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INTRODUCTION

A phrase familiar to the reader of literary reviews is the

expression " a novel of the soil”. When a person attempts to

define the expression, however, he is led into devious fields.

In the first place, he should Interpret the word soil to mean the

earth Itself and not to signify the presence of nature or any of

its aspects and manifestations in the novel. Thus, he should

distinguish soil novels rrom nature novels. Again in attempting

the definition, he is confronted with a bewildering array of nov-

els in which t 1 e soil is present but in varying degrees of im-

portance. Thus, he may wonder what constitutes ”a novel of the

soil". A careful consideration of the subject leads to the def-

inition of a real novel of the soil as one in which the soil is

such a predominating influence in its effect upon plot and char-

acter that it is the central force of the novel. To test the

validity of this definition, it is necessary to examine all the

novels into which the soil enters, to wreigh the importance of the

Influence of the soil, and to discover the novels in which, the

soil is the most potent factor. These novels which will be con-

sidered the real novels of the soil will be analyzed in detail;

bhe effect of the soil upon the plot shown; and the novels eval-

uated. Because of the vast scope of the subject the novels to

be considered will be limited to the American and outstanding

English novels published in the years from 1921 through 19o4.



.

.

.

.

.

-

.
'

'
' . D ‘ !'

*

:

.



Since the word modern is subject to such a wide interpreta-

tion, it Is pertinent to explain the reason that the year 1921

has been chosen as a starting point for the discussion of the

modern novel of the soil. Prior to 1921 traces of the soil are

to be found in hardy' s vVessex novels and in Willa Cather's "0

Pioneers” and ,f

iviy Antonia 1

’, while Sheila Kaye-Smith's "Sussex

Gorse" is a novel of the soil in much the same sense as her

"Joanna Sodden" . In 1921, however, the novel of the soil had

become recognized to such an extent that for the first time it

received a separate classification in the Book he view Digest as

fiction dealing with farm life. In 1921, also, Knut damsun's

"Growth of the Soil
:

, a so‘l novel that has exerted a notable

influence, was published in English.

An examination of the novels with which the soil has any

connection reveals the fact that these novels may be classified

in the following groups: first, farm novels in which the farm

serves only as a romantic background for love interest or for a

melodramatic tale with only a remote suggestion of the soil it-

self; second, farm novels in which the farm is important chiefly

as a historical background, with the soil of minor significance;

third, farm novels of local color where the soil enters, but Is

of secondary interest to the local customs and traditions; fourtl

farm novels in which the soil is the basis for agrarian or eco-

nomic problems; fifth, novels in which the characters are Influ-

enced to such an extent by the Soil that it is an important fac-

tor in the novel; and finally, the novels in which the soil is
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the essential element in that the chief characters ere an embod-

iment of the soli or that the soil is so important in its effect

upon plot and character tViat it becomes the central force in the

novel. This last type with its divisions constitutes the real

novels of the soil.
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TnE MODERN NOVEL OF THE SOIL

Part One

Novels In which the farm serves merely as a background for

romance or melodrama are numerous. As a whole t'ey are senti-

mental and the farm appears as artifical as a painted stage set

"Dust" by Mr. and Mrs. Haldeman- Julius depicts the drab ex-

istence of a woman who married a man whose life for years has

been centered upon a Kansas farm which has prospered better than

those of his neighbors. For a little while, she arouses in him

a love for life and interests outside the farm, but soon both

the husband and wife are drawn into a life of toil. The

sentimental nature of the heroine and the practicality of the

hero bring tragedy to their love. They remain together, thougl ,

until Martin dies, realizing that the farm for which he has

slaved means nothing to Rose who will leave it as soon as she is

released. The soil plays little part in the novel except to

serve &3 a background upon which the hero spends his energy and

to symbolize with its dust the dead hopes of Rose and Martin.

"Daughter of Adam" by Cora M. Harris recounts sentimentally

the tale of a successful writer who spurned the city with its

literary glories to return to the farm and find happiness there

with "A sturdy son of the soil". In this novel the soil is

sentimentalized until it seems artificial.
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"The Able McLaughlins" by Margaret Wilson takes place on a

mid-western farm. The novel is the love story of Wally MeLaugh

and Cbirstie Mohair, who has been seduced by Peter Keith, her

cousin, iust before Wally, whom she loves, returns from the Civi

War. Wally marries Chirstie and fathers Peter's child. The

novel reveals Wally’s love for Chirstie and his hatred Per Peter

whom, however, he befriends wien he finds him dying. Although

Wally’s father loves the land and Wally and Chirstie rejoice in

their farm, there Is but small mention of the soil in the novel.

"Wild harvest" by John . OsVison, a prairie love story

with its setting in Oklahoma, relates the romance of Nan Forest,

a heroine who happened to live on a farm. The reader is told

her thoughts while she is hoeing or concerned with some menial

farm task. The farm setting is conventional and artificial,

and the characters in the novel, colorless.

"Old Hurricane" by Julia Fllsch is laid in Georgia before

the Civil War. It is the story of a valuable farm that has re-

verted to the state and is drawn in a lottery by Abner Wheelock.

The interest in the novel centres in the efforts of Sally

Wheelock, Abner’s wife, to save the farm, which is nearly lost

through Abner's shiftless irresponsibility. The reader is

made to feel the value cf "Old hurricane" through the tireless

efforts of the energetic Sally to save it for her children, but

there is no emphasis upon the soil for its own sake.

"Grain" by Robert J. Stead has for c setting a Manitoba

farm and tells the story of William Stake, who, for a very triv-
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ial reason so offended the girl of his choice that she married

another. Stake's rather futile life is recorded in a biograph-

ical manner, and his character is not analyzed. At times in

the accounts of the growing and harvesting of the wheat the reed-

ar is made aware of the farm setting, but it is the frustrated

here who holds the central place in the novel.

"Singing River" by Alice DeFord recounts the romance between

uary Martin and John Evelyn. Left in charge of a farm, the here

ine hired John Evelyn, who appeared as a wanderer with child Tat.

ks foreman, Evelyn, who was later discovered to be of noble birth

Made the farm psy, a e inevitable happy ending resulted. The

Farm setting provides an agreeable background for the love intere

"Uplands" by Mary Ellen Chase tells the story of an adoles-

cent girl, who, with the corning of sprin?, experiences her first

love. Under the spell of the new emotions, she realizes for the

First time the beauty of her surroundings, and she is dissatis-

fied with her life on the farm for the drudgery of her daily task

prevent her from enjoying the beauty of the out-of-doors. She

is attracted to Abner, who shares her feelings of discontent.

After being married to him, she is happy, but Abner is killed,

and Martha dies when her child is born. The tragedy in the nove

Ls forced, and the author's pictures of farm life in Maine are

unconvincing. There is but little suggestion of the soil.

.3

1

3

"Migration" by David Grew, laid upon the Dakota prairies,

is another sentimental romance of a girl and boy who rebel a-

gainst the restrictions and drudgeries of farm life. After

6

.
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breaking away, both return to the farm to find, happiness with

etch other. In spite of the fact that the author is attempting

to show the difficulties of farri life, he reveals on] y the pos-

sibilities which the farm offers for romance, for although the

farm and its activities are flashed before the reader occasion-

ally, there is meager suggestion of the soil.

"Black Cherries" by Grace Coates is told from the point of

view of a five year old child, who naturally senses but little

the significance o p wl at goes on about her. From what Veve tells,

lowever, the reader is made aware of t Vi e failure of a Kansas farm-

3r and his wife to make a farm pay. Poverty forces the family

to the city where conditions are scarcely more favorable. The

Interest in the novel is focussed upon Veve's attempts to under-

stand life rather than upon the soil.

"There's Always Another Year" by Martha Ostenso has for its

setting the Dakota prairies. It i s the story of a young farmer,

Roderick Willard, whose interest in farming was interrupted by

the selfish demands of his wife and his growing attraction for

Silver Grenoble for whom he worked. This novel, lacking the

vitality of "Wild Geese" fails also to give the reader any feel-

ing of the soil, but leaves the impression of the farm simply as

a. background for love interest.

"The Stranger's Return" by Phil Stong tells of the return of

Louise Storr to a prosperous farm

lontentment with her grandfather,

sympathe ti c relatives. Before

in Iowa. At the farm she find

who has lived for years with un

Grandfather Storr dies, he re-

,3
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makes his will and leaves the farm to Louise. The novel is in-

teresting for the character sketches of Louise and her grand-

father and for its portrayal of a country community. There are

glimpses of broad acres, of harvesting, and of haying, but there

is no real suggestion of the soil.

"Old Farm" by Mrs. Ettie S. Prichard is laid in Illinois in

the 1870’s. Dood Schofield, the nine year old heroine, from

whose point of view the story Is told, felt the fascination oh the

soil. She was satisfied to have her roots planted in Old Farm

and did not wish, like the movers, to travel on -to new places.

The plot, however, which includes a kidnaping, the apprehension

of a thief, the overthrowing of a criminal who attempted to

spread hog cholera, the wedding of one pair of lovers, and the

reuniting of a man and his wife who had been separated for years

are so melodramatic that the slight suggestions of the soil which

add value to the novel are lost from sight, and Old Farm with its

traditions is subordinated in Interest to the activities of a phe

nomenal nine year old.
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Part Two

In the novels where the farm serves as a historical back-

ground, the reader is more aware of the soil since it furnishes

the background for hardy pioneers who, in their attempts to es-

tablish a civilization, must wrest a living from the earth,

the process of making history and establishing homes for their

children, they met and subdued the soil.

" Vandermark ' s Folly" by nerbert ^uick traces the life of

Jacob Vandermark from his boyhood experiences along the Erie

Canal through his trek to Iowa where he took up a homestead and

became a prosperous and respected citizen in an Iowan farming

community. Besides seeing history in the making from the im-

pressions gained of life along the Erie Canal, of the pioneers'

difficulties in crossing prairies and establishing their homes,

and of local politics in a pioneering corm unity, the reader is

made aware of the land as the foundation for building up a civ-

ilization. In one place the influence of the soil is strongly

felt in the description of the wedding of the plow and the sod,

as is revealed in the following quotation:

"Sod of the meadows and pastures is quite a different thing

from the untouched skin of the original earth. Breaking prairie

was the most beautiful, most epochal, and most hopeful, and as I

look at it, in one way the most pathetic thing man ever did, for
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in it, one of the loveliest things ever created began to come to

a predestined end. 1 ' 1

"Black Soil" by Josephine Donovan traces the fortunes of th<

Connor family from the time that Tim and Mrs. Connor arrive as

immigrants upon a prairie farm in Northwestern Iowa until the

community grows to such an extent that Tim desires to seek new

fields. The novel gives a good picture of the mingling of vari-

ous racial strains and shows how racial prejudices felt by the

German, Dutch, Austrian, and Irish settlers die out gradually in

the face of the tragedies and joys which all as pioneers share.

One sees the carving out of Iowan history in the courageous spir-

it shown by the early settlers when they experience the destroy-

ing of successive crops by drought, fire, and grasshoppers, and

one admires their fortitude in bearing the scourge of sickness

that must be endured without adequate medical care. In Tim

Connor one feels the touch of the soil since he derives satis-

faction from the beauty of the prairie, from plowing the rich,

Dlack soil and from planting grain.

"Army Without Banners" by John Bearnes is similar in content

to "Black Soil", although the scene is laid in the Saskatchewan.

Drought, blizzards, and cold are stressed in the story of the

Hovellvs' life In passing from the pioneer stage to the comforts

Df civilization. The author regards the pioneers as conquerors

Df the soil, a triumphant army who have paved the way for civili-

sation.

" Vandermark ' s Folly" by nerbert (^uick. Page 228.
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"Great Meadow" by Elizabeth I . Roberts depicts pioneer life

in Kentucky. Here the experiences of Berk Jarvis and his wife

Diony, who traveled from Virginia to settle in Kentucky, "the

great meadow", are traced. A vivid account of life in a stock-

ade and of Indian attacks is given. Diony with her staunch cou::

age in meeting privations and hardships and in enduring the hor-

rible sights of Indian massacres is a child of the earth as is

her husband, Berk, who, captured by the Indians, makes his way

home at last. The element of soil, however, is secondary to the

impression which the reader receives of history in the making.
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Part Three

In some novels In which the authors are concerned chiefly

with the manners and customs of a locality that appeal to their

imagination, the element of soil enters.

»

"Green Apple Harvest” by Sheila Kaye-Srnith shows life as it

is lived on Sussex farms. One meets characters who live close

to the earth, and who love and hate and worship God with primi-

tive intensity. Robert Fuller of Bodingnares is not so vividly

of the soil as is Reuben Backfield in "Sussex Gorse" or Joanna

Godden, but in reading of his life, one gets the atmosphere of a

Sussex farm and Sussex life.

"Country People" by Ruth Suckow pictures the humdrum and

colorless lives of a German American family in Iowa, and shows

the rise of the Kae tterhenrys from humble tillers of the soil to

prosperous farmers. One obtains a picture of the entire com-

munity with their narrow standards, material ideals, and their

lack of cultural Interests. W1 lie the Kaetterhenrys lived close

to the earth, one admired their simplicity end satisfaction in

tilling the soil; but after they became prosperous and were borec

with life, one felt the futility of their lives, the futility the

Sinclair Lewis satirizes in "Lain Street".

t

"Precious Bane" by Inary G. Webb is rich in its picture of

Shropshire life in the years preceding the Battle Waterloo. The

sncient Shropshire custom of paying a sin-eater at the funeral of
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dead, man to eat the sins of the deceased and thus free him from

the punishments of the devil is the keynote of the novel since

Gideon Sarn for eating his father’s sins receives as payment the

farm which has been left to Gideon’s mother. Driven by a desire!

to derive gold from working the soil, he shuts all other Influ-

ences from his life. Lusting for gold almost as if impelled

by Satan, he forces his mother to work upon the farm until she

is worn out. Then, when her usefulness is over, he has her

poisoned. He deserts a girl whom he has betrayed and refuses

to recognize his child. Finally, after his former love has

committed suicide, Gideon, despised and deserted by all his

friends, takes his own life. The reader, however, is not so

concerned in following the dark impulses of Gideon Sarn as in

of
reading /'the Shropshire customs of playing at cards for cakes, of

the bull baiting, of the love-carriage for the corn, and of the

displaying of a Venus on May Day. The superstitions concerning

Gideon’s sister Prue , who was believed to consort with witches

and dance with the devil since she had a hare lip, the belief

that the bees must be told of a death or they will leave, and

the Shropshire dialect - all add to the local color of the novel

"Mary Glenn" by Sarah G. Millin is not only a character

sketch of the heroine, but is a tale of the life upon a farm In

South Africa. The author stresses hunting especially, describe;

a trip through the bush, and depicts the life of the Kaffirs.

"A Virtuous Woman" by Daphne Muir is richer than the fore-

going novel In its pictures of life in a South African farming
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town. The novel opens with the curious ritual of a Boer wooing

in which the farmer, Sarel Le Koux, sat for several nights in

the company of Sanni, while a candle surrounded by pins burned

to its base. The wedding customs with the three-hour ceremony

at the church and then the drive to the farm in a native cart

with its leather cushions and glittering metal work gave the

reader a vivid introduction to the life of the heroine, Sanni,

who conformed to the conventions of her time with astonishing

meekness. The interest in the novel is centred in Sanni ' s du-

ties as mistress of the farm. As a character, she is overshad-

owed by her husband's mother and his loyal African servant who

possess more vitality than either the hero or the heroine and

who belong to the earth.

"Ladvbrook" by Eleanor Farieon depicts farm life on Sussex

Downs in the sixties. As Deborah Shaw recounts her life on the

farm when, as a maid, she attracted the love of her master's old

est son, one is conscious of the countryside and gains an idea,

especially, of the harvesting ceremonies and of the stag hunt.

"State Fair" by Phil Stong shows a cross section of life in

Iowa in modern times. By recounting t>^e interests of the Frake

family in the State Fair and by telling of their experiences

there, he pictures the life of the entire community. The high-

est point of interest in the novel is the awarding of a blue rib

bon to prize hog. Blue Boy. In his pictures of the fair, the

author shows a community brought together by common interests in

stock, in products of the soil, and in culinary and domestic
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a chi e vemen ts . He reveals, too, the friendliness of the people

their standards of home life and of domestic felicity. The read

er feels that a potent factor in the life of the community is th*

realization that all are wresting their livelihood from the soil,

i




















































































































































































































































