“Hands”

Sherwood Anderson 1919
· from his collection of related stories, Winesburg, Ohio (1919)
CHARACTERS
· Wing Biddlebaum

· 40

· looks 65
· bad

· fat

· short

· lives alone

· in his now-dead aunt’s house in Winesburg, Ohio

· NERVOUS
· “forever frightened and beset by a ghostly band of doubts”

· “for twenty years had been the town mystery”
· house 
· WB’s aunt’s house (she’s dead)

· broken down

· “half-decayed veranda of a small frame house”

· edge of ravine

· outskirts of Wineburg

· with field of clover

· though mustard seeds were sown

· overlooks highway

· George Willard

· young

· “son of Tom Willard, the proprietor of the New Willard House”

· reporter for the Winesburg Eagle
· WB’s only friend, the only one he opens up to

· “sometimes in the evenings he walked out along the highway to Wing Biddlebaum’s house”

· innocent, naive – which is unusual in a reporter

· wants to ask questions, but doesn’t – which is unusual in a reporter  

· Henry Bradford
· saloon keeper in Pennsylvania

· attacks WB in school yard when hears of story

· (reference to Puritans, William Bradford, governor of Plymouth?)

· community living

· living in God’s grace

· IRONY

· Jonathan Edwards’ “Sinners in the HANDS of an Angry God” sermon

· see END

__________________________________________________________________________________________
PLOT

· episodic

· series of episodes that, in their entirety, create a story
· (1) Wing Biddlebaum pacing nervously on porch (background)
· berry pickers returning home

· youth vs. old age

· impotence vs. vitality

· young girl teases WB about his hair

· & he good-naturedly plays along

· WB waiting, hoping to see GW

· WB ventures nervously out passed field to see if GW’s coming

· “then, fear overcoming him, ran back to walk again upon the porch on his own house” 
· (2) Background on how WB is not nervous around GW
· (3) WB’s HANDS
· (4) Flashback of the time GW wanted to ask @ WB’s hands 
· In general, GW had wanted to ask for a long time

· Curiosity tempered w/growing respect 

· WB lost himself in one of his speeches – impassioned
· lecturing GW, “…condemning his tendency to be too much influenced by the people about him. “You are destroying yourself,” he cried. “You have the inclination to be alone and to dream and you are afraid of dreams. You want to be like others in town here. You hear them talk and you try to imitate them.”

· Speech-Dream

· “…men lived again in a kind of pastoral golden age. Across a green open country came clean-limbed young men, some afoot, some mounted upon horses. In crowds the young men came to gather about the feet of an old man who sat beneath a tree in a tiny garden and who talked to them”

· WB = wise old man

· Then “Wing Biddlebaum looked long and earnestly at George Willard. His eyes glowed. Again he raised the hands to caress the boy and then a look of horror swept over his face.”

· GW wants to ask but doesn’t – 

· which is odd for a reporter

· “There’s something wrong, but I don’t want to know what it is. His hands have something to do with his fear of me and of everyone.”

· (5) WB’s story
· WB = Adolph Myers (20 years old)
· Pennsylvania schoolteacher

· what he was meant to do

· his behavior w/the school boys (“caressing”) mirrors his aforementioned behaviors w/GW

· tragedy:

· confused boy misinterprets caresses as homosexual advances

· boy = gay, transfers these onto WB

· (psychology:  transference, projection, wish fulfillment)

· tells “his dreams as facts”

· then “shadowy doubts” were “galvanized into beliefs” in the townspeople

· Henry Bradford pummels WB

· WB = driven out of town

· they want to hang him

· stop – b/c of his kindly & innocent disposition

· then change their minds again 

· driven out like Frankenstein’s monster by angry rural folk

· to Winesburg

· changed his name from product box in train station

· aunt lived in Winesburg

· ill for a year afterward (?)

· physically or mentally

· mental breakdown – like Sherwood Anderson’s (?)

· worked as a day laborer

· * never realized why they turned on him

· blames his HANDS

· (6) full circle back to WB waiting for GW
· GW never shows

· WB makes “supper”

· bread w/honey

· picks crumbs off floor

· lives like a PRIEST
__________________________________________________________________________________________
NOT GAY:
· “Adolph Myers was meant by nature to be a teacher of youth. He was one of those rare, little-understood men who rule by a power so gentle that it passes as a lovable weakness. In their feeling for the boys under their charge such men are not unlike the finer sort of women in their love of men.”

· “In a way the voice and the hands, the stroking of the shoulders and the touching of the hair were a part of the schoolmaster’s effort to carry a dream into the young minds. By the caress that was in his fingers he expressed himself. He was one of those men in whom the force that creates life is diffused, not centralized. Under the caress of his hands doubt and disbelief went out of the minds of the boys and they began also to dream.”

· confused boy’s dreams of “unspeakable things”

· tone carries a disgust for homosexuality

· those “things” are never mentioned

· PA town’s change of heart:  “…something in his figure, so small, white, and pitiful, touched their hearts and they let him escape.”
· he never realizes WHY

· “the boy, who was the medium through which he expressed his love of man”

__________________________________________________________________________________________
SYMBOLISM

· HANDS

· “The story of Wing Biddlebaum’s hands is worth a book in itself. Sympathetically set forth it would tap many strange, beautiful qualities in obscure men. It is a job for a poet.”

· nervousness

· good in bad:

· yet they help him to be a great picker

· metonymy

· hands = microcosm of his whole life/existence

· “a  figure  of  speech  that  consists  of  the  use  of  the  name of  one  object  or  concept  for  that  of  another  to  which  it  is  related,  or  of  which  it  is  a  part,  as  “scepter”  for  ‘sovereignty,’  or  ‘the  bottle’  for  ‘strong  drink,’  or  ‘count  heads  (or  noses)’  for  ‘count  people’ ” (dictionary.com)

· synecdoche

· “a figure of speech in which a part is used for the whole or the whole for a part, the special for the general or the general for the special”

· imagine what WB could accomplish if he lived his life as his Hands

· with all that energy, passion, wisdom

· Expressive of the passion, the fire still burning deep inside WB

· pounds when he talks

· slashes through the air when impassioned

· House

· = WB

· broken down

· on the edge of cliff – always “on edge”

· outsider 

· field of weeds

· = WB

· failed intentions

· meant to be something else

· meant to be a teacher, not a berry picker

· highway

· escape from seclusion

· the door to the cage

· freedom

· link to his past

· link to what he was meant to be

· so close…yet so far away

· he has the key to his own cage

· (Eagle’s “Already Gone”)

· GW
· youth

· WB’s 2nd chance

· WB’s reminder of who he was, who he was meant to be

· priest
· living a hermit’s life

· “…the kneeling figure looked like a priest engaged in some service of his church. The nervous expressive fingers, flashing in and out of the light, might well have been mistaken for the fingers of the devotee going swiftly through decade after decade of his rosary.” 

· hermit’s life

· simple, Spartan

· solitary

· lonely

· simple meals

· in perpetual, constant supplication, begging for forgiveness BUT not knowing for what sin

· lover of humanity

· teacher of humanity

· Jesus

· Jesus’ healing, loving (not-homosexual) touch

· (see Bradford reference above & Sinners in the HANDS of an Angry God)

· PRIESTS 2010:

· we’re infected by the sexual abuse scandals of Roman Catholic priests & the consequent cover-ups

· we lack the compassion to feel for WB

__________________________________________________________________________________________
IMAGES
· dreams
· broken dreams, dreams left to rot on the vine

· berries:

· life, vitality

· meant to be picked, but spoiled when left on the vine

· like the dreams above

· hands

· human contact, interaction

· love of humanity

· passion

· expressiveness

· (movie POWDER)

· “breaking wings of an imprisoned bird”

· “ The story of Wing Biddlebaum is a story of hands. Their restless activity, like unto the beating of the wings of an imprisoned bird, had given him his name. Some obscure poet of the town had thought of it. The hands alarmed their owner. He wanted to keep them hidden away and looked with amazement at the quiet inexpressive hands of other men who worked beside him in the fields, or passed, driving sleepy teams on country roads.”

· WB = imprisoned bird 

· self-imprisoned bird

· imprisoned by society’s expectations, rules, conformity
· wings

· freedom

· greatness, flying/soaring above the rest

· Socrates

· WB’s speech-dream to GW

· old man = Socrates

· who shared his wisdom to young men sitting at his feet

· “I cannot teach anybody anything, I can only make them think” (Socrates)
· “The whole object of education is...to develop the mind. The mind should be a thing that works.” (Anderson)
· priest

· living a hermit’s life

· “…the kneeling figure looked like a priest engaged in some service of his church. The nervous expressive fingers, flashing in and out of the light, might well have been mistaken for the fingers of the devotee going swiftly through decade after decade of his rosary.” 

· hermit’s life

· simple, Spartan

· solitary

· lonely

· simple meals

· in perpetual, constant supplication, begging for forgiveness BUT not knowing for what sin

· lover of humanity

· teacher of humanity

· Jesus

· Jesus’ healing, loving (not-homosexual) touch

__________________________________________________________________________________________
THEMES

· (teacher’s last lesson)

· about hasty conclusions based on hear-say, “shadowy doubts”

· WB’s theme to GW – 

· live your life

· forget what learned

· go your own way

· (reflected in SA’s own writing style)

· dream big

· Is WB a hypocrite??

· tells GW to live a certain way BUT doesn’t follow his own advice
· lives vicariously through others, GW
· loneliness, isolation
· self-imposed exile

· living in cages

· at conflict w/society

· people who are misunderstood 
· calls our attention to society’s attitudes toward homosexuality, pederasty

· dreams, aspirations, goals
· “breaking wings of an imprisoned bird”

· people living their lives in cages

· conforming to society’s demands

· hold their own key to freedom

· misunderstandings

· blowing things out of proportion

· how we react to the unknown, mysterious

· how we are quick to suspect the worst in people, esp. the unknown, mysterious

· how we are quick to create “monsters”

· children

· how quickly they turn

· “like disturbed insects”

· how adults (negatively) affect them – bad examples

· how we often miss perfect opportunities to teach them valuable lessons @ life

__________________________________________________________________________________________
STYLE

· Grotesque
· psychological deformity
· 3rd person POV

· talking to the reader

· like the oral tradition
· 2x calls for readers to be like POETS
· to analyze the story

· to poeticize it

· far better than the narrator can

· BW’s story “would tap many strange, beautiful qualities in obscure men. It is the job for a poet.”

·  “[…] look briefly into the story of the hands. Perhaps our talk of them will arouse the poet who will tell the hidden wonder […]”

· mystery 

· “Why is he so nervous?  What does he fear so much?”

· “Is he gay?”

· creates a feeling of unease

· with the purpose of making READER = PA townspeople

· What does this say about us?

· What does this do to our interpretation (often harsh) of the PA people?

· unconventional plotting
· flashbacks

· resolve the mystery

· explains why he’s so nervous

· justifies his nervousness, makes him a sympathetic character

· proves he’s not gay

· makes us examine our own reactions & the way we think

· READER:
· b/c of this structure

· readers = like the PA town

· “shadowy doubts” that are “galvanized into beliefs”

· makes us think/suspect that his feelings = homosexuality/pederasty instead of something else

· PROJECTION

· Do we project our “homophobia” onto Wing as those characters do?

· Are we just as guilt as they are?

· Do we think the worst in people?

· Do we ruin a good man’s reputation & destroy a promising career?

· (modernism’s reliance upon psychology)

CONNECTIONS:
· movie POWDER
· Eagles’ “Already Gone”

· Beatles’ “Eleanor Rigby”

__________________________________________________________________________________________
	· common themes: 

· see Winesburg, Ohio
· see Chicago Renaissance
· loneliness, isolation, seclusion

· love, romance, marginalization, poverty

· lack of fulfillment

· sexual repression

· thwarted lives

· disillusionment
· loss of traditional values in pursuit of American Dream

· AD = materialism, industrialization, disconnect from nature




	· STYLE:
· early influences = Gertrude Stein, Carl Sandburg

· voice of small-town America

· simplistic story-telling style

· with complex issues/themes

· language = 

· simple, everyday, ordinary people

· the American Dream (struggles – see Chicago Renaissance)

· realism

· modernism

· multiple perspectives
· psychology 

· psychological realism

· characters illustrate psych. principles

· depth of characters

· inner workings

· conflict:  man vs. society

· the unconscious

· introspective work

· (which adds to the realism)

· plotting:

· casual development
· complex motives 

· psychological

· unlike the O. Henry model (carefully constructed) that had dominated
· society = 

· “unsympathetic to individual desire” (http://www.learner.org/amerpass/unit11/authors-1.html)

· repressive

· social expectations vs. individual aspirations

· slice of life

· beauty of life, country (tragedy = what we do to Nature & each other)

· tone 

· folksy 

· related to “plotting”

· narrator fumbles along

· downplays/minimizes/underestimates his intelligence

· notes his lack of education/sophistication – needs a “Poet”

· awe at wonder & beauty of the Mid-West, Nature

· compassionate

· counters, softens nihilistic themes 

· “Anderson's frank yet tender depiction of these thwarted lives engages the imaginative participation of readers through techniques Burton Rascoe has described as ‘selective, indefinite, and provocative, instead of inclusive, precise, and explanatory.’” (http://www.enotes.com)

· grotesque

· spiritually unfulfilled, misshapened, crushed individuals

· ** INFLUENCED Hemingway, Faulkner




	· Chicago Renaissance:
· 1912-25

· Theodore Dreiser, Sherwood Anderson, Edgar Lee Masters, Carl Sandburg

· realistic depiction of contemporary city life

· bemoaning the loss of traditional country values
· wisdom

· hard work

· agrarian – in touch w/Nature

· independence
· lamenting the increase of materialistic & industrial society 

· cause of loss of values
· criticizing the American Dream & the Protestant Work Ethic 

· that hard work would bring prosperity & reward

· disillusionment

· heavily influenced by journalism (had worked in newspapers)



	Winesburg, Ohio
· 1919

· Winesburg = loosely modeled after Clyde, Ohio
· where his family had settled in 1894

· series of related short stories (23)

· loosely centered around the maturation of journalist George Willard

· episodic bildungsroman

· with common themes, setting, characters, tone, imagery

· similar to Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales
· common themes = 

· loneliness, isolation, seclusion

· love, romance, marginalization, poverty

· lack of fulfillment

· sexual repression

· thwarted lives

· the misunderstood inhabitants of Winesburg trapped in their loneliness by one "truth" that has turned into a falsehood

· the gnarled apples explicated most fully in the second story of the collection, "Paper Pills." In the orchards of Winesburg are gnarled, twisted apples, rejected by the apple pickers but savored by the narrator and his readers, that is, by the few who can recognize their sweetness. 
· Wing Biddlebaum in "Hands" and Ma Grimes in "Death in the Woods" are two of Anderson's grotesques, people trapped in their own inability to find the "truth" of their lives and thus unable to grow to maturity but possessing their own sweetness and beauty
· < http://college.cengage.com/english/heath/syllabuild/iguide/anderson.html >

· small town = narrow-minded (banality of country music)

· contrasted by George Willard

· In his Memoirs (ed. Ray Lewis White, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1969, p. 237) he calls the story "my first authentic tale" and claims that he "completed it cleanly at one sitting
· scandalous

· direct treatment of sexuality

· esp. a “sympathetic” portrayal of homosexuality, pederasty




