 

"She tried more from loyalty than from desire, to call upon 
6 the Perrys on a November evening when Kennicott was away." 

"That December she was in love with her husband."? 

Running like threads throughout the novel, these refer 

ences to time help to weave together the meaningful events 

or lines of the novel as well as to mark the passage of time, 

which is also essential. "The passage of time, the effect 

of time, belongs to the heart of the subject, " according to 

Lubbock, who adds too that "The subject is not given at all 

unless the movement of the wheel of time is made perceptible."$ 

What Lubbock has reference . 

1rbid., p. 143. 

2.!!"&.£. ' p. 228. 

3Ib!,&., p. 112. 

4rbid., p. 132. 

5rbid., p. 137. 

6Ibid., p. 152 . 

7rbid., p. 173. 
g 

Lubbock, p. 49. 

to is not so much an arrangement 
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of facts or a mere suggestion of a lapse of time. To him it 

is "a matter of the build of the whole book." He assures us 

"The form of time is to be represented, and that is some

thing more than to represent its contents in their order. 

If time is of the essence of the book, the lines and masses 

of the book must show it.n1 Lubbock expounds his statement 

by reiterating that he does not necessarily mean the cover

age of a great many years. Instead he is concerned more 

about a significant period which might necessitate the treat

ment of only a few years. "But though the wheel may not 

travel very far in the action as we see it, there must be no 

doubt of the great size of the wheel; it must seem to turn 

in a large circumference, though only a part of its journey 

is to be watched • • To clarify this point and to il-

lustrate the correct observance of the sweep of time, Lubbock 

discusses Tolstoy's method in War and Peace, in which he 

treats a portion of a young man's life beginning when he is 

twenty-five and continuing until he is forty. This is of a 

sufficient length to allow what he calls the "curve of time." 

He concludes by saying "it must be made apparent in the book; 

the shape of the story must give the reason for telling it, 

the purpose of the author in chronicling his facts."J 

1Ibid.' pp. 49-50. 
2 b. I J.d., p. 50. 

6Ibid • . 
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In Main Street Lewis observes the principles of time as 

outlined by Lubbock. For his study of Gopher Prairie he 

chooses a period of approximately six or seven years, a cycle 

of time large enough in circumference for his purpose. These 

years, which happen to be Carol's first ones in the town, are 

of a duration long enough for her to institute her reforms. 

They are also of sufficient duration for the reader to re

ceive an impression of the village and to observe that there 

is no perceptible change in it. But what is more important 

is that it is a cycle of time which completes the portrait 

of Carol as its heroine. The reader has had an opportunity 

to watch her mind at work, to observe her in her assumption 

of the role of wife and mother, and to notice changes and 

even a faint implication of maturity as she emerges. Thus 

it may be said that in completing his ecological study of 

Gopher Prairie and subordinating his portrait of Carol, Lewis 

has adhered to the established principle of the passage of 

time. In doing so he has proceeded in a logical sequence, 

and he has maintained unity. Furthermore, he has added depth 

to his study. 

Although Lewis has followed a logical and chronological 

method, it must be emphasized that a sequential arrangement 

of facts or events is not enough. There are other aspects 

of the plot which merit consideration also. They are the 

parts that enable the plot to emerge as an organic whole. 



Aristotle has defined the whole as "that which has beginning, 

middle, and end."l In an effort to clarify Aristotle's ter

minology Hamilton has referred to them as the complication, 
2 

the major knot, and the explication. 

When Hamilton speaks of the complication of plot, he is 

merely referring to an arrangement of the strands of causa

tion that lead to the conflict in the story. Since the con

flict looms large in the heart of the narrative, the compli

cation is much more than a methodical device. The avid reader 

knows from experience that the greater the conflict the greater 

the story. So when the novelist is confronted with the task 

of forming the knots in the framework of the plot, he is faced 

with one of the most important decisions he must make with 

regard to his story. The lines that he chooses will deter

mine more or less the degree of suspense with which he at

tempts to hold the reader's attention. The complication in

troduces the questions by which the reader's curiosity will 

be aroused to the extent that he will want to read to find 

the answers as well as the problem which must be solved in 

the course of the novel. This mental uncertainty, which is 

so essential to the success of fiction, has been defined as 

follows: 

Suspense may be defined as an intensification of inter
est in what happens next, and is necessary in some de
gree for all drama and most fiction. In its most 

loaiches, p. 30. 

2Hamilton, p. 69. 
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significant form, its effect is not lessened by the 
reader's or the audience's previous knowledge of the 
outcome, partly because if the play or novel is effec
tively handled we lose ourselves in the given moment 
as it comes along and respond in terms of t he situation 
as it is being developed, and partly because true sus 
pense is not dependent on ignorance of the eventual 1 
outcome but on waiting for the inevitable to happen. 

The lines of complication, or the knots, which Lewis 

chooses to introduce and follow during the course of his 

s tory are those which have already been listed in a previous 

discussion of the plot . They concern themselves primarily 

with Carol's conflict with the village: her rebellion against 

its mores and her attempt to enhance its culture; life in the 

Kennicott household : Carol's role as a wife and mother and 

her friendly quarrels with Will; and her interests outside 

the home : her thoughts and dreams, her makeshift romances, 

and other means by which she seeks to escape the dullness of 

her environment. The most obvious flaw in Lewis• beginning 

or complication is his hesitancy to initiate these lines of 

interest in a manner sufficient to sustain plot curiosity . 

Certainly the reader wishes to know if Carol will be victori

ous in her one-woman affray with Gopher Prairie. He also 

desires to know the degree to which her squabbles with Will 

will ensue as a result of her dissatisfaction with the vil-

lage. Will they be responsible for a wider breach -- another 

romance, for example -- through which she may shun boredom? 

Had Lewis foreshadowed later events at the outset of his 

1Daiches, p . 235 . 
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narrative, he would have availed himself of a suspensive 

technique. As he has related them, Carol's episodic encoun

ters with the village seem to be self-contained to the ex

tent that there is very little carry-over from one to the 

other. In this respect they lack unity and plot interest. 

Included in the several lines of development in the 

complication there should be the threads of the plot which 

form the major conflict leading to the climax in the narra

tive. This point of greatest complication is what Aristotle 

calls the middle of the plot and what Hamilton refers to as 

the major knot. Aristotle defines the middle as "that which 

is by nature after one thing and has also another after it. n1 

Hamilton explains that the middle "may, in a modern novel, 

be stated in a single page, and is much more likely to stand 

near the close of the book than at the centre. " 2 Occupying 

the first three-quarters of the novel, the purpose of the 

complication is to reveal the antecedent causes in the con

flict. When these have reached the highest point of interest, 

the climax, the last quarter of the plot may then reveal the 

reasonable effects. 

In Main Street the lines of conflict and complication 

are present in a degree sufficient for the reader to antici

pate a result, a conclusion, or an outcome of some sort, 

1Ibid., p. 30. 

2Hamilton, p. 69. 
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although they are not increased in force to the extent that 

they lead to the climax. Instead of rising in force the threads 

of the narrative proceed at a rather low and sustained level 

of interest, with no one event or complication taking ample 

precedence over the other. Certainly the reader is led to 

anticipate some turning point or altercation, but he does not 

know whether it will occur as a result of Carol's thwarted 

dreams for Gopher Prairie or of her boredom in marriage. When 

the climax does appear in the novel, it is in the nature of 

another quarrel with Will, the only difference being this time 

that Will shouts, "That' 11 be all from you." Carol's reply 

denotes her decision to leave Gopher Prairie. Rather angrily 

and decisively Will declares: 

I've stood for your sneering at this town, and saying 
how ugly and dull it is. I've stood for your refusing 
to appreciate good fellows like Sam. I've even stood 
for your ridiculing our Watch Gopher Prairie Grow 
campaign. But one thing I'm not going to stand: I'm 
not goin~ to stand my own wife being seditious •••• 
The whol~ thing's right in line with the criticism 
you've always been making. Might have known you'd op
pose any decent constructive work for the town or for __ ttl 

As a result of his vindictive outburst Carol utters these 

words: 

You're right. All I've done has been in line. I 
don't belong to Gopher Prairie. That isn't meant as a 
condemnation of Gopher Prairie, and it may be a con
demnation of me. All right! I don't care! I don't 
belong here, and I'm going. 2I'm not asking permission 
any more. I'm simply going. 

1Main Street, pp. 403-404. 

2Ibid., p. 404. 
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The climax does dictate somewhat the course of events 

after her departure for Washington. In answer to Will's 

query about the length of time she will be. away from Gopher 

Prairie, Carol replies: "I don't know. Perhaps for a year. 
1 Perhaps for a lifetime. " These words lead the reader to 

predict during the ensuing year of her stay in Washington 

that she will either compromise with Gopher Prairie by sacri

ficing her dreams and returning, or she will insist on re

maining, content in her decision that life there will be 

more conducive to her terms. 

With these predictions somewhat more clearly defined 

than those leading to the climax, the reader moves to the 

denouement, which is nothing more than the outcome of the 

plot. Aristotle speaks of denouement as the end, defining 

it as "that which is naturally after something itself, ei ther 

as its necessary or usual consequent, and with nothing else 

after it."2 Hamilton prefers the term explication. 3 Because 

of its close logical relationship he explains that the denoue

ment, coming at the end of the novel, reflects a more hurried 

movement than that of the antecedent events. 

In Main Street the denouement consists of nothing more 

than Carol's decision to return to Gopher Prairie, her "active 

1 Ibid. 
2 

Daiches, p. 30. 

3 Hamilton, p. 69. 
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hatred" of the town having disappeared during her year away 

f . 1 rom 1t. Instead of finding the freedom, excitement, and 

intellectual companionship which she had hoped to discover 

in Washington, she encountered people more or less l ike her

self or else too occupied and aloof to be aware of her. In 

her mind the friendliness and warmth of the people of the 

village take precedence over her yearning for an intellectual 

climate. What Carol does not realize is that she has changed. 

When Will brings her back to Gopher Prairie thirteen months 

later, she can say without reservation, "I'll go on, always. 
2 

And I am happy." 

The discussion of the complication and subsequent lines 

of development indicate that the plot of Main Street meets 

Aristotle's requirement in that it has a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. Its lines are perceivable to the exte that 

the reader can see that Lewis has properly proportioned his 

plot. What he has failed to do, however, is to provide the 

rising action preceding the climax that would have insured 

suspensive entertainment. Absorbed with his subject, Lewi s 

sacrificed the plot of his novel. 

Turning aside from the roughly defined lines of develop

ment, the reader considers a more intensive treatment of the 

plot. In Main Street the treatment is in the nature of a 

pictorial representation, a method Lewis assumed to be more 

1Main Street, p. 424. 

2Ibid., p. 432. 



appropriate to his ecological study of a town. Lubbock warns 

of the danger of a "mere pictorial report of things," and of 

the efforts that the novelist must take to offset the weak

nesses inherent in such a method. 1 In judging Main Street, 

therefore, one must observe Lewis' method closely to discern 

whether or not he has heeded the warning signs. 

What Lewis had hoped to do in Main Street was to make 

Gopher Prairie and its people so vivid that the reader would 

share Carol's world and at the same time see more than she 

could observe about it. Inasmuch as the reader follows the 

author's commanding view, he will have an insight that will 

transcend that of Carol. Citing an incident from the book, 

one can illustrate how this would be possible. For example, 

when Carol chooses to rebuild the village, clothing it in 

Georgian style, the reader looking on shares her feeling of 

the ugliness of the town, but at the same time he realizes 

the impracticality of her dreams. Everyone senses the ab

surdity of her plea to Mr. Dawson to expend his two million 

dollars, which he considers "hard-earned cash" on "a lot of 

shiftless beggars that never had the sense to save their 
2 money. " What Carol considers a "big, original thing" is in 

reality something that no one in Gopher Prairie wants except 

her. 3 

1 Lubbock, pp. 270-271 

2Main Street, pp. 138-139. 

3 Ibid. , p. 138. 
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The novel as a whole is set in the framework of a pic

ture, which is painted in a threefold manner: by revelation 

of fact, by description, and by dramatic rendition. In this 

manner the picture has much wider possibilities than the 

drama, according to Lubbock, in that it permits a more or 
1 less panoramic view of an area. Thus in its essential na-

ture it not only serves as a vehicle but also as a means by 

which magnitude may be added to a work, making it a size to 
2 

be both meaningful and perceptible. And when the reader 

does perceive it or view it, he must exercise a relationship 

to the writer that is unlike that he exhibits in the dramatic 

scene. In the case of the pictorial method "the reader faces 

toward the story-teller and listens to him ••• , " whereas 

in the other "he turns towards the story and watches it."3 

Since the reader's relationship to the writer is akin 

to that of following the point of view in the novel, an ef

fort will be made to avoid a repetitive discussion. Under 

point of view mention has already been made of the manner in 

which Lewis puts the reader in possession of the necessary 

facts. Once the reader has acquired these, he is then ready 

for the picture to be unfolded. Of course, he is aware that 

he will be constantly depending on the author for additional 

1Lubbock, p . 111. 
2 

Daiches, p. 30. 

3Lubbock 
' p. 111. 



data that will aid him in seeing the picture more clearly. 

He is also conscious that the picture is in the author's 
1 mind and that it passes into the book as such. 

In Main Street Lewis does not depend on facts alone. 
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He turns again and again to description as a means of enhanc

ing his picture. Early in the novel there is the detailed 

impression of the people riding the train which brings Will 

Kennicott and his bride to Gopher Prairie: 

They are parched and cramped, the lines of their 
hands filled with grime; they go to sleep curled in 
distorted attitudes, heads against the window-panes or 
propped on rolled coats on seat-arms, and legs thrust 
into the aisle. They do not read; apparently they do 
not think. They wait. An early-wrinkled, young-old 
mother, moving as though her joints were dry, opens a 
suit-case in which are seen creased blouses, a pair of 
slippers worn through at the toes, a bottle of patent 
medicine, a tin cup, a paper-covered book about dreams 
which the news-butcher has coaxed her into buying. She 
brings out a graham cracker which she feeds to a baby 
lying flat on a seat and wailing hopelessly. Most of 
the crumbs drop on the red plush of the seat, and the 
woman sighs and tries to brush them away, but they leap 
up impishly and fall back on the plush. • • • 

The news-butcher comes through selling chocolate 
bars and l emon drops. A girl-child ceaselessly trots 
down to the water-cooler and back to her seat. The 
stiff paper envelope which she uses for cup drips in 
the aisle as she goes, and on each trip she stumbles 
over the feet of a carpenter, who grunts, "Ouch! 
Look out!"~ 

As he reads the chapter, one has the feeling that Lewis must 

have observed these people many times to have pictured them 

so clearly. 

1 Ibid., p. 113. 

2Main Street, pp. 24-25. 



The scenery along the train route is also convincing: 

The grass beside the railroad had been burnt over; 
it was a smudge prickly with charred stalks of weeds. 
Beyond the undeviating barbed-wire fences were clumps 
of golden rod . Only this thin hedge shut them off from 
the plains -- shorn wheat-lands of autumn, a hundred 
acres to a field, prickly and gray near-by, but in the 
blurred distance like tawny velvet stretched over dip
ping hillocks . The long rows of wheat-shocks marched 
like soldiers in worn yellow tabards. The newly plowed 
fields were black banners fallen on the distant slope. 
It was a martial immensity, vigorous, a little harsh, 
unsoftened by kindly gardens. 

The expanse was relieved by clumps of oaks with 
patches of short wild grass; and every mile or two was 
a chain of cobalt slews, with the flicker of blackbirds' 
wings across them. 

All this working land was turned into exuberance 
by the light. The sunshine was dizzy on open stubble; 
shadows from immense cumulus clouds were forever slid
ing across low mounds; and the sky was wider and loftiel 
and more resolutely blue than the sky of cities •••• 

In like manner throughout the novel he describes in detail 

the town, its outlying districts, and its wheat fields. In 

every instance his description is picturesque to the extent 

that it has a conspicuous relevance to the story. It is the 

background against which the people of the village will be 

set. 

The town of Gopher Prairie would be poorly revealed in

deed if Lewis had to rely solely on facts and isolated bits 

of description. It would also be thin and blank if he had 

only Carol's perceptions. He must find instead some means 

of elevating and authenticating his picture by the addition 

of attitudes other than hers. Who are her neighbors and 

1Ibid., p. 29. 
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friends in Gopher Prairie, for example? It is really they 

who represent the backdrop of the provincial life which he 

is trying to portray . Why not let them come together, lis

ten to their conversation, their thoughts, and their impres

sions? Lubbock reminds us that "inevitably, wherever an im

pression is to be emphasized and driven home -- narration 

gives place to enactment, the train of events to the partic

ular episode, the broad picture to the dramatic scene. n1 

Thus the novelist who chooses to dramatically render a scene 

in his picture is making use of two methods. How he manages 

the two determines the quality of novelist he is. It is im

portant to notice "how he guides the story into the scene, 

how he picks it out of the scene, a richer and fuller story 

than it was before • • • 

A glance at a scene dramatically rendered will enable 

the reader to judge the skill with which Lewis manipulates 

this method. Perhaps the best example would be that of a 

meeting of the Jolly Seventeen Bridge Club, the "social cor

nice" and "the country club" of Gopher Prairie. 3 In exposi

tory fashion Lewis informs the reader of the social status 

of the club, its membership, and its annual dances at the 

I . o. o. F. Hall. He has then acquired the necessary knowl

edge to be aware of the kind of atmosphere into which Carol 

1 Lubbock, p. 118. 

2Ibid. , p. 119. 

3Main Street, pp. 88-94. 



will step when she enters Juanita Haydock's new concrete 

bungalow. What the reader is unaware of as Mrs. Dave Dyer, 

Mrs. Chet Dashaway, Mrs. Jackson Elder, and others begin to 

speak, is that the author is still present. In real drama 

he can be eliminated entirely, but in scenes of this nature 

he must be present to explain the dialogue. Otherwise the 

impression he had hoped to add to his picture would be sadly 

lacking in some respects. 

When the reader has listened to the young married women 

of the Jolly Seventeen, he has in store a wealth of informa

tion that helps him see more clearly Carol's world. He 

learns, for example, that the women do not care for another 

bob-sled party; instead they are immensely interested at the 

moment in a new Buttrick pattern. They are curious to know 

if Carol will send to Minneapolis for her dress for the next 

soiree. What is more, they politely inform her that her new 

couch is impractical . They even hasten to add, specifically 

for her benefit, that Gopher Prairie is really not so much 

behind the times. The Scandinavian farmers in the outlying 

districts are cranky and selfish and present a potential 

threat to business in the village. On learning that Carol 

pays her hired girl six dollars a week rather than the cus

tomary three-fifty to five-fifty, they gasp in amazement, 

exhibiting their disapproval. To her shock Carol learns that 

the chief task of a library is to preserve the books. The 
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cross section of life thus represented in these attitudes is 

invaluable in tracing the main lines of Lewis' picture. It 

cannot be dismissed lightly. How else could the reader have 

received so many clear impressions of Gopher Prairie in the 

matter of six short pages? 

By way of summation it may be said again that the au-

thor is free to emphasize either the pictorial or the dramatic 

method in his narrative. The one which he finds most congenial 

to his subject becomes the one most appropriate for him. In

asmuch as Lewis wanted to create a portrait or an ecological 

survey, the pictorial method lent itself more nat urally to 

his purpose. He cannot be criticized for his choice. His 

failure to relieve the picture more often by dramatic presen

tation is a point of controversy, however. Without the relief 

the novel becomes a mass of boring facts, which it need not 

have been. Lewis can be praised for his accuracy of detail; 

it constitutes truth of a sort that is essential in art. His 

failure to manipulate his details and impressions to the best 

of his advantage is quite another matter. One may say with 

affirmation that Lewis was a writer with an eye for fact, but 

he was not an artist with an instinct for the selection of 

convincing detail. 

Closely allied with the aspects of plot development is 

the author's responsibility of keeping the reader aware of 

his subject throughout the plot. Furthermore, whether he 
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retains or discards material will largely depend on his in

tention. Hamilton says that he must "bear in mind constantly 

the culmination of his series of events, and to value the 

successive details of his materials only in so far as they 

contribute, directly or indirectly, to the progress of the 

series toward that culmination.n1 If this principle must be 

applied, then one judging a novel will search for those events 

and details that are irrelevant. Both are present in Main 

Street. For example, Carol encourages the organization of a 

local drama group, which works for weeks on a play entitled 
2 

" The Girl from Kankakee." Presented to the villagers at 

last, the production does not meet with their approval. After 

all, in the words of B. J. Gougerling, what Gopher Prairie 

really liked was "a good movie, with auto accidents and hold-

ups, and some git to it, and not all this talky-ta1k."3 Hav-

ing presented the play and encountered the attitude of the 

people, Carol should have been able to see that one effort 

was enough. Later on, however, when she meets Erik Valborg, 

she begins to make plans for another dramatic club in the 

fall.4 Although they never materialize, it seems that even 

the suggestion is superfluous. In other places in the novel 

such details as those of Carol's long walks become repetitious 

1 Ramilton, p. 62. 

2Main Street, pp. 200-223. 

3 ill£. ' p. 222. 

4Ibid., p. 324-327. 
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projections of her thoughts. Although these are merely iso

lated references, they serve to illustrate that Lewis could 

have easily reduced his novel in length. 

It is not enough to merely discard irrelevant matter, 

however. The novelist is also faced with the problem of mak

ing his subject or his intention clear. If the reader has 

difficulty in determining what the author's purpose is, then 

that aspect of the novel becomes a point of criticism. Lub

bock raises the question: 

What was the novelist's intention, in a phrase? If it 
cannot be put into a phrase it is not subject for a 
novel; and the size or the complexity of a subject is 
in no way limited by that assertion . It may be the 
simplest anecdote or the most elaborate concatenation 
of events, it may be a solitary figure or the widest 
network of relationships; it is anyhow expressible in 
ten words that reveal its unity. The form of the book 
depends on it, and until it is known there is nothing 
to be said of the form. 

At the outset of Main Street Lewis shares with the reader an 

explanation of his subject. 2 Therefore, despite parenthetical 

detours, the reader is never in doubt about his intention in 

the novel. In fact, had Lewis been less absorbed in his sub

ject and more concerned about his plot, Main Street would 

have been a better novel. For example, at the beginning of 

the novel, when he is relating Carol's introduction to Will 

Kennicott, instead of adding color and romantic interest, 

Lewis merely lets Carol fall in love with Will because he is 

1 Lubbock, pp. 41-42 . 

2Main Street, pp. 17-24. 
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from "a Minnesota wheat-prairie town of something over three

thousand people."1 Later as Will loyally attests that the 

people of Gopher Prairie are "the best people on earth,"2 

Carol "but half listened to the names. She could not fancy 

their becoming important to her."J What did absorb her at

tention was the possibility of curing the town. This situ

ation seems incredible. That Carol would choose to marry a 

man because he came from a town the ideal size for her in-

tended reformation is, for the reader, an improbable occur-

renee. 

Toward the end of the novel he creates the character 

Erik Valborg, with whom Carol fancies she is in love. Because 

Carol yearns for intellectual companionship, Lewis features 

her jaunts to the tailor shop and her efforts to seek out 

Erik. Had he been a teacher in the local school as Vida 

Sherwin was, or had he been the lawyer Guy Pollock, the 

reader might have accepted the incident. But to think that 

Carol would forsake her husband for a sickly, bewildered 

tailor simply because he likes poetry is placing too much 

strain on the reader's credulity. If the artist must adhere 

to truth,then surely his adherence should not be restricted 

to facts. Instead it should be extended to include the 

plausibility of plot. 

1Ibid.' p. 18. 

2Ibid. , p. 22 . -
)Ibid. --
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In discussing the methods by which he assembled his 

narrative, effort has been made to point out wherein Lewis 

adhered to the basic principles of unity and truth, but little 

has been said about universality, which is equally important. 

If an author can tell his story and exceed the boundaries of 

age and time, he has not only added magnitude to his novel, 

but he has also enhanced the life of his work . Although 

Main Street is dated to some extent and can never hope to 

claim the range of such novels as War and Peace, Lewis has 

managed to achieve a limited universality. Gopher Prairie 

is merely the extension of Main Streets everywhere. Lewis' 

weakness is not in his likeness but in his insistence in re-
1 minding us constantly throughout the novel. Had he been 

more subtle in pointing out the analogy the reader might 

have enjoyed discovering this for himself. 

Turning to critics of authority, one is astonished by 

how little attention has been paid to the plot of the novel. 

Ample comments about the satirical element, its characteriza

tion, and Lewis' style are available, but few have bothered 

to analyze the plot in detail. Perhaps they consider the 

plot immaterial in the light of the satire, or it may be they 

feel it is too slight to merit a value judgment. 

The few terse statements of plot criticism that are 

available range all the way from excellent and propitious to 

1Ibid., pp. 30, 38, and 261. 
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dull, the latter type, in effect, clearly in the majority. 

Richardson, for example, refers to Lewis as the "most timely 

of fiction writers, n1 while Overton declares that one need 

not call Main Street a novel if he prefers not . Instead he 

may think of it as "a notebook, a panorama, or an encyclopedia." 

He considers it "overlong , overwritten, without climaxes ••• " 2; 

therefore he does not think it a readable book. Speaking of 

Lewis' "determination to get everything in his book, " he adds 

that to those who insist that art consists of the ability to 

select and eliminate, this would be a criticism. 3 While one 

critic speaks of his "journalistic rubbish,"4 another avers: 

His best work is raised high above journalism; sheer 
drive, applied to the mass of recorded detail, and a 
rare exuberance, bringing the unconscious into action, 
turn him into a genuine creatQr, not a conscious delib
erate artist but a mythmaker. ' 

Cantwell, who considers his work journalistic rubbish, pro

ceeds by saying that Lewis was an irresponsible novelist and 

that his novels are dull and shallow. 6 Scharer, who speaks 

of Lewis' parade of detail and solid craft, 7 is echoed by 

1Richardson, p. 333. 

2overton, p. 180. 
3 Ibid. , p . 183. 

4cantwell, p. 298. 

5Priestly, p. 430. 

6cantwell, p. 298. 

7"The World of Sinclair Lewis," New Republic, CXXVIII 
(April 6, 1953), 18. 
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Ames, who labels Lewis as a story-teller and an architect of 

"our social consciousness." He asserts: 

Lewis, at his best, deeply enriches American art. His 
best books have the energy, the color, and the enduring 
force that belong only to the artist who has something 
new to say, who overcomes "cultural lag," who penetrates 
the shell of past life to lay bare the new life and the 
old decay that lie beneath. With unusual boldness, in
tegrity, and faithfulness Lewis examines American char
acter and culture, showing it1as it is, as it has become, 
rather than as it used to be. 

There are others who speak of the painstaking and accurate 

details of the novel, 2 of an original art,3 his scrupulous

ness for clarity of plot structure, 4 and his scientific 

exactness. 5 

Many of the adverse criticisms attest to the weakness 

of the plot as such. Loggins, for example, calls his novels 

"compilations of fact rather than stories. n6 Van Doren hastens 

to say that before Lewis no novelist has "ever won national 

applause for narratives in which dullness was the villain."7 

1Russell Ames, "Sinclair Lewis Again," College English, 
X (November, 1948), 78. 

2Lewis Gannett, "Sinclair Lewis: 
Review of Literature, XXXII (August 6, 

3sheean, p. 191. 

Main Street," Saturday 
l949), 31. 

4Thomas D. Horton, "Sinclair Lewis: the Symbol of An 
Era," North American Review, CCXLVIII (December, 1939), 378. 

5Henry Seidel Canby, Seven Years' Harvest (New York: 
Farrar and Rinehart, 1936}, p. 106. 

6Loggins, p. 239. 

7van Doren, p. 369. 



Becker, who speaks of the tangled and multitudinous skein, 

also refers to his limitations as a critic of society. 1 

"Plots put together with pins" and "characters cut out of 

paper," is the comment of another critic. 2 

1Becker, p. 425. 

2Kenneth Rexroth1 "Tragedy of Ugliness,n Nation, 
CLXXXXIII (November 1~, 1961), 406. 
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CHAPTER V 

LEWIS' MERITS AS AN ARTIST: 
HIS CHARACTERIZATION AND HIS STYLE 

Aside from the plot of Main Street one of the points of 

controversy is its characterization. To authenticate his 

portrait of Gopher Prairie, Lewis dipped into his past, em

ploying as his characters the people he had known there early 

in his life. They became for him not people who were vitally 

alive, throbbing with the breath of the village, but instead 

types through whom he could convey his message. 

The autobiographical source of Lewis' characters has 

been sufficiently verified too many times to be in doubt. 

Lewis himself declared that Dr. Kennicott was a portrait of 

his father and that in reality Carol Kennicott was but a 

projection of himself. 1 The latter steps into the pages of 

the novel as the heroine -- rebellious, impractical, and im

mature -- who finds her environment not at all to her l iking. 

Early in the novel she is described as a beautiful girl with 
I 2 

"thin wrists, quince-blossom skin, ingenue eyes, black hair." 

During the course of the narrative the reader readily visu

alizes her as an idealist who is rather conceited, cold, and 

impulsive. 

1Breasted, p. 8. 
2 Main Street, p. 8. 
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" • • • you're difficult •••• you like to be different. 

You like to think you're peculiar.n1 These are the comments 

that reached Carol's ears. Cognizant that she is an outsider 

whose views are somewhat contradictory, Carol nevertheless 

refuses to compromise with the prevailing standards in Gopher 

Prairie. If there is a possibility of success in any of her 

endeavors, she is an enthusiast and a perfectionist, working 

endlessly to triumph in some small measure. When an effort 

goes unrewarded, however, she is the obstinate adolescent who 

withdraws into her shell until coaxed out again. If there 

is any admirable quality about her, it lies in her refusal 

to feign a liking for the stolid ways of the town. She finds 
2 herself unable "to play the game of friendly rudeness." 

Carol possesses the dual personality that was so much a 

part of Lewis himself. Despite her pretense of obtuseness, 

there are moments of sheer happiness for her. 3 There are 

times when she really wants to belong to Kennicott's world. 

She is no longer the reformer but the wife of a country physi

cian who has pride in her husband's work. 4 But these moments 

are too few and too hastily followed by longings to escape 

her duties as well as the village. 

1~., p. 276. 

2Ibid., p. 102. 

3Ibid., p. 119. 

4Ibid., p. 173. 
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Like Lewis, Carol is also a person without values. She 

is described as "a woman with a working brain and no work."l 

Highly imaginative, she could have accomplished much in an 

environment where ideas mattered. But even her ideas are of 

a superficial nature, as is her intellect. The values of 

goodness, truth, and beauty in a meaningful degree are lack

ing. There are isolated moments of intense feelings for 

those about her, but for the most part she is an individual 

who cares little fo r others except as they acknowledge or 

reject her. She is an agnostic, and apparently the church in 

Gopher Prairie is one institution not included in her reforms. 

Religion is not a word in her household; neither is it a part 

of her philosophy of life. 

Like all of Lewis' characters, Carol is a caricature 

rather than a memorabl e individual whom the reader comes to 

admire and ponder. Hami lton warns of the "error of exhibit

ing figures devoid of representative traits. " Speaking of 

the defect of caricatures, he states that "just as a charac

ter may be ineffective through being merely typical, so also 

a character may be insignificant through being merely indi

vidual . "2 In the absence of representative traits Carol be

comes merely "the mouthpiece of all discontents. n3 If one 

1Ibid., p. 86. 

2Hamilton, p. 81. 

3Becker, p. 426. 
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thinks of the village as the real protagonist, then Carol is 

no more than a weak medium of satire. As a type she is de

void of the warmth and feelings of a human being and of any 

normal and wholesome attitudes toward life. Speaking of 

Carol, Becker declares: 

It is difficult to work up any concern over her suffer
ings; it is a matter of indifference at the end whether 
she returns or stays away. What is important is the 
exhibition of village life and the judgment passed upon 
•t 1 1 • 

In contrast to Carol, the portrait of Will Kennicott is 

somewhat more sympathetically drawn. Although he is the epit

ome of all native sons, fiercely loyal to native soil and 

village mores, he is at the same time a good character crea

tion. He emerges as an honest, wholesome, down-to-earth per

son on whom the reader can depend. Both trustworthy and re

liable, he passes through the novel as one well-adjusted to 

his environment and blind to any of its faults or defects. 

Lewis gives this description of Dr. Kennicott: 

He is merely a country practitioner, not vastly better 
than the average , yet he is one of these assured, deep
chested, easy men who are always to be found when you 
want them, and who are rather amused by persons like 
myself that go sniffing about, wondering what it all 
means . 2 

Kennicott's feelings about Gopher Prairie are clearly 

stated at the beginning of the novel, and they remain static 

despite any of Carol's protests. His is a native pride, 

1Ibid. 

2"Main Street's Been PavedZ" Nation, CXIX (September 10, 
1924), 255. 
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extended to include all of the inhabitants of the village. 

He informs Carol that she will love Gopher Prairie. The 

ttbest people on earth," he exclaims. And then he proudly 

adds: 

I bet Luke Dawson has got more money than most of 
the swells on Summit Avenue; and Miss Sherwin in the 
high school is a regular wonder -- reads Latin like I 
do English, and Sam Clark, the hardware man, he's a 
corker -- not a better man in the state to go hunting 
with, and if you want culture, besides Vida Sherwin 
there's Reverend Warren, the Congregational preacher 
and Professor Mott, the superintendent of schools, and 
Guy Pollock, the lawyer -- they say he writes regular 
poetry and -- and Raymie Wutherspoon, he's not such an 
awful boob when you get to know him, and he sings swell . 
And -- And there's plenty of others, Lym Cass. Only of 
course none of them have your finesse, you might call 
it. But they don't make 'em any more appreciative and 

1 so on • • •• 

His attitude toward his home town is no less enthusiastic 

than that of the town's feelings toward him. His loyalty is 

balanced by the warmth and affection with which his friends 

regard him. 

When the Kennicotts go north to Lac-qui-Meurt to visit 

his mother, Carol is able to observe how much he is like her: 

nHe was matter-of-fact, yes, and incurably mature. He didn't 

really play; he let Carol play with him. But he had his 

mother's genius for trusting, her disdain for prying, her 

sure integrity." The elder Mrs. Kennicott seems pleased with 

her son's marriage, commenting that Carol has introduced him 

to a lighter side of life: "Will is a dear hard-working boy 

1Main Street, p. 22. 
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but he's inclined to be too serious, and you've taught him 

how to play.n1 In the atmosphere of family solidarity the 

Kennicotts make Carol feel momentarily secure. She can de

pend on them. 

Kennicott is not the intellectual that Carol fancies 

she is . When she insists on reading Keats to him, he frankly 

admits that he is unable to appreciate "that highbrow art 
2 

stuff." Aside from his work, his world is not that of an 

aesthetic but one with a genuine interest in people, in hunt

ing, and in fishing. Brooding in his office one summer after

noon, Kennicott silently complains: "What she can't under

stand is that a fellow practising medicine in a small town 

like this has got to cut out the highbrow stuff, and not 

spend all his time going to concerts and shining his shoes."3 

Later, in a moment of irritation, he tells Carol, "You' re 

abnormal. You've fussed so much with these fool novels and 

books and all this highbrow junk --."4 Although the reader 

admires and accepts Kennicott as he is, he is aware that had 

he been more able to offer Carol an intellectual companion

ship, they might have been happier together. 

Perhaps Kennicott's sincere interest in people is respon

sible for his insight into human nature. He understands 

1Ibid., p. 107. 

2Ibid., p. 120. 

3Ibid. , p. 296. 

4Ibid. , p. 284. 
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people. What is more, he is able to offer Carol sage advice 

about those with whom she should associate. 1 His feeling 

toward people and his sense of fair play is extended to in

clude a high regard for ethics in the medical profession. 

He simply refuses to stoop to the low tactics employed by 

some of his colleagues in the village. As one reads Main 

Street, he has the feeling that Kennicott is the type of per

son Lewis would have liked to be. 

Carol and Will Kennicott are by no means the sole char

acters in Main Street, but they are the only ones in the 

foreground long enough to be considered major personages in 

the novel. In the background are countless minor characters 

whose presence is essential to accent the picture and reflect 

the various attitudes in the town. Among the latter group 

one finds Miles Bjornstam, commonly known as the town handy

man. He is described as "a tall, thick, red-mustached bache

lor, opinionated atheist, general-store arguer, cynical Santa 

Claus." He is one who can "do anything with his hands -

solder a pan, weld an automobile spring, soothe a frightened 

filly, tinker a clock, carve a Gloucester schooner which 

magically went into a bottle."2 Relegated to the position 

of the town outcast, Miles is free to say anything he chooses 

to say about Gopher Prairie without fear of repercussion. He 

1Ibid., p. 164. 

2 Ibid. , p • S 3 • 
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does not "have to go and purr at Juanity Haydock at the Jolly 
1 Old Seventeen." He can say and do what he pleases, he in-

forms Carol . The people of the village dismiss him as "that 

damn lazy big-mouthed calamity-howler that ain't satisfied 

with the way we run things. 112 As the reader follows him 

through the pages of the novel, listening to his conversa

tions with Carol and reading about his marriage to Bea, he 

has mixed feelings about Miles. There is a brief moment of 

sympathy when Bea dies, but elsewhere in the book he never 

emerges as a character real enough for the reader to be con

cerned about one way or the other. Like Carol, he remains a 

mouthpiece for the discontented. 

If any of the characters in the book approach a humorous 

caricature, it is Mrs. Bogart, the saintly busybody of Gopher 

Prairie, who lives adjacent to the Kennicotts. She is de

scribed as "a widow, and a Prominent Baptist, and a Good 

Influence." It was common knowledge around the town that 

she had " so painfully reared three sons to be Christian 

gentlemen that one of them had become an Omaha bartender, 

one a professor of Greek, and one, Cyrus N. Bogart, a boy of 

fourteen who was still at home, the most brazen member of 

the toughest gang in Boytown."3 She has a strange hold over 

t he people of the village, who tolerate her for fear of 

1 Ibid.' p. 114. 

2Ibid., p. 115. 

3Ibid., p. 71. 
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gossipy retaliation. The "good widow" calls on Carol, and 

in the matter of twenty minutes she has inquired the cost of 

a new chair, pondered whether Carol could afford it, quoted 

the pastor at the Baptist Church, informed Carol that she 

has not seen her at church lately, inquired into what church 

Carol was reared, stressed that Carol must embrace her hus

band's faith, and reminded her that Will's mother came to 

see her frequently before Carol moved in. What is more, 

Will's mother thought the old furniture was good enough. 

She confides to Carol that Juanita Haydock "blows in" a 

sizeable sum of money every year. She also reassures Carol 

that when she can't depend on the young folks in Gopher 

Prairie, she can always count on Aunty Bogart. Wishing 

Carol and Will a minimum of troubles "with sickness and quar

reling and wasting money," she leaves with the comment that 
1 

Will looks "a wee mite peaked" lately. Like Carol, the 

reader is relieved to see her go . But he knows he will en

counter her again, for Mrs. Bogart is the saintly busybody 

present in everybody's town, even up to the present time. 

In addition to Miles Bjornstam and Mrs. Bogart, there 

are scores of other minor characters -- Sam Clark, Rita 

Simons, Mrs. Howland, and Raymie Wutherspoon, to name a few 

who merely flit in and out among the pages of the book when 

their presence is conducive to village customs and attitudes . 

1 Ibid., pp. 71-72. 
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Like Carol and Will, they too are types whose likenesses are 

distinguishable even today in small towns throughout the 

country. 

In delineating his characters Lewis chooses a combination 

of the methods available to the novelist, working both di

rectly and indirectly . Either consciously or unconsciously, 

to create his central impressions he employs such direct ex

pedients as exposition, description, psychological analysis, 

and reports from other characters. His chief indirect methods 

include those of speech and the effect of particular charac-
1 ters upon others in the story. 

Early in the novel Lewis expounds some of Carol's traits 

in the following manner: 

Her versatility ensnared her. By turns she hoped 
to discover that she had an unusual voice, a talent for 
the piano, the ability to act, to write, to manage or
ganizations. Always she was disappointed, but always 
she effervesced anew -- over the Student Volunteers, 
who intended to become missionaries, over painting 
scenery for the dramatic club, over2soliciting adver
tisements for the college magazine. 

Hamilton refers to exposition as the most obvious and most 

elementary of the means of direct portrayal. As a method he 

criticizes it for what he terms its lack of narrative mood. 

Calling it abstract rather than concrete, he insists that it 

"does not bring the reader into the presence of a character. ") 

1 The methods of delineating character are discussed in 
detail by Hamilton, pp. 83-98. 

2Main Street, p. 9. 
3 Hamil ton, pp. 84-85 . 
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A descriptive delineation of Carol is as follows : 

The other girls in her dormitory marveled at the 
slightness of her body when they saw her in sheer neg
ligee, or darting out wet from a shower- bath. She 
seemed then but half as large as they had supposed; a 
fragile child who must be cloaked with understanding 
kindness. "Psychic,n the girls whispered, and "spirit
ual ." Yet so radioactive were her nerves, so adventur
ous her trust in rather vaguely conceived sweetness and 
light , that she was more energetic than any of the hulk
ing young women who , with calves bulging in heavy-ribbed 
woolen stockings beneath decorous blue serge bloomers , 
thuddingly gallpped across the floor of the "gym" in 
practice for the Blodgett Ladies Basket-Ball Team. 

Considered more satisfactory than mere exposition, concrete 

description brings the reader "face to face with the character. n 2 

Through a method that is both internal and subjective, 

the author occasionally permits the reader to see what is tak

ing place in the mind of a character. An example from Main 

Street is the passage below: 

As she dragged homeward Carol looked with distaste 
at her clay-loaded rubbers , the smeared hem of her 
skirt. She passed Lyman Cass's pinnacled , dark-red 
hulking house. She waded a streaky yellow pool . This 
morass was not her home, she insisted . Her home, and 
her beautiful town, existed in her mind . They had al
ready been created. The task was done . What she really 
had been questing was some one to share them with her. 
Vida would not ; Kennicott could not . 

Some one to share her refuge . 
Suddenly she was thinking of Guy Pollock. 
She dismissed him. He was too cautious . She 

needed a spirit a s young and unreasonable as her own. 
And she would never find it . Youth would never come 
singing. She was beaten. 3 

lMain Street, p . 8. 

2Hamilton, p. 86. 

3Main Street, p. 138. 
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Much can be said of this expedient, for it aids the reader 

in his anticipation of the actions of the character and it 
1 

leads him to feel that he understands her much better. 

From a loft in the garage Carol overhears Cy Bogart 

speak quite frankly of his mother's opinion of her: 

"Mrs. Kennicott? Oh, she's all right , I guess." 
Relief to Carol below. "She gimme a hunk o'cake, one 
time. But Ma says she's stuck-up as hell. Ma's always 
talking about her. Ma says if Mrs. Kennicott thought 
as much about the doc as she does about her clothes, 
the doc wouldn't look so peaked. z 

This method of presentation has a dual advantage. Not only 

does the reader learn more of the personality of Carol, but 
3 he is also able to form a partial impression of the Bogarts . 

Indirect expedients of delineation are equally interest

ing. For example, one learns much of Guy Pollock through 

his own words : 

Perhaps. I'm not defending the town. It's merely 
I'm a confirmed doubter of myself. (Probably I'm con
ceited about my lack of conceit!) Anyway, Gopher Prairie 
isn't particularly bad. It's like all villages in all 
countries. Most places that have lost the smell of 
earth but not yet acquired the smell of patchouli --
or of factory-smoke -- are just as suspicious and 
righteous. I wonder if the small town isn't, with some 
lovely exceptions, a social appendix? Some day these 
dull market-towns may be as obsolete as monasteries. 
I can imagine the farmer and his local store-manager 
going by monorail, at the end of the day, into a city 
more charming than any William Morris Utopia -- music, 
a university, clubs for loafers like me. (Lord, how 
I'd like to have a real clubl) ••• 

I have the Village Virus.4 

1 Hamilton, p. 89. 

2Main Street, p. 105. 

3Hamilton, p. 90. 

4Main Street, p. 153. 
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Hamilton assures us that "If the mere speech of a fictitious 

figure be reported with sufficient fidelity to truth, it is 

possible to convey through the expedient alone a very vivid 

sense of character.n1 As an example of the effect of one 

character on another, perhaps Will's comments to Carol might 

be an excellent one: 

He's so darn afraid you'll be offended if he smokes . 
You scare him. Every time he speaks of the weather you 
jump him because he ain't talking about poetry or Gertie 
Goethe? -- or some other highbrow junk. 2You 1 ve got him 
so leery he scarcely dares to come here. 

This method is generally thought of as being the "most deli

cate means of indirect delineation.") 

Although it may add interest and expression to the novel, 

a mere variety of technical methods does not insure strong 

characterization, the real test of which is memorable people. 

As they appear in Main Street, Lewis' characters never become 

worthy of being remembered. Thus they fail the first test 

that is required of every novelist. 4 Inasmuch as they are not 

worth knowing, neither can they hope to assume the universal 

appeal of great fictitious characters. 5 No one can dispute 

that Lewis' characte~s support his picture, but how much more 

1 Hamilton, p. 94. 
2Main Street, p. 168. 

)Hamilton, p. 94. 
4 Ibid., p. 77. 

5Ibid., p. 79. 
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meaningful would his plot have seemed if his characters had 

been alive. Perhaps he knew too little about human nature 

or rather he was too close to the people he portrayed. At 

any rate they stand by his plot as only weak allies, who are 

unable to intensify or color the plot to the point of being 

labeled critical assets. 

Much has been said already about the plot and character

ization of Main Street and Lewis' theme or purpose in writing 

it, but little has been said about the vehicle which he used 

to convey his message or about the style which he employed. 

His literary device, which was satire, is both the strength 

and weakness of the novel. Satire has been defined as "A 

literary manner which blends a critical attitude with humor 

and wit to the end that human institutions may be improved."1 

What Lewis sought to attack was the dullness and mediocrity 

of small towns . There can be no doubt about his choosing 

the right period or social climate. "What a moment it was 

for sa tire zn Harlan Hatcher wrote: 

For satire is inevitable as it is necessary in an age 
of rapid change when concepts of culture and moral 
codes in the advanced group outrun the conventional 
bound minds of those from whom the vanguard has escaped. 
And the contrast could be isolated to best advantage in 
a small town. 

All that was needed was a vigorous writer who knew 
the cultural poverty of an American small town because 

!William Flint Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook 
to Literature (New York: The Odyssey Press, 1936}, p. 386. 
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he had lived there long enough to understand it thor
oughly before he revolted against it. Then allow him 
to escape to the world centers where the currents of 
modernity were running fast and high, there let him be
come emancipated and vene ered, and then watch him tear 
away the veil of pretense which had modestly concealed 
the tawdriness of life in Gopher Prairie •••• ~ 

Certainly Lewis met Harlan Hatcher's stipulations. Having 

escaped the small town, he knew, nevertheless, every detail 

which he attacked. He "satirizes the materialists of ••• 

Gopher Prairie for their ignorance, their standardized think

ing, aggressive provincialism, and self-righteous tyranny 
2 over those who do not rigidly subscribe to their ways." 

Gopher Prairie was symbolic of small towns everywhere . Main -
Street was merely a satirical commentary on mediocrity wherever 

it existed. 

Lewis has been both praised and criticized for his satire. 

James D. Hart hailed Lewis as "an ingenious satirist of Amer

ican middle-class society, mimicking the speech and actions 

with what seems to be photographic realism, but is actually 

more or less good-humored caricature.") One critic stated 

that 

Lewis was at his best as a satirist. • • • As a satir
ist he was able to exploit his considerable talent for 
mimicry and caricature.4 

1creating the Modern American Novel (New York: Farrar 
& Rinehart, 1935), pp. llO-lll. 

2Leo and Miriam Gurko, "The Two Main Streets of Sinclair 
Lewis," College English, IV (Februar y, 1943), 289. 

3The Oxford Companion to American Literature (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1948), p. 414. 

4 Gurko, p. 292 . 
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Harry R. Warfel writes : 

Mr. Lewis' novels are concerned especially with those 
aspects of American social, business, and professional 
life in which are found shoddy thinking, loose ethical 
standards, and charlatanry. His satiric method involves 
the use of carefully reproduced colloquial speech, 
cartoon-like sharpness of outline in character portrai
ture, three-dimensional characterization, and a full
ness of descriptive detail. Often one incongruous de
tail, like a preacher glancing at his watch while pray
ing, imparts that special touch which makes Mr. Lewis' 
description of places or people.l 

Still another critic was able to label Lewis' satire his 
2 

best effort. 

Adverse statements about Lewis ' satirical method vary 

in their nature. The definition for satire demands that di-

agnosis, or critical attitude, be accompanied by a remedy, 

or suggestions . Through Carol Kennicott, his central char

acter, Lewis was able to lead the reader to a clear percep

tion of what was wrong with Gopher Prairie, but he was un

able to suggest any remedial courses of action. One of his 

limitations as a satirist was that he " turned himself topsy

turvy without indicating what he wanted done .. "3 J . B. 

Priestly has said that Lewis could not be a serious satirist 

because he had no fixed set of values . 4 Someone has said 

1American Novelists Today (New York: American Book 
Company, l95l), pp. 266-267. 

2Hartley c. Grattan, "Sinclair Lewis: the Work of a 
Lifetime," New Republic, CXXIV (April 2, 19 51), 19. 

3 Becker, p. 424. 

4Literature and Western Man, p. 430. 
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that so much of his satire lost its effectiveness because 

Lewis was always changing sides . 1 Sometimes he agreed with 

Carol Kennicott, attacking and criticizing the town as she 

saw it; at other times he was on the side of Will Kennicott, 

loyally defending it. At any rate, his satire seems to be 

kind rather than caustic . Perhaps Lewis was too close to 

Gopher Prairie and its people to really lead a revolt against 

it. The end of the novel is more or less a compromise. 

Failing in her attempt to reform the town, Carol settles 

down to become one of its solid citizens, agreeing with Dr. 

Kennicott that perhaps they are not so bad after all . There 

is even a faint implication of warmth and admiration for 

some of the qualities they possess . 

Closely allied with Lewis' vehicle of satire was his 

choice of realism as a mode of expression. Mention has been 

made already of the l iterary revolt of the twenties and of 

Lewis as the spokesman of his age . But the fact that he 

chose to mirror a segment of American life and that he ac

curately depicted it has largely determined his position in 

American literature . The term realism is almost synonymous 

with the thesis of Lewis ' novel Main Street, in which he 

hoped to expose the ugliness and provinciality of small vil

lages or towns in America. 

1spiller, p. 1225. 
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Realism has been defined in the following manner: 

A manner and method of literary composition by which 
the author makes a definite effort to present actuality, 
as he perceives it, untouched by idealism or romantic 
coloring. Usually realism is considered simply as a 
manner of writing, a manner relying very largely on the 
use of infinite detail, honestly and truthfully inter
preting life, and as free as possible from subjective 
writing and prejudices.! 

To successfully attack Gopher Prairie, Lewis would have to 

portray it as it existed. In order to do this the town must 

be seen through the eyes of an idealist, someone from the 

outside who is able to see above and beyond its citizens, who 

are more or less contented with life as it is. For his in-

strument Lewis chooses Carol, recently graduated from col

lege, who marries Dr. Will Kennicott and comes to the middle

western town to make her home. She has hopes of reforming 

the town and converting it to the model she had dreamed 

about in village improvement studies in sociology class. 

She sees the drabness of Gopher Prairie, the ugly architec

ture of its homes and its stores, the narrowness of its in

stitutions, the complacency of its citizens, their fashion

less clothes, and their reluctance to accept change. In 

order for the reader to see what Carol saw, Lewis must re

port each minute detail of village life. That he did so suc

cessfully was what mattered. "Good likeness," was what T. K. 

Whipple said. He commented that Lewis had emphasized certain 

1 
Thrall, p. 3 57 . 
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aspects of American life so well that the book could apply 

to the whole United States. Calling Lewis "a photographic 

realist," he declared that he showed skill in reproducing 
1 

his world and that he had a knack for mimicry. 

Other critics and historians have echoed Whipple's com

ments and have labeled Lewis a realist in the tradition of the 

twenties. Henry Steele Commager states that Lewis gave such 

an accurate report that his scenes and characters have come 

to symbolize the twenties in history. Classifying Lewis' 

realism as one concerned with "the sights and sounds of com

mon life." 2 Alfred Kazin wrote : 

Lewis had done his work so well, fitted the times so 
perfectly, that he became almost invisible in that 
scene; he had worked over the surface world so thor
oughly, and with so contagious a wit and skepticism, 
that he became part of that surface. A more profound 
writer would not have had so assured a success; a less 
skillful one would not have been so influential in his 
success. But Lewis hit a certain average in art per
fectly, as he hit off the native average -- or what 
Americans like to think is the native average -- so 
well in his characters; and that was his advantage and 
his misfortune. As his characters became public symbols, 
he came to seem more a public influence that a novelist; 
as his jokes against the old American ways became new 
American ways themselves, the barrier bet~een his books 
and life in America came down altogether. 

Declaring that Lewis "held up the mirror to America in what 

was probably its most reckless period, Thomas D. Horton refers 

1 T. L. Whipple, S okesman: 
Life (New York: D. A-pp~e~t~o~n~a~n~d~~~~~~~r-~~~~~~. 

2on Native Grounds, p. 207. 

3rbid., pp. 218-219. 
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to his books as "mines of informa tion. n1 Spiller also class-
. 2 ifies Lewis a s a real~ st , and Warfel mentions that upon its 

publication in 1920 "Main Street was acclaimed one of the 

first realistic novels in the United States."3 

Partially responsible for Main Street's success as a 

realistic novel was Lewis' authentic recording of the middle 

class language and speech of the twenties. He had a sharp 

ear for idiomatic speech, and he was able to catch words 

with accuracy. According to c. Merton Babcock, Lewis' ac

curate recording of the speech will be one of the accomplish

ments for which he will be remembered: 

Sinclair Lewis will be remembered, among other things, 
for his authentic transcription of American speech 
rhythms. He had a keen ear for the nuances of popular 
language, and recorded not only the scenes but also the 
sounds of middle-class society in the 1920's.4 

Babcock lists thirty-n~ne words as examples of the American-

isms that appear in Main Street: arm garter, back-slapping, 

big doings, boat, Boston (v. i. ), cannon-ball stove, cradle

robber, culturine, double in brass, get one going, get up, 

ground gripper, hick college, hoop-to-doodle, illini, jazzland 

cutie, kick in, lit up, loan shark, long hair, Main Streetite, 

needle-pusher, parlor lizard, peeve, peroxide blond, pool-parlor , 

!"Sinclair Lewis: the Symbol of An Era," p. 391. 

2spiller, p. 863. 

3warfel, p. 266. 

4"Americanisms in the Novels of Sinclair Lewis," 
American Speech, XXXV (May, 1960), 110. 
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posolutely, pounding the box, pump-gun, razz, rest-room, 

rubber in, sketamarigy, small-towny, soup to nuts, window

peeper, wren, yippee, and zob. 1 

Babcock also mentions what he considers Mencken's 

"slight acknowledgement" of Lewis' ability to reproduce Amer 

ican colloquial speech. He quotes Mencken as saying Lewis 

was "a clever and artful word-spinner, " and refers to his 

"improvisations" and "lingovations."2 It is Babcock's opinion 

that Lewis deserves honorable mention for his "notable con-

tributions to American lexicography." He adds that "Lewis 

recorded hundreds of American expressions which passed the 

lips of American people during the so-called 'roaring twen

ties'.") He attests that many words can be "found in the 

dictionaries on historical principles with supporting evi

dence from Lewis ' texts." Citing M. M. Mathews' Dictionary 

of Americanism as an example of a source that acknowledges 

Lewis' specific contributions, he mentions that "many words 

had brief vogue during the jazz age" whereas others became 

permanent.4 Examples of these are such words as hoope

doodles, buttinskisJ wanderlust, Solemcholy, calamity-howler, 

highmuckamuck, smug cits, Scandahoofian, arcobatics, Hoopte

doodle, Swami, autoing, Americanibus, kismets, and Yahooville-

1~., pp. 111-116. 

2ll!s!., p. 110. 

)Ibid., pp4 110-111. 

4rbid., p . lll. 
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on-the-Hudson. 1 Perhaps, at this point, no note could seem 

more pertinent than that of Gannett, who declares that read

ing Main Street makes one wonder if this is "the book that 

launched a thousand quips.n 2 

Turning aside from the language and the speech of the 

novel, one looks for other characteristics of his style. 

Most critics will argue that Lewis handled the English lan

guage as clumsily as he did his plot and characters. 3 Despite 

his verbal effusion, they speak of the crudity and the flaws 

in his sentence structure. 4 His sprawling lines, they argue, 

do not constitute an acceptable literary style. Perhaps they 

are right, but to a critic of somewhat less authority they 

seem appropriate to his subject. Upon closer examination, 

the fragmentary sentences scattered throughout the book give 

the effect of a casual stroll down Main Street: 

From a second-story window the sign "W. P. Kenni
cott, Phys. & Surgeon,u gilt on black and sand., 

A small wooden motion-picture theater called "The 
Rosebud Movie Palace. " Lithographs announcing a film 
called "Fatty in Love.u5 

After all, is not the entire novel more or less a stroll down 

Main Street? Complete, well-constructed sentences could not 

have produced this same effect. 

lLewis, pp. 53, 60, 115, 117, 172, 233, 251, 298, 366, 
398, and 399. 

2Rexroth, p. 406. 

3nsinclair Lewis-- 1885-1951," Time, LVII (January 22, 
19 51)' 36. 

4warren Beck, "How Good Is Sinclair Lewis?" English 
Journal, XXXVII {January, 1948), 3. 

5Main Street, p. 38., 
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Elsewhere in the novel Lewis takes many liberties with 

sentence structure and punctuation. His sentences as a whole 

are loosely constructed lines, which are, for the most part, 

both long and rambl ing. Typical of these is the following 

example: 

"Or no, then I wouldn't want to take her out if it 
turned warm -- still, of course, I could fill the 
radiator again -- wouldn't take so awful long -- just 
take a few pails of water -- still, if it turned cold 
on me again before I drained it -- Course there's some 
people that put in kerosene, but they say it rots the 1 
hose-connections and -- Where did I put that lug-wrench?" 

Certainly Lewis employs the dash here and elsewhere far too 

often, but the result is an informal fluent style that does 

not antagonize the reader. Instead it enhances the tone, 

adding an informality appropriate to the casualness of the 

novel. The totality of effect throughout the narrative is 

that of informal conversation and observation. 

In the story as a whole the language seems to be as 

proper to a depiction of the manner of a middle-western 

town as the terse dialogue of Babbitt is to the business man. 

Certainly one cannot imagine Lewis' people at home in Edith 

Wharton's brilliant discourses . What is style? If it is, 

as Hamilton declared, a matter of feeling rather than intel

lect, then Lewis cannot be singled out critically. 2 Did he 

not in the course of the novel accurately portray the sights 

1Ibid., p. 193. 

2Hamilton, p . 208. 
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and sounds of Main Street? 

The final test of any work of fiction is its longevity. 

Before it can be accorded a permanent place in literature, it 

must stand the test of time. Who will make this decision, 

and by what principles will he be guided? For the proper 

definition of a classic one turns to the Greek critic 

Longinus, whose treatise On the Sublime answers these ques

tions: 

••• great literature is that which excites and arouses 
the reader not only once but repeatedly; if it produces 
this impression after repeated readings, and among men 
"of different pursuits, lives, ambitions, ages and lan
guages," then its greatness is beyond question. To pro
duce this effect on his readers the author must possess 
certain qualities as a man as well as certain skills as 
a writer. As a man he must have impressiveness of 
thought and vehemence of emotion. As a writer, he must 
possess three qualities which are "partly the product 
of art" (the previous two being innate); these are the 
ability to handle "figures" (both of speech and of 
thought}, nobility of diction, and the ability to put 
the whole comp~sition together so as to produce dignity 
and elevation. 

If these are the criteria by which Main Street must be judged, 

then it can only partially qualify as a classic. It is true 

that it endures the test of repeated readings to the extent 

that successive generations have found it absorbing as a 

period piece. But as for "nobility of diction" and "eleva

tion, " it is doubtful that it can claim that distinction. 

The consensus of opinion among critics is that at its best 

Main Street is not a masterpiece nor a work of art; it i s only 

1Daiches , p. 48. 
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a good novel. 1 Pelham would not even be willing to concur 

to this statement. He argues that "Despite its many reprint

ings it does not survive a re-reading, a test to which every 

important novel must submit.n2 

On closer observation, one of the deficiencies of ~ 

Street seems to be the absence of values in the novel. The 

general theory of value as set forth by I. A. Richards is as 

follows: 

• • • Now that the mind is seen to be a hierarchy of 
interes ts, what will for this account be the clifference 
between Good and Evil? 

It is the difference between free and wastful or
ganization, between fullness and narrowness of life. 
For if the mind is a system of interests, and if an ex
perience is their play, the worth of any experience is 
a matter of the degree to which the mind, tjrough this 
experience, attains a complete equilibrium. 

Then if, as Richards declares, value is found in the fullness 

of life and experience, it is not present in Lewis' work. 

There are no memorable scenes, no lofty ideas, no sententious 

statements, no bits of philos0phy, and no unforgettable char

acters. At best its sole value is in its authenticity of 

picture. Lewis could have easily remedied this weakness. 

How facilely he could have injected into Will Kennicott's 

dialogue a bit of homespun philosophy of the Middle West, 

thus making him a quotable and a memorable figure! So con

cerned about producing "the great American novel," it seems 

!Bernard Devoto, "Sinclair Lewis," Saturday Review of 
Literature, IX (January 28, 1933), 397. 

2 Pelham, p. 293. 

3naiches, p. 139. 
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that Lewis would have strived to elevate his books as a whole. 

But then one who reads Schorer's biography is disappointed by 

Lewis the man as he emerges from its pages , obviously a man 

without a philosophy or a purpose in life. Perhaps he was 

unable to exhibit values in his work because they were so 

sadly lacking in his own life. Cross currents of critics' 

opinions more or less verif y these statements. Geismar, for 
1 

example, asserts that Lewis' values are inadequate, while 

Grattan declares that he did not struggle with thought and 
2 form as other authors do. Beck simply laments that Main 

Street has no powerfully thematic messages. 3 

It might be appropriate at this point to summarize the 

principles of art discussed thus far to ascertain to what ex

tent, if any, Main Street can qualify. Certainly Lewis 

achieved his objective : the novel is a bona fide picture of 

the small American town at a turning point in twentieth

century history. As such it holds a reputable position, even 

though it is not considered brilliant satire. Its point of 

view is reinforced and the picture made somewhat stronger in

asmuch as Lewis projected himself into the story as its hero

ine. But minus memorable events and unforgettable charact ers, 

the novel cannot be classified as an artistic endeavor. Ab

sorbed with his subject and neglecting his plot, Lewis achieved 

lMaxwell Geismar, "Diarist of the Middle-Class Mind," 
Saturday Review of Literature, XXX (November 1, 1947), 44. 

2nsinclair Lewis: the Work of a Lifetime," p. 19. 

3nHow Good Is Sinclair Lewis?", p. 3. 
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at best only a loosely woven series of events accented by 

caricatures rather than characters. Any principles of art 

to which Lewis adhered were more likely to have been achieved 

unconsciously or accidentally rather than deliberately. In 

its final analysis it cannot claim a place among the great 

masterpieces of American literature, for it is blighted by 

the absence of values in both its author and his work. But 

before any critical stamp can be affixed, one must remember 

that the revolt from the village was also accompanied by a 

revolt f r om the genteel in literature. Lewis, the twenti e t h

century novelist, was in tune with his times. 

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF MAIN STREET 

In the foregoing chapters an effort has been made to 

consider Main Street apart from its popular appeal to ascer

tain whether or not it can qualify as a work of art. When 

thus examined and the novel emerges only as a genre picture, 

the enigma sti ll remains. If the book is merely history, 

without a plot with which to entice future generations and 

minus those values which elevate a work, how can one explain 

its consistent sales and its periodical revivals? A cursory 

glance a t some of the more current memorabilia, will perhaps 

shed some light on the question and offer provocative predic

tions about its future. 
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In the last decade several attempts have been made to 

bring Sinclair Lewis' name and work to the attention of the 

public. On February 2, 1952, his letters and manuscripts 

were placed on exhibit at the American Academy of Arts and 
1 Letters, where they remained through March of that yeare 

In 1960 the officials of Lewis' own state chose to honor him. 

In February Governor Orville Freeman of Minnesota proclaimed 
2 

1960 as Sinclair Lewis year. Later, on May 18, Hubert H. 

Humphrey of Minnesota introduced a similar resolution in 

Congress. 3 

In June of 1960 Sauk Centre, his own home town, chose 

to honor him by holding a summer festival in his name. 4 Dur

ing the course of the fete four worthwhile projects were con

ducted simultaneously. First of all, there was a trio of 

three-day pageants based on his life story to be held on 

certain days during the summer. Open, too, was a four-week 

workshop for writers at Canebrake Lodge on near-by Fairy Lake. 

Ten to twenty writers could pay $80 a week to study under 

Morgan Blum of the English Department of the University of 

Minnesota and to hear guest lecturers. The third project 

was the establishment of a Sinclair Lewis Memorial Museum in 

1New York Times, February 2, 1952, p. 14. 

2 Th!.s!· , February 25, 1960, p. 31. 

3I£!s!., May 19, 1960, Pe 24. 

4 Ibid. , June 5, 1960, p .. 45 . 
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the local library. Elsewhere in the town groups were or

ganized for the purpose of marking historic sites and expand

ing programs of public information about Sauk Centre and its 

son . Growing out of these summer activities was a long-range 

project of permanent significance, the launching of the 

Sinclair Lewis Foundation. This organization , a non-profit 

group, was united for the purpose of purchasing, restoring, 

and maintaining the Sinclair Lewis home . Included in its 

plans also was the awarding of a scholarship to a promising 

young writer. 

It is difficult to conjecture to what extent these pro

jects or recent publicity might have been responsible for 

either the reading or rereading of Main Street. Figures are 

available, however, to indicate that consistent publicity 

through the years has kept alive the name of Sinclair Lewis . 

Grosset and Dunlap, for example, has reported Main Street as 

its largest seller (250,000 copies).1 Other publishers attest 

its steady and reliable sales . With these facts in mind per

haps one may safely arrive at this conclusive prediction: 

because of the great sensation that at one time surrounded 

it, the novel will be read again and again. Current and peri

odical publicity will revive an interest in the work, and 

those who are led to read it will ponder the same questions 

concerning its real merits. Such is the enigma of Main Street% 

1 "Harry Sinclair Lewis," Publishers' Weekly, CLXIX 
(January 27, 19 51), 527 • 
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