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CHAPTER THREB 

THB AUTHOR AND HIS WORKS 

C arl Van Doren w r o t e  abou t a submerged Americ an 

wo r ld , " i n s t i n c t i v e  and und i s c i p l i n ed w h ioh l iterature 

had passed over" .  I t  is a g r ay reg i on dom i n a t ed n o t  b y  

aot i v e  m is ery and v i o l a t i on bu t s tagn a t ion and u nsuooe ss 

f rom w h i c h  Theod o r e  Dre i se r  emerged t o  s ign a l i z e  ·a  

d e c i s i v e  c h ange  in  t he tone of f i c t ion . Dre i s er has 

r ej e c t ed and t u r n ed h i s back aga i n s t  any 'd ecenc i e s' of  

soc i e t y  and f i c t i on as no t h i n g  i n  h i s  bac kground h as 

c a lcu l a t ed t o  i n sp ire any r e sp e c t  t oward i t. ' ( The 

Ame r ic an N ov e l in The L i t er a t ure of  Ameri c an Peop l e, 

1 9 5 1 : 847) 

Theod o r e  D r e i s e r  c ame f rom a poor  German imm i gran t 

f am i l y . H i s f a t he r , Jo hn Dre i s e r  - - once a success fu l 

pe rson - - had s t ru c k  .by a se r ie s  o f  m is f o r tu n e  s hort l y  

b e f o r e  baby Theod o r e  was b o r n . Even as  an i n f an t ,  young 

D r e i s e r  had l e a r n t  t he d i f f i cu l t  l e sson o f  pover t y, 

c han c e  and mo r a l i ty .  As. t h e  pa ren t s  was t o o  poor to 

suppo r t  t he i r c h i l d r e n , t he f am i ly moved f rom t own t o  

t own f rom  Te r r e  H au te ,  I nd i an a  w h e r e  Theod o r e  w a s  born, 

as oppo r tun i tie s  o f  emp l oymen t or t he p ressure o f  d e b t s  

imp e l l ed t he m . 

Due  

child ren 

ad r e ssed 

to  t h e  pa ren t s ' re l i g i ous  b ig o t ry ,  t he 

r e ac t ed sharply . Theod o re's e ld e r  bro th e r  w ho 

h imse l f  as Pau l Dre s s er , succeed ed as a 

vaude v i l l e a c t o r  and popu l a r  song w r i t e r . Paul ' s  m is-
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I t  was ou t o f  t hese  in t e l l e c t u al resou rces  t ha t  

Dre i s e r  w r o t e  h i s f i r s t  n ove l , Sis t er Carrie (1900). The 

sub s t an ce of t h e  s t o ry la id w i t h in h i s  hand s . H i s s i s te r  

w a s  a wo r k in g  g i rl l i k e  C a rr i e  and j u s t  l i ke h e r , h ad 

runaway w i t h  a man who  cou ld o f f e r  h e r  a b e t t e r  economic 

l i f e. H is f a t he r ' s  d esc end in s oc i a l  s c a l e  had p r ov id ed 

some h in t s  f o r  t he d ec l i n e  o f  H u r tswood,  and h i s b r o t h­

e r  · s  s u c c ess. was as  mean ing l ess as  C ar r i e ' s, A t  t ha t  

t i me , t he n o v e l  can b e  c o n s ide red s ho c k i n g  a s  i t  

sen t ed s t a r k real i sm and pess i m i s t ic  v i ew  o f  

p r e -

1 i f  e .  

S i s t e r  C a r r i e  w a s  me t w i t h censors h i p  o n  t he g round t ha t  

i t  w a s  t oo s o rd id o r  pornog rap h i c . 

In h i s  se cond n o ve l , Jenn i e  Gei·hsrd t (191l), on ce 

aga in D re i s e r  gave a symp ha the t i c p i c tu re of a ' s in fu l 

woman He  f lou t ed gen t e el assump t i on s  by p i c tu r in g  

woman o f  e a s y  v i r tu e  as m o r a l ly sup e r i o r  t o  t he 

t e c hn i call y  good peop l e  of t h e  boo k . Jenn i e ,  was a 

charac t e r  who  had t he backbone  t o  make a dec i s ion 

aga i n s t  he r own w i l l  and in t e res t . 

N ex t , Ore i s e r  p roce ed ed t o  p o r t ray a gaudy and 

unscru pulous tycoon , t he a c t u al C ha r l e s  T .  Y e r kes  in an 

intended t r i l ogy w h ich t h e  t hird par t ,  The S toic was 

pub l i s hed a f t e r  h i s d ea t h . T h e  t r i l og y  i t se l f  The 

Financier (1912> .. The Ti tan (1914), and The S t o i c  (1947.> 

were a colo s s al s tu d y  o f  an Ame r i c an b u s in ess man . The 

ma in charac t e r , Fran k Cowp e rwood was a man who clawed 

his way up f r om t h e  pov e r t y  to wealt h and pos i t i on . As 

for Dre i s e r  h i mself , alt hou g h  had h i s  �ymp a t h y  laid f o r  
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the underdogs. but also had an intense appreciation for 

the victors of life. 

l:f is next novel was about an artist. The Gen ius 

(1915) centered upon a painter Eugene Witla who 

was the fictitional combination of Dreiser himself with 

an artist who had fascinated him and a bright young 

editor who comitted suicide. The data that interest 

Dreiser were exclusively the material reward of genius 

and the women that were unable to withstand its lure. 

What Dreiser sees as a characteristic of achievement in 

the art are precisely the flashy advantages that accrued 

his brother as a successful writer of popular song and 

nothing more. For him all rewards were external. 

For the decade between 1 9 1 5  and 1 9 2 5  Dreiser 

produced no more novels but experimented with short 

stories, dramas and autobiographical sketches. Free and 

O ther S t or i es (1918) and Twelve Hen (1919) contains some 

of his best writing, A Traveler a t  Forty (1913), A 

·Hoosi er Hol i day (1918), the play The Po werrul Hand or 

t he Po t t er (1919), essays on philosophy Hey R ub 

a-dub-dub :a book of essays and philosophy (1920),prose 

vignettes The Co l or of A Grea t Ci ty (1923), 

autobiography - - A Book abou t Hyse l f  (1922). In middle 

life he began to take an active part in the social 

movement and was arrested during a civil liberties 

investigation. Dreiser also studied The Soviet Union at 

first hand -- written in his travel report ·Dreiser 
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l ooks a t  Russi B c l ::.728 .l .  

Dre i ser had not rea l ly ach ieved a w ide range of 

aud ience unt il the publicat ion of his most e xtended and 

perhaps h is masterp i ece - - An Ameri can Tragedy ( 1 925 ) . 

The nove l was b ased on an actua l murder case of Chester 

G illette who drowned a girl named Grace Brown in 

Ad i r on d a c ks bac k in 1 9 0 6  and w a s  elect rocu t ed in 1 9 0 8 . 

T h e s t o r y  itself exhaustively traces the events leading 

to a stup id murder and to the legal execut ion of the 

fec kless youth who has com itted the crim e . Clyde 

Gr iff iths is ac tually a very ord inary boy who dreams 

romant i cally of atta ining wealth and soc i al pos it ion 

w i thout any conc ept ion of how such th ings are ach i e ved , 

Clyde was ind i cted for drown ing his pregnant mistress, 

but whether he intent iona l ly contr i ves her death or j ust 

makes no effort of sav ing the drown ing g irl was not 

clear as Dreiser is rather ind i cting the soc i ety .  I t  is 

the soc iety that has erred Clyde w ith its fasc inat ing 

lu xur ious l i fe ,  afterall. 

He is promptly ind i cted for murder and after a 

sensat ional tr i al where all the pretense of decency is 

l ost in t h e  clamor of p u bl i c ity ,  is condemned and 

executed . 

A l thou gh was met w i th censorsh ip , An Ameri can 

Tu1gedy is undoubtedly one of Dre iser · s best. Compared 

to h i s  �ar l ies t  no vel , Sister Ca rr i e  wh i ch is ' also 

cons i d ered Dre iser ' s  best , we w ill see that there ar e 

s o m e  s i m i l a r i t y  b e t � een t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of Carr ie and the 
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character of C lyde .  B oth of them have the s imi l ar ity o f  

tra its usua l l y found in Dreiser ' s  works . The characters 

are adr ift in a ' stormy sea of fate ' , unable to steer 

their way but to accept whatever fate cones to them . 

The pess im i stic tone of Sis t er Carrie w ith its 

centra l theme - - the effect of m i sguided and m isd i rected 

American Dream - - is the central theme a lso h i gh �ighted 

by An Amer i can Tragedy . H owever , here l i es the 

difference between Sis ter Carr i e  and An American 

Tragedy . Carrie rising to the top , almost reaching the 

understand ing that mateiia l success is an i l lusory 

d ream . The traged y is that Carr ie fai ls to understand 

that a l l of the· luxurious things she owned can never buy 

her happ iness . Carrie ' s  tragedy is the tragedy of 

success . 

C l yde,  on the other hand , never reaches the top. 

He remai n s  a futile pursuer of American dream unt i l  h is 

death . He tries to escape poverty , driven to murder by 

socia l forces of the soc iety around him he can n ot 

resist . I t  is the soc i a l  f orces of the society 

characterized by n arrow and conventioned mora l  d octr ines 

on one hand and the d eification o f  material success on 

the other hand . C lyde ' s  traged y is the tragedy of 

fa i lure . 

J ust like S i s t er Ca rri e ,  the material for the 

writing of An Ameri can Tragedy laid within his hands .  

The ·charac ter of C l yde was n ot merel y  the picture of the 
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c hara cter o f  C hester G i l l ette , but was not i t  t he 

p o rtra it o f  young Dre i ser · s  own c haracter ? C l yde ' s  

l on g i n g  f or mater i a l  success , h is dreams of escap ing 

" poverty, and h is Amer ican d ream, was not i t  t he same 

dreams b� l ong to Theodore i n  h is youth ? C lyde ' s  fam ily 

re l i g i ous b igo try was perhaps the p icture of t he 

author ' s  own fam i l y .  

N evertheless, it was in h is n ove l appeared a year 

after h is death , The Bu l wark (1946) that Dre iser 

attempts to express the pathos of h is father ' s  r i g id 

re l ig i osity . T he ma i n  c haracter i s  a stern Quaker named 

So l on Barn es who pr ided h i mse l f  as a bu lwark of the 

faith , yet some of h is c h i l dren revolted on t he parents ' 

ef f orts to contro l t hem .  

Hany read ers were at f i rst repe l led from Dreiser ' s  

n ovels because o f  h is clumsy and b l under ing workmanshi p . 

D re i ser h i mse l f  has a l ready known b y  h is inc�ediblY . bad 

wr it i n g . 

to the 

Apparen t l y  the man was comp letely insens i t i ve 

va l ues of words and ind i fferent to t he 

construct ion of sentences . ( 1 9 5 1 : 85 0 ) 

I n terest i n g  is the fact that 

refused to rev ise h is works when 

p o i nted out . Th is fact showed 

Dre iser stead i l y  

h is m i stakes were 

the cr i t ics as t he 

e v id en ce of the autho r ' s  mass i ve hon esty . One woul d  have 

l o  acc ept t h i s  as var i at ion from n orma l usage j ust l ike 

one wou l d  have to ac cept the same p h en omena on the part 

o f  d i a l e c t  writer . Just suc h a p i cture , i n  j ust such 

wo rds ,  i t  i s  ho� l i fe presented to h is imag i nat ion . 
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Critics could take it or leave it. { 1 95 1 : 850 ) 

Book like An A·meri can Tragedy can not be read as 

an ord i nary nove l about an individual hero . L i terature 

of American Peop le says t hat t he subj ect of the novel i s  

not the fortunes of the · wretched C lyde Griffit hs ,  bu t 

the nature of modern materialism which drives men l ike 

sensate partic les to t heir doom . { 1 9 5 1  : 850 ) Dreiser no 

longer looks for special qua lities in t he individu al who 

i l lustrates his thesis . He regards t he spectacle of 

human b e haviour as the recording angel might v iew i t  if 

he possessed an except ionally powerfu l  microscope . A ll 

d ist inct ion of strong and weak , good and evil , wise and 

foolish are obliterated by the immensity of the cosm ic 

perspective and no need to focus on a part i cular 

c haracter such as Macbeth or Lear when any specimen of 

the race wi l l  do as we ll . { 19 5 1 : 850 ) .  I t  , was a 

d istinctive q ual ity of Dre i ser to take for his subj ect 

the nature of m a nk i nd in large . 
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