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The editors of THE NEw MAssEs wrote
more than thirty authors whose books had
n reviewed in the magazine asking them
hether the criticism of their work in THE
Ew MASSES has helped them and also what
ey expected from Marxist criticism. We
int below all the answers received in time
publication. Some of them, however, which
ceeded the number of words assigned, have
en abridged. At the conclusion of the sym-
sium there is a general editorial comment,
gether with replies from two revicwers.

Erskine Caldwell

N SO many words, my complaint against
criticism, both revolutionary and static, is
at it is about 9o percent soap-suds. All re-
wers, as a body, tend to soft-soap the reader,
e author, or themselves. The result is a
wlful of lather as full of air, hot or cold
cording to their political status, as the great
t-of-doors. Reading is an experience. 1
on’t see how in the long run anything else
an be claimed for it. And if reading is an
xperience, then it seems to me that the re-
iewer should report its effect upon him and
s probable effect upon the average reader.
f a book fails to create an experience, its fail-
re lies not in its technical form, but in its
otional appeal.
‘It may seem that this is exactly what re-
ewers are doing. But as a hardened review-
eader, I don’t think so. My mouth is full
f suds and my head swims in a sea of soap-
bubbles. A Marxist critic can work up just
much lather from a cake of soap as a capi-
alist reviewer,

NeEw MAsSEs reviewers are already two
teps ahead of the field, in that they have
chieved a clear-cut view of economic life and
hat they have at their finger-tips the inspired
ower to give old words new meanings. Let
Il of us, critics and would-be critics, throw
way the cake of soft-soap. If the book is
ne, let’s not shampoo the author, but give
is creation its due; and likewise if it is ter-
ible, let’s not fill our own ears with lather,
ut bury the book so deep even the worms
ran’t reach it.

s
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Robert Cantwell

HAVEN’T been conscious of any great

assistance from the criticism of my work
in THE New Masses. Nor from the criti-
cism of the work of other writers. I was
disappointed in the review of The Land of
Plenty; 1 had expected a political analysis of
the book and the comments made on it were
distinguished by their vagueness. The Land
of Plenty is, quite simply, a work of propa-
ganda. Some of the problems raised in it seem
to me to deserve a critical discussion. In one
section of the story, for instance, the workers
take possession of the factory in spite of a
police guard thrown around it. It seemed to
me that this seizure of the factory developed
naturally out of the situation that had been
built up to that point. But when I came to
write of the actual details of the seizure I ran
into some new problems I had not thought
of before—I tried to imagine what would
actually happen, in the sort of community I
pictured, when the workers entered the factor-
ies, what new factors entered a strike situation,
what advantages were gained, what new
hazards were encountered. It seemed to me
too that the problem was impertant, one the
working-class of this country must some day
face. When I came to write this, as I say, I
was stopped ; I couldn’t imagine clearly what
would happen, and the novel suffers as a
result. But I wanted at least to state the
problem, in the hope that it might be dis-
cussed, critically, that the imaginations of
others might be directed to envisioning it more
clearly than I could. Perhaps this answers
your question of what I expect from the
critics. If the limitations of my picture of
this event were clearly established, somebody
else might be helped to imagine comparable
events more concretely. And that seems to
me to be a great part of our task as novelists
and critics: we can work out, in our own
imaginations, some of the problems the work-
ing-class must face in actuality; we can fight
out on paper some of the real battles that
are coming, and so be a little better prepared
for them. If we can visualize them concretely,
in detail, the terrible costs of progress may
be a little reduced.
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Why not? Does this kind of criticism seem
too detailed and technical? If it seems so,
think of the space you wasted in those pro-
longed, careful, elaborate—and absolutel
meaningless—discussions of the difference b
tween the “simple” and the “collecti
novel—for instance. If necessary, let t
organizers review the strike novels occasio
ally, and give them space to say what the
really think. Let the revolutionary poets, onc
in awhile, review books on international
politics; let the Marxian economists review
books of revolutionary verse. But above all
stop those hair-splitting analyses of problems
that nobody but the critic ever worries about,
and get the discussions down to earth.

Jack Conroy

HAVE been asked to say what I think

of the critical policy of THE NEw MassEs
and specifically what I think of the criticism
of The Disinherited. There were minor
points in Mike Gold’s review that struck me
as fallacious, but T am sure that I have been
helped by the criticism. I have a sensitive nose
for malicious carping, but I could find none
of it in Mike’s review. Mike was re-affirming
that faith in proletarian writers which he
held steadfastly when proletarian literature
was a laughing stock for all the Olympian
critics who have at last been forced to recog-
nize its existence. Max Eastman, in the course
of a diatribe against THE NEW MASSES in
the current Modern Monthly, indignantly
cries: “Gold believes that anything written by
a ditch-digger or an elevator boy has some
inherent excellence, whether the man happens
to be able to write or not. He agrees with
the Russian, Pletnev, who wanted to base the
Institute of Proletarian Culture on the propo-
sition that ‘the proletarian artist will be at
once an artist and a worker.””

Horrors! How could anybody be a bora
fide, 18 carat “artist” and at the same time
a worker? We are secing a re-evaluation
of artistic values, and the conception of a
“artist” as an exotic creature remote fro
the everyday affairs of the working class is
one illusion THE NEw Masses is effectuall
shattering, and this accounts for the singula
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e still feels that they often blindly snatch
explanations and reasons to explain their
reciations. Likewise, there have been occa-
where critics, intending to offer an
rpretation of the social backgrounds of
erican literature have recited a few socio-
tical and economic commonplaces, married
commonplaces to literary works, and
uced pieces on the intellectual level of the
papers and popular histories. Likewise,
they solved gratuitous problems. Thus,
have illustrated what themes that general-
on, “the proletarian author,” may utilize,
what books will or will not stimulate
., They bid fair to endow “the proletarian
or” with the same kind of irrelevancy
now enshrounds “the economic man” of
ical economy. Although critics have been
ader in their appreciations since the inaugu-
on of the weekly NEw MassEs, they are
not free from the vice of revolutionary
bbery. This vice is largely the product of
ypostasized conception of social classes,
t upon the obvious of definitions and the
eptions of the most unmistakably and
y revealed phenomena of class struggle.
freeing themselves from this vice, and by
ewing gratuities, they can concentrate on
of their most important problems. Liter-
traditions, no more than the principles of
ce, are the property of one class. One
ical problem is that of perceiving qualities
uman use and worth in books and literary
ditions which can be carried over into a
class system without any essential loss of

ritics have praised dreary writing, largely,
eems, because of the author’s revolutionary
ject matter or his good intentions. If
ors must be praised for their revolutionary
intentions, I would suggest a division of
tion, Besides reviews and criticisms, let
be a new department created under the
e of Department of Professional Encourag-
nt.

Virgil Geddes

Literary critics, of course, are notoriously
lectful of books of plays and dramatic
icism. They know practically nothing of
t goes on in the theatre and for the most
are unable to judge a play in print from
level of literature. They will review a
lume like Dos Passos’s Three Plays, to be
e, but because Dos Passos is a novelist, not
ause his plays are or are not important.
res of inferior novels, books of poetry, etc.,
reviewed each week in our journals, but
ys have to make three times as much noise
the world even to be considered on their
its.

he dramatist, then, as far as criticism on
work is concerned, is neither helped nor
dered from the critical and literary press
e is simply left in the dark and neglected.
is is less true of our revolutionary maga-
, because revolutionaries have a higher
ard for the theatre as a social value. But
n here this condition has not been entirely

remedied. The superior attitude toward dra-
matic writing has not yet been overcome,

I suggest, then, a consideration- of play-
wrights as writers. On the revolutionary side
during the past year there has been, I believe,
as much good work done in the play form as
in the novel and in poetry. Its quality, its
reach and its contemporary interest compare
well with the work of other writers.

You ask: “What do you expect from
Marxian critics?”

So far, Marxian analysis has been valuable
to me in a broad and general way rather than
in any specific sense. It has given me a
broader historical consciousness, without which
no writer can develop and mature. There has
been little change in my writings since the
recent and more concentrated spread of the
Marxian viewpoint in America. A look at my
past work shows me that for many years it
has been developing in the direction which
Marxian analysis stands for and encourages.

I am for criticism with virus and a revo-
lutionary bias: they give it effect, value and
result. The application of strict Marxian
criticism to literature, however, tends to be
more of a criticism on a work rather than of
it. There should be more interest in men and
their work for what they are than for what
they are not.

Robert Gessner

HAVE not thought it the function of a

writer to pen elaborate criticisms to his
critics, a “bourgeois habit” which creates and
maintains the circulation of these incestuous
organs you see in the Greenwich Village book-
shops. ' Why then am I as a revolutionary writer
criticizing a revolutionary critic? Because we
revolutionaries have in common an interest
which transcends any aesthetic quibbling; we
are interested, or should be if we are at all
revolutionary, i, perfecting our writing as a
force aiding the proletariat in a Communist
revolution.

‘What kind of criticism then should a revo-
lutionary writer expect from a revolutionary
magazine? His work should be given the
closest scrutiny from the point of view of
Marxism-Leninism as to its value for the pro-
letariat in formulating and intensifying their
movement toward rebellion. 'What criticism
did my poem Upsurge get from one of the
editors of ‘Tue New Masses? Simply an
aesthetic analysis. This revolutionary critic
concerned himself solely with image and dic-
tion, complaining that “the imagery lacks in-
evitability ; sometimes it is frankly questionable
.. . occasionally . . . unpleasantly superfluous
. . . overlong stretches of violent language.”
Such phrases are more at home in a Village
sheet, or in company with the aesthetic critic
of the Nation, who was so “astonished” that
Upsurge was a “‘book,” “not a poem or a series
of poems.” Aesthetics may be important, but
the editor of the revolutionary New Masses
should not give only aesthetic criticism; and
from that standard alone take a superior at-
titude of condemnation through faint praise,

labeling Upsurge “a valiant attempt.” The
same holds for Alfred Hayes’ review in the
Daily Worker, when he complained of my
violent language, punctuation and reference to
lice. Lice, as Michael Gold long pointed out,
means poverty; it may be too bad for aesthetic
reasons, but in proletarian poetry poverty can-
not be ignored. However, no so-called revolu-
tionary critic has yet criticized Upsurge as to
its revolutionary intent,

Consequently I can’t say that the criti-
cisms to date of my work in THE New
Masses has helped me (letters from un-
aesthetic, class-conscious workers have), be-
cause it has not been revolutionary criticism
based on Marxism-Leninism. Instead it has
been superficial aestheticism derived from
bourgeois hang-overs. Earl Browder in the
first quarterly issue called attention to such
treatment of Gellert’s lithographs. For how
much longer will such criticism continue to
contradict the columns of a revolutionary
magz;zine devoted to the proletarian revolu-
tion?

Lauren Gilfillan

HE review in THE NEw MassEs helped
—but slightly. I sense a one-sided under-
standing,

I am glad when people say my book has
significance, but the book is printed and past
mending. \

Adverse criticism and comparison should be
stimulating. But I was disappointed. How-
ever: the reviewer explains my position rela-
tive to a “cutie” hanging about the outskirts
of strike activities. I had hoped that the
intelligent reader would be aware of my
awareness, i. e., that 1 was treating mysel{
objectively as a “Smith College girl.” Per-
sonalities should be left out of literary criti-
cisms. I had thought the reader would realize
and accept the conscious limitations of my
book. There were not to be “further steps.”
The book stops at a certain point and there
it is. Books should be taken for what they
are and judged for their worth, In this book
my only thesis was humanity itself—the in-
credible conditions under which humans can
still exist.

I want to understand and consider Marxian
critics as I wish them to understand and con-
sider me. I am American bourgeois, tradition-
ally white-collar, not a foreigner.

I feel, as Mr. Kallet says, that “Marxists
have never mastered the mechanics of Ameri-
can mass opinion.” I feel that perhaps I am
more in sympathy with the masses than
Marxists I have met. I am even better able
perhaps to speak the language of the American
masses than my comrade associates. Therefore
I reject their ignorant patronage as they resent
mine,

1 believe in the “predestined victory of the
proletariat,” but I feel that America will not
soon call itself proletariat. It is a foreign
word.

Marxism to me is one of a group of phil;
osophies with the same ultimate end. But it




