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“An American Family”

Henry Kitchell Webster’'s Considerable Novel: The
It Attempts and to Some Extent Achieves

: Things

HE novel in which Henry Kiteh-

mounting delight and satisfaction

ell  Webster to
write the story of An American Fain
ily is a noteworthy performance. It
is not an unqualified suceess; indeed,
in some important respeets it does not
suceeed at all; it does, however, ac-

has essayved

complish one thing which a number of
excellent Ameriean novelists have
striven to accomplish and which they
It gives with-ad-

have not munaged.
mirable pereeption and proportion &
picture of the intermittent struggle
which we charaeterize, in onr more
cheerful or perhaps our more cuphe-
mistie moments, “mdustrial un-
rest.”’

Appearing sesially in a magazine
the story was called The White Are.
A note in the book explains the
eligiere of title: ** An American Faw-
il s more acenrately deseriptive of
the substanee and spirit of the story.”
This is true in the sense that the first
title was not deseriptive at all and
the second deseribes rather wrongly.
My, Webster dovs bring all the mem-
bers of the wealthiy Corbert family of
Chicago into his narrative; but his
book is essentially all about one mem-
ber of thut Hugh Corbett,
the odd one; about Helena Galiez, the
agitator whom Hugh married. and
about Jean Gilbert, whoe was not a
Corbett at all.  Other Corbetis than
Hugh fieure importantly, notably old
Gregory Corbett, the grandfather.
founder of the family fortunes; but

s

fumily,
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they are never the main interest, in-

dividually or as part of a family nnit.

Which sugeests that if vou really want to wrile
the story of @ I!-‘illlii‘\ 1 Awerican or other, you can-
not o 1 by writing, or while writing, the story
of the fumily's **black sheep’™ (meaning, again,
the odid one, the |n-rll“a1r child ; ”I:;..'ll'.-i morals
were above reproaech),  In saying this there s no
findine fault with Mr. Webster, who, as the faets
show. didin’t set out to write a family chronicle.
He did set out to write some chapters in the life
of Hush Corbett, and the fact that his novel ex-
panded until it beeame, in some measure, & family
chronicle, is just soo mueh to his ersdit, as being
that wneh bevord and over his ovizinal intent,
Mastery of Difficult Material.

The first half of An American Family is the first
half of a very wonderful book the last half of which
has not been written. No doubt it will be some day,
and the day ean’t be very distant. The thing that
makes the first half of Mr. Webster’s novel so much
of an achivvement is his precise mastery for his
purpases of exeeedingly difficult material. Nothing
more unstitable to the novelist’s use than strikes,
syndicalism. problems of production aiwl eeonomie-
sociil tronbles is lying aronnd loose. Just because
this stuff is Iving around loose novelists, hunting
for construction stuff, are always picking it up amd
feving to build with it Let us recall one or two
instances,  There was Ernest Poole, who used it in
The Harbor. Amd when he had his skeleton up
the whole thing eollapsed like a jerry-built theatre
—opllapse]l hefore the drama he hiad ready eould
be staced for s, There is Helen R Mariin, whose
Gerlie Niwnets, Panotic or Christion? and Maggie
of Virginshurg read for whole pages like leaflets
at an Fmwma Goldman meeting.,  There is—but we
haven't roora for a roll of defrats,

The point is that industrial struggles and all
thercto pertaining can’t be picked np as they are
and a movel built out of them. Writers ought 1o
know this. Writers Raew they cau’t ’tahiife and

ent it up into lengths and eall the lengths novels.
What they have to do with the erude material is to
smelt it down. It's ore. The stuff of a thousand
novels s in it 1f vou work it right.

Mr. Webster seems to he the first Americas nov-
elist to have areived at an appreciation of this faet,
in respect of what a professional writer might eall
sithe labor st He has really worked over it
and worked It He has melted and refined
until he has cot a thing he can use without feur of
his story **buekling”"—and burving its thousands
of readers nnder tons of tractarian matter while

nyer,

the dust of sucialist argument chokes to death their
interest in the story. The narrative of Hugh Cor-
bett’s life requires some account of a strike; very
well, he gives some aceount of the strike, as mueh
as 15 necessary, no more. He gives it to the extent
that Flugh Corbett saw it and participated in it; to
the extent that Helena Galiez figured in it; to the
extent that it brought the man and woman into
relation with cach other. He dees nof try to write
a history of labor in the United States and a proph-
ecy of the next ten years.

Somewhere a Flaw Develops.

Last week we printed a letter from a reader who
praiced ns for the habit of refraining from telling
what a bouk is mot. ““You don’t waste 38 per eent.
of your space telling people what the book isn’t,”
<aid this friend. Well, there are times, about once
in six months, when telling what a book isn’t is a
real service to the reader. This is such a time.
Any one who has waded through the novel in
whivh the author mounts a soap box while the story
goes to pot and who knows that a strike is one
of the events recorded in An American Famdy will
thank us for saving that Mr. Webster's novel isnt
another goad fiction gooe wrong,

You go booming throngh the pages of this ree-
ord

woft Fughi - Corbett, the odd one, with

until you get bhalf way, or rather
more than half way, through. Then
somewhere, the presence of a flaw
makes itself manifest. For some time
voa feel that you ean put your finger
on the flaw, but after vou have fin-
ished the book you aren’t so eertain.

Hugh (Corbett is the son of Robert

Corbett and grandson of Gregory
(orbett., The family owns an im-
mense vehicle manufacturing busi-

ness. Robert Corbett is the urbane
son of an aggressive old man. His
wife is an aristoerat by birth and has
license to behave as she pleases—takes
it, anyhow, a way aristoerats have of
doing. Hugh's older brother, the
younger (iregory, is an able Amerisy;
can business man : he and Hugh grate
etich other. Hugh's sister, Constanee,
comes nearest ungerstanding him and
is the link between him and his fam-
ily. Even that link snaps after Hugh
marries a strike leader, the daughter
of a Pole and a Hungarian Jewess,
Jean Gilbert is the daughter of an
army officer and Ethel (Crawford,
whose brother married Hugh's sister.

The book starts with the first meet-
ing of Hugh Corbett and Jean Gil-
bert and ends

By Godfrey ! as the Colonel would
Is that where the faw lies?

This is several kinds of a story, as
we've indicated, and among other
kinds it 's a story that can’t be spoiled
by tracing the main outlines of it.
The pattern is here, not the whole
tapestry, and we can indicate it with-
out taking one whit from your enjoyment of the
depth, detail and richness of coloring which make’
An American Family well worth your while. To
get on: Does the story end with Jean's love of
Hugh? No, for she loves him from the moment she
sets eves on him. With his love of her? No. With
the mutual confession of their love? No!

It ends when Mr. Webster has killed Hugh's
wife, the indolent Helena, and eleared the path of
respectability for the mutual and confessed love
of Hugh and Jean. He does it all with the highest
plausibility, to be sure, but-—he does it. The note
of conscious preparation ereeps in on page 308
(there are 452 pages) and thereafter in a hundred
little twists and turns of the story the reader is un-
easily aware that the novelist has an ace up his
sleeve in the game that he and every novelist is
always playing with his characters.

Say.

An Unsettling Book.

Now the trouble about & picee of artifice like this,
the “terribly unsettling thing about it, is that it
makes the reader suspicious of everything else in
the book. He wonders if Jean is all Mr. Webster
eracks her up to be, for instance, or if a fellow who
required being understood so extensively and eon-
tinnously as Hugh Corbett was wholly worth the
expenditure of time, energy and imagination neces-
sary to understand him. And so on.  Such doubts
are dangerous and frequently fatal. [If they aven’t
i.l'l fhi.‘i Ccase it is hr‘c‘a!l‘-'-a‘, after :\”, n delineative de-
tail the novel ix worthy of strong praise: because,
in its contour and muech of its eontent. it is a note-
worthy picee of writing; and finally beeanse in
such portraits as Helena Galiez, old Gregory Cor-
bett and, caricaturishly, in Mis. Robert Corbett
the author has put his people on paper to the life.

AN AMERICAN FAMILY. By Hmxavy KiteuslL Wes-
__sven._The Bobby Merrill Company, $1.50,




