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Ellen Glasgow's feminism is revealed in her fiction, especially through her 

characterization of women. In four representative novels, Glasgow's 

female characters underscore the problems of women--from the 

womanly woman of the Victorian era to the new woman of the twentieth 

century. In Virginia, Virginia Pendleton is the product of an education 

that teaches her to be a dutiful wife and mother yet neglects her personal 

growth. In The Sheltered Life, Eva Birdsong is a victim of the myth of 

Southern Womanhood and its unrealistic expectations. Glasgow also 

attempts to show that character is fate, and women can turn to their 

inner resources to solve their problems. Thus Dorinda Oakley of Barren 

Ground enters the man's world of farming, and Ada Fincastle of Vein of 

Iron relies on her inherited fortitude to triumph over personal 

disappointments and the forces of social change. In these novels, Glasgow 

exposes the conservative educational, religious, and social influences that 

impinge on the development of women as total human beings. Ellen 

Glasgow's contribution to the feminist movement lies in her commitment 

to what she called women's "liberation of personality." 

iii 



Table of Contents 

Page 

Introduction ................................................... 1 

Chapter I: Virginia ........................ .... ... ... ............ S 

Chapter I 1: Barren Ground ......................... .. ............ 21 

Chapter III: The Sheltered Life .................................. .37 

Chapter IV: Vein of Iron ......................................... 56 

Conclusion ..................................................... 70 

Works Cited ........ . ........... .................... ...... ..... 75 

iv 



Introduction 

Ellen Glasgow was a Southern novelist--she was born in Richmond, 

Virginia in 1873--but she did not like to be labeled a regional writer. She 

resolved early in life not to "write of a single locality or of regional 

characteristics." She wanted to write about the South not as a "conquered 

province," but as a "part of the larger world" ( Tbe Woman Within 128). 

Her many novels mirror the social and political history of Virginia from 

the Civil War and Reconstruction to the beginning of the area's 

industrialization and World War II. But the emotions that her characters 

exhibit artd the difficulties they confront do indeed have universal 

significance. 

Particularly important to this study is her characterization of 

women. Glasgow creates for her readers realistic portraits of female 

characters which reflect not only the social attitudes that were common 

during the Victorian age, but those which have not disappeared 

completely even in our contemporary world. Her own experience as a 

young writer best exemplifies those attitudes. In her autobiography The 

Woman Within. for example, she tells of her attempt to publish her novel 

The JJescendant When she presented the manuscript to an editor from 

Macmillan Publishing Company in New York, he told her the best advice 

he could give her was to stop writing, and "'go back to the South and have 

some babies"' ( 108 ). She was twenty-two years old at the time. And, 
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although temporarily dejected, she returned home still adamant in her 

determination to be a novelist. 

Ellen Glasgow was a prolific writer: nineteen novels, twelve short 

stories, one volume of poetry, a book of criticism, and numerous 

newspaper and magazine articles were published during her lifetime. 

Her last novel, Beyond JJefeat ( 1966), and The Woman Within ( 1954), 

her autobiography, were published posthumously. In 1942 she was 

awarded the Pulitzer Prize for In This Our Life, which was later made into 

a motion picture. Glasgow was the recipient of a special award by the 

Saturday He view of Literature and also received several honorary 

academic degrees. Yet despite these accolades, scholarly and critical 

studies of her work waned for a number of years. Recently, however, 

primarily as a result of feminist criticism, there has been renewed 

interest in her literary achievements. 

The feminist movement was extremely active in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century. Glasgow, a young woman at the 

time, was acquainted with the leaders of the suffragist campaign in 

England, where she visited in 1909, and was very sympathetic to their 

cause. The writer herself helped to form the Equal Suffrage League of 

Virginia that same year; the first meeting was held at her home in 

Richmond. But when her sister Cary became ill, Glasgow stopped 

attending the meetings and left the more militant feminists to continue 

their crusade. She did, however, continue to further the cause of 

feminism in her own way--through her fiction. By focusing our attention 

on the restrictions and expectations that various elements of society 
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placed on the lives of her female characters, she provides insight into the 

needs of women everywhere. 

In The Woman Within Glasgow writes: 

I was always a feminist, for I liked intellectual revolt as much 
as I disliked physical violence. On the whole, I think women 
have lost something precious, but have gained immeasurably by 
the passing of the old order. ( 163-64) 

This statement describes succinctly the essence of her feminist 

philosophy. We shall see, by examining Glasgow's female characters, that 

while she frequently exposes the rigid codes and injustices of a socially 

conservative society, she can never quite relinquish her innate feeling 

that with the loss of the traditional concept of the womanly woman, an 

era of grace and beauty has been lost forever. According to Marcelle 

Thiebaux: "Throughout her fiction, as a dark and churning undercurrent, 

runs a course of critical feminist importance that is all the more valuable 

for the unresolved conflict it betrays" (9-10). 

The four novels selected for this study are representative of the 

author's mature work. They are Virginia ( 1913), Barren &round ( 1925). 

The Sheltered .l.il'e ( 1932), and Vein of Iron ( 1935). Virginia is the last 

in what have been alluded to as Glasgow's novels of the social history of 

Virginia. In her earlier works she concentrated primarily on male 

protagonists, but in Virginia she focuses on Virginia Pendleton, a self

sacrificing mother who devotes her entire life to her family. In the 

critically-acclaimed Barren td-ound, the heroine, Dorinda Oakley, is a 

different type of woman--one who overcomes her youthful romantic 

illusions and manages to achieve contentment and financial success 

through hard work and independence. The Sheltered lJl'e is a comedy of 
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manners, a genre some critics believe to be Glasgow's forte. And, 

although she is not the principal protagonist, but a pivotal character upon 

whom the structure of the novel depends, my study will center on Eva 

Birdsong, the stereotypical Southern belle, a symbol of the old South and 

its illusions. Finally, with Vein of/roll, I will explore the personality of 

Ada Fincastle, who inherits a vein of iron from her ancestors, which 

Glasgow defines as "the vital principle of survival, which has enabled 

races and individuals to withstand the destructive forces of nature and 

civilization" (A Certain Measure 169 ). Ada's inherited fortitude helps her 

to endure the disapproval of relatives and neighbors due to her 

illegitimate child, her husband's infidelity, and the financial hardship of 

the Great Depression. 

But Glasgow's women are not isolated: they are surrounded by 

friends, mothers, and various relatives whose presence invites us to 

compare their ideas and actions with those of the protagonists. For 

example, jenny Blair Archbald, in The Sheltered life, symbolizes the 

negative results of what Glasgow calls the South's eva~ive idealism. 

Therefore, although this study concerning the author's feminism will 

center primarily on the above-named female types, it will also examine 

some of the other women she portrays, since Glasgow's feminism is 

frequently revealed not only in the principal female character in her 

novels, but also in those who are close to her. Ellen Glasgow's heroines, 

and those with whom they are juxtaposed, define the problems of women 

and the writer's contribution to the cause of women's rights. 



Chapter 1 

Virginia 

Ellen Glasgow wrote Virginia at a very difficult period in her life. 

She had already lost her mother, whom she loved deeply, in 1893. And 

both her brother Frank, and her brother-in-law, Walter McCormack, who 

had been a close friend and mentor, had committed suicide. Her sister 

Cary, McCormack's widow, was stricken with cancer while Glasgow was 

working on the novel. Cary died in 1911, two years prior to the 

publication of Virginia. Her sister's death was especially painful for 

Glasgow because she was closer to Cary than to any of her other brothers 

and sisters. She describes her feelings this way: "I grew harder; I grew 

embittered against life" ( Woman 193). For it was Cary, more than any 

other member of the family, who encouraged her to write; Cary read her 

sister's manuscripts and offered her support and advice. Glasgow 

dedicated Virginia to Cary, not only because of her love for her sister, 

and her wish to honor her memory, but because Cary, like her mother 

Anne before her, possessed grace, kindness, and gentility--qualities 

Glasgow greatly admired, despite her feminism. 

Virginia Pendleton, the main character in the novel, is patterned to 

a large extent after the writer's sister and especially her mother. And 

despite Glasgow's ironic portrait of the heroine, with her limited 

education and narrow view of life, she has genuine compassion for her. 
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As Frederick P. W. McDowell notes: "Some of Anne Glasgow's sweetness 

and goodness were infused into the portrait of Virginia Pendleton 

in ~rginia"(l2). Moreover, the writer modeled her own life after her 

mother's; the "entertaining that became a hallmark of her home in 

Richmond came from the tradition of southern hostesses" (jones 231 ). 

Thus there exists in Ellen Glasgow's personal life and in her work strong 

evidence of a conflict between her admiration for the traditions of the 

past and the need to be free from its confining mores. McDowell 

continues: 

Miss Glasgow's professed liberalism of thought had sometimes 
clashed with an inherent conservatism of the spirit. ... As 
long as the realization of the best self was encouraged, Ellen 
Glasgow advocated a philosophy of change and relaxation of 
moral restraints, but she became dissatisfied whenever a 
doctrinaire liberalism, a materialistic progress, or a crudely 
naturalistic art threatened the spiritual autonomy of the 
individual or implied that life had only a surface meaning. (39) 

It is because of her lingering attachment to the Victorian era into 

which she was born that Mark Royden Winchell does not include Glasgow 

with the novelists of the Southern Renascence. Her view of the world, he 

suggests, was "fundamentally different from that of the post-World War I 

novelists." Although she "was no longer able to rest comfortably in the 

pieties of a Victorian past," she "was not ready to accept the anomie of a 

Modernist Future" (7 4-75 ). According to Marcelle Thiebaux: "She touched 

on crime, alienation. and despair but did not examine their deeper 

consequences." It was a "temperamental restraint and an essentially 

romantic sensibility" that "prevented her from carrying the themes she 

initiated to their dark and necessary conclusions" (S) 
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Ellen Glasgow, despite her lack of a formal education, was an avid 

reader: by the time she was eighteen she had read Nietzsche, Spencer, 

Schopenhauer, and especially Darwin. She wanted desperately to 

distance herself from the magnolia tradition of Southern literature. Her 

wish was to "turn Americans from the fiction of Thomas Nelson Page, 

George W. Cabell and james Lane Allen" (McCann 130). And, as a result, 

she "bore some affinities to the turn-of-the-century American Naturalists, 

writers who were obsessed by the role of environment in the shaping of 

human destiny" (Winchell 75 ). As we shall see, in her portrayal of 

Virginia Pendleton Glasgow created a heroine whose early social and 

religious training rendered her incapable of perceiving the gradual 

disintegration of her marital relationship. Phillip D. Atteberry points out: 

Glasgow's intuitions constantly pulled her toward a balanced 
portrayal of the genteel South; her mind and her literary 
aspirations pushed her toward a more negative--and thereby 
more distinctive--portrayal. ( 6) 

Virginia, the story of a middle-class woman, contains many 

elements of the past and its traditions--qualities that are embodied in the 

character of Virginia. She is the image of the gentle, passive, self-effacing 

woman. But she also symbolizes "the universal conflict between the 

ideal of what a Southern lady was supposed to be and the reality of a 

woman's life in the early twentieth century" (Godbold 98-99). 

Virginia is divided into three books--each one encompassing a 

different period in the heroine's life. The first book is entitled "The 

Dream," in which Virginia meets and falls in love with Oliver Treadwell; 

the second is called "The Reality" and· includes the period of their 
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marriage and the birth of their children; the final book. appropriately 

entitled "The Adjustment," covers the dissolution of the couple's marriage 

and Virginia's rather dismal prospects for the future. 

The novel begins with a revealing description of the main 

character. Glasgow tells us that Virginia is a young girl with "an old

world charm of personality." She embodies "the feminine ideal of the 

ages" and wears an "expression of natural simplicity and goodness" (5). 

Then, in contrast. we are introduced to Virginia's closest friend. Susan 

Treadwell. the daughter of Cyrus Treadwell, the wealthiest man in the 

town. Susan is said to be "as intellectual as the early eighties and the 

twenty-one thousand inhabitants of Dinwiddie permitted a woman to be." 

Regarding Virginia and her friend, the writer calls Susan "the stronger of 

the two" and says that "she dominated the other, as she dominated every 

person or situation in life, not by charm, but by the force of an energetic 

and capable mind" (6). 

The vast difference in the personalities of the two girls is essential 

to the story: Virginia symbolizes the old social order, and epitomizes the 

"ideal" young lady; Susan represents the more positive qualities of the 

future combined with the greater independence of the "new woman." 

Throughout the novel Glasgow challenges us to compare them. However 

the author is never harshly critical in her view of Virginia. In her book 

of essays, A Certain Me11sure, for example, the writer informs us that 

women like her "had embodied for centuries the thwarted human longing 

for the beautiful and the good" (96). But Glasgow is highly critical of the 
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institutions that imposed their rigid codes on her and others like her. 

Glasgow's appraisal of the training that Virginia received at Miss Priscilla 

Batte's Academy for Young Ladies is a typical example of her ironic art: 

Her education was founded upon the simple theory that the 
less a girl knew about life, the better prepared she would 
be to contend with it. . . . And this ignorance of anything that 
could possibly be useful to her was supposed in some 
mysterious way to add to her value as a woman and to make 
her a desirable companion to a man who, either by experience 
or by instinct, was expected "to know his world." (21-22). 

A young girl graduating from the Academy for Young Ladies might 

remain a "trifle weak in her spelling" but her "moral education" "would be 

firmly rooted in such fundamental verities as the superiority of man and 

the aristocratic supremacy of the Episcopal Church" ( 11 ). These are the 

doctrines preached by Virginia's father, Gabriel. the rector of the local 

church. And they represent the lessons of Priscilla Batte, Virginia's 

instructor, who is also a victim of the novelist's cutting irony: "just as the 

town had battled for a principle, without understanding it, so she was 

capable of dying for an idea, but not of conceiving one." Miss Priscilla 

"stood firmly rooted in all that was static, in all that was obsolete and 

outgrown in the Virginia of the eighties" ( 12-13 ). 

Rita R. Golts offers us a cogent assessment of Virginia's 

environment: 

Already in the springtime of her life, she has been 
irretrievably programmed and sacrificed by society's three 
main institutions: first by family, her parents who teach her 
that love is all she will ever need in her roles as wife and 
mother; second by religion, the Episcopalian Church that 
indoctrinates her with the sacredness of being an object "to be 
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given" to her husband; and third, by education, Miss Priscilla 
Batte's Academy for Young Ladies. (97) 

Virginia's mother provides the example for the young girl's own 

expectations of motherhood: Lucy Pendleton's "hands which were once 

lovely, were now knotted and worn; for she had toiled when it was 

necessary, though she had toiled always with the manner of a lady" (39 ). 

Virginia, not out of cruelty, but out of innocence, "let her mother slave 

over her because she had been born into a world where the slavery of 

mothers was a part of the natural order ... "(54). Glasgow tells us that 

Virginia was vaguely aware that her mother had had a difficult life, but 

this knowledge did not prevent the girl from believing that her own life 

would be different. 

When Virginia and Oliver Treadwell meet, they fall in love almost 

instantly. Neither of them realizes that the emotion they are 

experiencing is a mutual physical attraction and not an enduring love. 

Basically, they have very little in common. Oliver convinces himself that 

he loves Virginia because she is the essence of femininity, yet he really 

admires his cousin, Susan, a great deal more. When Susan looks at him in 

her clear, straightforward way, he feels a little uncomfortable. The 

author explains: "This clearness, with its utter freedom from affectation 

or sentimentality, embarrassed him by its unlikeness to aH the attributes 

he mentally classified as feminine" ( 1 04). 

But Oliver is forced to admit that "the woman spirit in her was 

expressed through character rather than through emotion ... "(104). 

As far as Virginia is concerned, although she knows how desperately 

Oliver wants to be a playwright, for he devotes many hours to his writing, 
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she neither understands his work, nor shows any interest whatever in 

sharing his thoughts about it. Ironically, Oliver's play deals with the new 

woman. Glasgow's remarks about his knowledge, or, rather, his lack of 

knowledge of the subject, are a clear indication of her feminism: 

Like most men of twenty-two, he was convinced that he 
understood all about women, and like most men of any age, he 
was under the impression that women acted, thought, and felt, 
not as individuals, but as a sex. ( 128) 

Then, while Virginia waits agonizingly for Oliver to appear at a 

dance, the writer says, "For the first time, born of the mutinous longing in 

her heart, there came to her the tragic vision of life": 

Suspense! Was that a woman's life, after all? Never to be able 
to go out and fight for what one wanted! Always to sit at 
home and wait, without moving a foot or lifting a hand toward 
happiness! Always to will in secret, always to hope in secret, 
always to triumph or to fail in secret. Never to be one's self-
never to let one's soul or body relax from the attitude of 
expectancy into the attitude of achievement. (152-53) 

Thus Glasgow utilizes the girl's thoughts to seize once again the· 

opportunity to rage against the injustice of a world in which a woman is 

never permitted to be assertive and take control of a situation: the type 

of behavior that a patriarchal society mandates as unacceptable for a 

woman. 

When Oliver is unsuccessful in his attempt to sell his play--the 

public is not ready for Oliver's "realism"--he is compelled to accept a job 

offer from his uncle, Cyrus Treadwell. With this promise of employment, 

he and Virginia become engaged. While preparations are being made for 

the wedding, Virginia receives some last-minute advice from Lucy: 
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Your first duty now. of course, is to your husband. Remember, 
we have always taught you that a woman's strength lies in 
her gentleness. His will must be yours now, and wherever 
your ideas cross. it is your duty to give up, darling. It is the 
woman's part to sacrifice herself. ( 199) 

This kind of advice from mothers is certainly not restricted to 

Southern brides; it was more realistically evaluated by Mary 

W ollstonecraft: 

Women are told from their infancy, and taught by the 
example of their mothers, that a little knowledge of human 
weakness. justly termed cunning, softness of temper, outward 
obedience, and a scrupulous attention to a puerile kind of 
propriety, will obtain for them the protection of man; and 
should they be beautiful. every thing else is needless, for, at 
least, twenty years of their lives. ( 3 0) 

There is little doubt that Glasgow wants us to compare Lucy 

Pendleton's admonition to her daughter with Susan's much sounder 

advice to her friend: "He is a Treadwell and so am I. and the chief 

characteristic of every Treadwell is that he is going to get the thing he 

wants most" (207). Susan further warns her friend not to spoil Oliver. 

But, Susan, a TreadweU herself, does not always get what she wants. 

Despite her impassioned plea to her father to send her to coUege, Cyrus 

refuses because he believes education is wasted on a woman--her role in 

life is to become a wife and mother. Although Susan is compelled to 

accept her father's decision in regard to her education, she tells her 

mother, Belinda, ''I've a life of my own to live, and I'm not going to let my 

happiness depend on how many times a man looks at me" ( 11 0 ). 

Belinda Treadwell is another unfortunate victim of Glasgow's 

disastrous marriages. Unlike Gabriel Pendleton, who at leasts exhibits 

some affection for his wife, Cyrus has little to do with Belinda. In fact, 
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Glasgow describes a scene in the novel in which Cyrus's former black 

mistress pleads with him to help their son, who is in trouble with the 

police. Cyrus not only dismisses her, he refuses to acknowledge the boy 

as his own. His wife apparently knew about the affair many years 

before. But her knowledge of it is not her only grievance against her 

husband. As she tells Oliver, "He has always paid the bills, but he never 

gave me a cent in my life to do as I pleased with" ( 112 ). 

After Oliver and Virginia's wedding, they move to Matoaca City, 

West Virginia, the location of his work. Then "The Reality" begins. The 

second chapter of Book Two, "Virginia's Letters," represents an epistolary 

portrait of Virginia's life as a wife and mother. And, as Atteberry notes, 

through her letters to her mother in Dinwiddie, "we see her more as an 

individual with specific problems than as a type." She "appears less like a 

representation of Miss Priscilla's obsolete and mentally paralyzing 

education and more like a victim of it" (166 ). Virginia's own statements 

reveal the substance of her existence: 

At first Oliver hated dreadfully to have me do everything 
about the house, but he is beginning to get used to it now. 
because, of course, I never let him see if anything happens to 
worry me or if I am tired when he comes home. It takes every 
minute of my time, but then, there is nothing else here that I 
care to do. ( 216) 

In another letter, Virginia, tells her mother about Mrs. Payson, the 

wife of Oliver's manager. She writes: "Mrs. Payson is a college woman 

and it seems to me that she is always trying to appear as clever as a 

man." Although Virginia sympathizes with Mr. Payson because of his 

wife's apparent indifference to her homemaking responsibilities, she is 
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puzzled by his attention toward his wife because "he seems to have the 

greatest admiration for her" (218 ). 

When Virginia writes to announce her pregnancy. she also 

expresses her concern that Oliver is not happy about the news and that 

he actually seems frightened. She is not at all frightened: "All women 

must expect to have children when they marry, and if God makes them 

suffer for it. it must be because it is best that they should" (221 ). Then. 

after the arrival of Lucy, their first child: 

I have the crib brought into my room (though Oliver hates 
it) and I take entire charge of her night and day. I should 
love to do it if only Oliver didn 't mind it so much. He says I 
think more of the baby now than I do of him - Isn't that 
absurd? But of course she does take every single minute of my 
time. and I can't dress myself for him every evening as 
carefully as I used to do and look after all the housekeeping 
arrangements. (227) 

Thus Glasgow·s epistolary device effectively provides us with 

insight into Virginia 's obsession with her maternal duties and her lack of 

vision regarding her deteriorating marital situation. One of the young 

mother's last letters foreshadows her future loneliness: 

I am all alone in the house to-night because a play is in town 
that Oliver wanted to see and I made him go to it. He wanted to 
ask Mrs. Midden to sit down-stairs (she has offered over and 
over again to do it) so that I might go too, but of course I 
wouldn't let him. I really couldn't have enjoyed it a minute for 
thinking of the baby, and besides I never cared for the theatre. 
(229) 

Virginia gives birth to two other children--Harry and jenny-

during the time she and Oliver live in West Virginia. A fourth child dies 

in infancy. Her grief at the loss of her baby, as well as the strain of 
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caring for her other children, leaves Virginia both frail and thin. 

Moreover, she becomes almost obsessed in her determination not to 

suffer the loss of another child. The couple's financial difficulties also 

take their toll on her, for she assumes the responsibility of seeking ways 

to cut expenses in various areas in order to provide for the needs of their 

growing family. Oliver, however, continues to spend money rather freely. 

Unbeknown to Oliver, Virginia is forced to accept a check from her 

parents to help her over a particularly difficult period, even though she 

realizes that they have given her money at a sacrifice to their own needs. 

After a period of about seven years, Oliver begins to achieve 

financial success in his playwriting efforts, and, to the delight of Virginia, 

the family moves back to Dinwiddie. But the couple are separated more 

and more because of Oliver's fr~quent trips to New York to supervise the 

production of his plays. And Virginia chooses not to leave the children. 

As Lucy tells Susan: "I wish jinny could go with him, but I don't believe 

she would spend a night away from the children for anything on earth" 

(23). Susan, herself, has married john Henry during Virginia's absence 

and has several children of her own. But she, unlike her friend, reads 

widely and is involved in many civic and charitable organizations: her life 

does not revolve around her family alone. There is a marked contrast 

between the lives of the two women; Glasgow, of course, wants us to 

know that Susan's is the healthier, both physically and psychologically. 

Oliver and Virginia grow further apart as he begins to spend more 

time in New York than is really necessary. Even when he is at home, he 

ignores his wife and her attempts to engage his attention: "Oliver had 

changed; for months this thought had lain like a stone on her heart" 
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(296). Glasgow tells us, "He had worshipped her at twenty-two, and now, 

at forty-seven, there were moments when she realized with a stab of 

pain that she bored him ... "(441). Oliver, it seems, "felt more than 

ever the need of some intellectual outlet for the torrent of his 

imagination" (307). Inevitably, Virginia discovers that Oliver is in love 

with Margaret Oldcastle, an actress in one of his plays. And, predictably, 

Margaret is everything Virginia is not--ambitious, assertive, stylish, and 

inteHigent. The author writes: "As a wife, Virginia was perfect; as a 

mental companion, she barely existed at all" (307). 

Virginia realizes she could probably win back Oliver through tears 

and an appeal to his sympathy, but only once during their marriage did 

she have a selfish impulse--when she purchased blue silk fabric with 

which to have a dress made. But when her mother died, she reverted to 

established habits and early training and had the fabric dyed black for 

the funeral. Thus Virginia leaves Oliver to his happiness: it is too late for 

her to begin thinking of herself. Her children are grown and living away 

from home. "Outgrown not only by her children but also by her 

husband," Virginia clings "pathetically to outworn tradition while the rest 

of the world passes by" (Gotts 100). Glasgow tells us: "Nothing remained 

except the long empty years, for she had outlived her usefulness" (522). 

The novel ends with just a glimmer of hope when Virginia receives a note 

from her son. "Dearest mother, I am coming home to you, 'Harry"' (522). 

Ellen Glasgow grew up within a patriarchal system. She made her 

debut in Charleston at the age of sixteen. As we have already noted, she 

entertained at her home in Richmond with legendary Southern 

hospitality. And, according to her letters and her autobiography, she did 
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not lack for masculine attention. She was always aware of her physical 

appearance; her hair was elegantly styled, and her wardrobe was 

impeccable. Moreover, despite the income from her books, which enabled 

her to travel and spend money freely, she relied on a trust fund from her 

oldest brother whom she visited freqently in London. As Linda W. 

Wagner writes: "Her dependence on men throughout her life--both 

personally and literarily--shows how thoroughly ingrained the Cinderella 

story was, especially in its Southern variants" (£11en7). 

But the writer was also a feminist because she attempted to expose 

the myths pertaining to women that had developed ever since the 

creation of Eve in the Garden of Eden. The two aspects of her psyche were 

always in conflict: 

Ellen herself was one day an old fashioned Southern girl and 
the next day a modern intellectual in total rebellion against the 
traditions of the past. In all of her life she was not able to shed 
either role, nor was she able to reconcile them. (Godbold 99) 

In Virginia Glasgow advances the cause of feminism by illustrating 

the effects of education, religion, and social pressures on her heroine. In 

addition, she creates female characters with whom we may compare 

Virginia. Susan, for example, represents all the positive attributes of the 

new woman; she loves her husband and her children, but they are a part, 

not the whole of her existence. Although Susan is assertive and strong

minded, she is a thoughtful friend to Virginia, a respectful daughter to 

her rather disagreeable father, and she even delays her own marital 

plans to care for her ailing mother. 

We only learn about Mrs. Payson indirectly, through Virginia's 

letters, but she appears to be an intelligent and well-adjusted young 
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woman. If she neglects her husband, as Virginia believes, Mr. Payson 

does not seem to mind it. 

Lucy and jenny, Virginia's daughters, also provide a stark contrast 

to their mother. According to Glasgow, Lucy, the elder of the two girls, 

had "faults of excessive individualism," and the author lists them as 

"egoism," "selfishness," and "lack of consideration and of reverence" ( 439 ). 

Regarding jenny, a student at Bryn Mawr, Glasgow writes: 

To jenny, education had usurped the place which the church 
had always occupied in the benighted mind of her mother. 
All the evils of our civilization--and these evils shared with the 
working woman the right to her attention--she attributed to the 
fact that the former generation of women had had either no 
education at all, or worse even than that, had had the 
meretricious brand of education which was supplied by an 
army of Miss Priscillas. (428) 

After her parents' separation, jenny spends a month in Dinwiddie, 

but she has little time for conversation with her mother. During her visit 

"she organized a number of societies and clubs for the improvement of 

conditions among working girls ... "(500). Of the two girls, jenny is 

more intelligent and aggressive. She has a social conscience, and she is 

greatly concerned with improving the conditions of women: yet she 

neglects the needs of the woman who gave her life--her own mother. 

Lucy, on the other hand, contributes nothing: either to her family or to 

the advancement of society. Clearly, in her depiction of Virginia and her 

daughters, Glasgow prefers the former, with her misguided self-sacrifice, 

to the imbalance of personalities exemplified by Lucy and jenny. 

Ellen Glasgow also contributes to the furtherance of women's rights 

by permitting us to witness the various marriages in Virginia. Through 
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Virginia's letters, we have already seen that Mr. and Mrs. Payson have a 

good relationship, and Susan and john Henry have a fine marriage too. To 

other members of the community, Gabriel and Lucy Pendleton appear to 

be happily married, but we know how difficult Lucy's life has been and 

that Gabriel expects a woman to "serve." Moreover, Gabriel's thoughts 

reveal that he was happiest when he served in the army--not as a 

clergyman or as a husband to Lucy. The marriage of Virginia and Oliver 

is the only one to end in divorce; but they never quarreled, there had 

simply been a "gentle, yet deliberate, withdrawal of personalities" ( 441 ). 

Susan's parents, Cyrus and Belinda, represent the unhappiest couple in 

the novel. The anger and bitterness in their relationship is obvious to 

everyone. 

What can we learn from this juxtaposition of marriages? john 

Henry and Mr. Payson are happy and contented with their spouses, yet 

both of their wives embody many qualities of the new woman. Gabriel 

Pendleton and Cyrus Treadwell both have traditional wives, and neither 

husband is truly satisfied. Glasgow, in her representation of these 

marriages, is forwarding a feminist viewpoint: both men and women are 

happier in their relationships when women are granted greater freedom 

of expression and independence. Most important to advancing the 

feminist cause, however, is the author's characterization of Virginia. In 

portraying the unfortunate consequences of a woman whose life is 

dedicated only to caregiving--who fails to develop her own potential and 

interests--Glasgow is touching on an extremely relevant topic. For the 

disabling effects of the "empty nest syndrome," which many mature 
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women experience, is a problem that social scientists are grappling with 

even today. 



Chapter 2 

Barren Ground 

C. Hugh Holman calls Barren (/round Ellen Glasgow's "most personal 

and autobiographical novel" ( Windows 127 ). And there are a number of 

parallels in the novelist's life and that of her fictional heroine which 

suggest that Holman's statement is accurate. In 1917 Glasgow became 

engaged to Henry W. Anderson, a lawyer, whom she refers to as "Harold 

S--" in TJJeWoman WitiJ.in. But the advent of World War I separated the 

couple; Anderson became a colonel in the Red Cross and was sent 

overseas. In his official capacity as Chairman of a Commission to the 

Balkans, he became acquainted with Queen Marie of Rumania. When his 

letters began to arrive in Richmond filled with admiring stories about the 

Queen, Glasgow realized that the man she planned to marry had become 

infatuated with another woman. 

The relationship between the novelist and Anderson became 

strained; and, when he returned home the following year, they called off 

their engagement. Ellen Glasgow became so despondent over the breakup 

that she attempted to commit suicide. In her autobiography she 

describes her emotions at that difficult time: "There was no help in 

religion; there was no help in philosophy; there was no help in human 

relationships" ( Woman237). Despite their decision to lead separate lives, 

however. in TJJe Woman WitiJJiJ Glasgow discloses that she and Henry 

?1 
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Anderson remained in touch with each other for over twenty-one years. 

She does not explain why their friendship finally ended; but it is likely 

that a contributing factor was the heart attack she suffered in 1939 

which precipitated a gradual decline in health until her death in 1945. 

Glasgow threw herself into her writing. And in ·1925, Barren 

Ground was published--the story of a young woman who is jilted by her 

lover. The heroine is so bitter over the broken affair that she later 

dismisses the attentions of an eligible man who truly cares for her. She 

exchanges the prospect of a lifetime of love and intimacy for a joyless 

existence dedicated to hard work and material success. Constructing the 

novel provided a form of catharsis for the author: "If falling in love could 

be bliss, I discovered, presently, then falling out of love could be blissful 

tranquillity" ( Woman 244). In the Preface to Barren Ground Glasgow 

reveals how the book became "almost a vehicle of liberation" (v) for her: 

After years of tragedy and the sense of defeat that tragedy 
breeds in the mind, I had won my way to the other side of 
the wilderness, and had discovered, with astonishment, that 
I was another and a very different person. (v) 

Thus C. Hugh Holman's assertion regarding the autobiographical 

nature of the novel has a great deal of merit, for the protagonist in Barren 

Ground has a basic need for love which she sublimates through work and 

ambition--not unlike her creator. Besides Henry Anderson, Glasgow had 

been in love with a married man who died in 1905: the man she calls 

"Gerald B"--in her autobiography. She had also been engaged once 

before, to the Reverend Frank Ilsley Paradise. It is apparent that the 

writer wanted love in her life; but, unfortunately, she came to the 

conclusion that marriage and a career were incompatible. 
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Patricia Yorke, a character in one of Glasgow's early stories, "A 

Woman of Tomorrow" ( 1895), anticipates Dorinda Oakley in Barren 

Ground In the short story the heroine chooses a career--the profession 

of law--above marriage to a young farmer who feels a duty to care for his 

mother. The protagonist, after achieving success as an Associate justice 

of the Supreme Court, suddenly feels a void in her life for not having had 

a husband and children, and she regrets her decision not to marry. Ellen 

Glasgow's feminism surfaces in both the short story and the novel, but in 

slightly different ways. In "A Woman of Tomorrow" she suggests that a 

woman must choose between a family and a career--a decision that a 

man is not confronted with, except in unusual circumstances. In the 

novel, the author presents us with the theme of female as victim of man 's 

betrayal. The young heroine, pregnant and abandoned by her lover, has 

no one to turn to in her predicament. Only her inner resources--pride, 

fortitude, and native intelligence--enable her to survive. 

Barren Grounct the story of Dorinda Oakley, covers the period from 

1894 to 1924, and the book is divided into three parts: "Broomsedge," 

"Pine," and "Life-Everlasting." The titles represent types of plants 

indigenous to the setting of the novel, a rural area of Virginia which the 

author knew well. In the years after the Civil war. she tells us, the tenant 

farmers had "picked the featureless landscape as clean as a skeleton" ( 4). 

Modern methods of farming, designed to conserve fertile soil, had not 

reache4 that remote region of the state. The barrenness and desolation of 

the land have a negative effect on the spirit of Dorinda's family and many 

of the people in Pedlar's Mill; thus "the landscape frequently turns out to 

be a manifestation of the psyche" (Raper 79 ). As Louis Auchincloss 
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points out, the influence of Thomas Hardy is present in Barren 6round: 

"Egdon Heath is not more part of the lives of the characters of The Heturn 

of the Native than is the Piedmont countryside part of the Oakleys" (75). 

Dorinda Oakley is "a tall girl. not beautiful," with features "too 

stern. too decisive," according to the author (9). "Her eyes were her one 

memorable feature. Large, deep, radiant, they shone beneath her black 

lashes with a clear burning colour, as blue as the spring sky after rain" 

(9 ). 

Dorinda is only twenty years old at the start of the novel, but "the 

one thing that seemed to her immutable and everlasting was the poverty 

of the soil" (10). joshua, her father, knows nothing but hard work: "When 

his crop failed, or his tobacco was destroyed by frost, he would drive his 

plough into the field and begin all over again" (33). Regarding the girl's 

mother, Eudora, Glasgow tells us: "Like the land, which took everything 

and gave back nothing, the farm had drained her vitality without altering 

its general aspect of decay" (31 ). Forty years before, Eudora had been a 

pretty girl very much in love with a young missionary. But her husband

to-be died of fever in the Congo. Devastated over the loss of her first 

love, Mrs. Oakley married into the "poor white" class and "had worked so 

hard for so many years that the habit had degenerated into a disease" 

(31 ). For Eudora. religion is a form of escape from her depressed mental 

state, "and her recoil from her husband's inefficiency" is directed at a 

"scrupulous neatness" (34). 

Dorinda has worked in Nathan Pedlar's store ever since Rose Emily, 

Nathan's wife, became ill. Despite the biting cold and the winter snow, 

Dorinda walks four miles to and from her home to the store each day. 
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She endures the hardship because she wants to save enough money to 

buy a cow so that her family can have milk and butter. Recently, 

however, a special radiance has supplanted Dorinda's formerly colorless 

existence; she has fallen in love with a young physician--jason Greytock: 

To the casual observer there was merely a personable young 
man, the son of old Doctor Greytock, making the scattered rural 
calls of a profession which his father was too drunk to pursue. 
A pleasant young man, intelligent, amiable, still wearing with a 
difference the thin veneer of the city. ( 11) 

jason has deferred his own plans to practice medicine in the city 

because he believes that his father is near death. Dorinda is certain that 

jason will return to the city, after his father either recovers or dies, and 

she dreams of marriage to jason and a new life away from Pedlar's Mill. 

But old Matthew Fair lamb's warning foreshadows the future: 

"The old man ain't dead yit. I've known some hard drinkers to 
have long lives, an' thar ain't nothin' more wearin' on the young 
than settin' down an' waitin' fur old folks to die .... if he'd 
listen to the warnin' of eighty-odd years, he'd git away before 
the broomsedge ketches him. Thar's one thing sartain sure, 
you've got to conquer the land in the beginning, or it'll conquer 
you before you're through with it." ( 14) 

The old philosopher's reminder goes unheeded, of course, because 

Dorinda is too imbued with youthful romantic notions to feel anything 

more than a slight annoyance at his little speech. But Fair lamb's 

insightful words suggest an important theme of the novel: only those 

strong enough to overcome the pervasive inertia and ennui of·Iife in 

Pedlar's Mill will survive to lead purposeful lives. 

Within six months of assuming his father's medical practice, jason 

confesses to Dorinda that he "never really cared a hang about science," 

and the only aptitude he has for his profession is "one of personality" and 
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"a sentimental pleasure in relieving pain" (86). jason expresses an 

interest in restoring the land and believes it could be productive again if 

people would "have the sense to treat it as a doctor treats an 

undernourished human body" (87). He continues: 

"Take Nathan Pedlar and james Ellgood. james Ellgood has 
made one of the best stock farms in the state; and that, by 
the way, is what this country is best suited for--stock or 
dairy farms. If I had a little money I could make a first rate 
dairy farm out of Five Oaks and Old Farm." (87) 

Although she does not appear to be listening attentively, Dorinda 

does not forget jason's words. In the end, she, not jason. will restore Old 

Farm, her parents' land, and Five Oaks, the property of the Greylocks, to 

fertile, profitable enterprises. 

Dorinda and Jason become engaged. And when Dorinda discovers 

that she is pregnant. she is not overly concerned because she believes she 

will be married shortly. But, when her lover goes out of town. and she 

does not hear from him for days, she goes to Five Oaks. There she learns 

from jason's alcoholic father that jason has married Geneva Ellgood: 

"He loved you well enough, I reckon, to want to jilt Geneva: but 
he found out. when he tried, that she wasn't as easy to jilt as he 
thought. He'd courted her way back yonder last year, when 
they were in New York together. Later on he'd have been glad 
to wriggle out of it; but when jim and Bob Ellgood came after 
him, he turned white-livered again. They took him off and 
married him while he was still shaking from fright." ( 116-17) 

Dorinda waits for jason in the barn at Five Oaks that evening. And 

she listens as he tries to defend his actions. He is finally forced to admit, 

however, that he was simply unable to withstand the threats from 

Geneva's family. Glasgow tells us that Dorinda even attempts to kill him. 

but "the gun slipped from her hands" ( 128 ): 
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In that instant. with a piercing flash of insight, she saw him as 
he was. false, vain, contemptible, a coward in bone and marrow. 
He had wronged her; he had betrayed her; he had trampled her 
pride in the dust; and he had done these things not from 
brutality, but from weakness. ( 130) 

The next day, unable to face her family or the community, Dorinda 

leaves for New York. As the train pulls way, she looks out the window 

and sees "the dull glow of the broomsedge, smothered yet alive" ( 152)--a 

metaphor for her own psychological state. Discouraged and frightened, 

she nevertheless has the foresight and the will to break away from the 

stifling surroundings of the countryside. judy Smith Murr argues: 

The people at Pedlar's Mill, on the whole, fight to stay in a rut, 
and it is against this symbolic destruction that Dorinda battles; 
but, significantly, the outward battle is paralleled by the more 
intense inner one. And Glasgow insists that this battle must 
be fought alone. (44) 

"Pine," the second part of the novel, begins with Dorinda's arrival in 

New York. And the title symbolizes the change that takes place within 

the protagonist, for her inner strength--like the endurance of the hearty 

pine--replaces her romantic dreams forever. Exhausted and ill, Dorinda is 

struck by a cab while walking the city streets in search of work. And, 

perhaps a little too conveniently, she suffers a miscarriage. Thus Dorinda 

is free to go to work for her physician, Doctor Faraday, as a receptionist in 

his office and a part-time nurse for his children. 

When Dorinda meets Richard Burch, Faraday's assistant, she 

realizes that the young man is falling in love with her. "Almost any girl 

who had the will to love might have argued herself into loving him," she 

tells herself. But when Dr. Faraday tells her that it is natural that she 

should need love and advises her to encourage the young doctor, Dorinda 
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tells him, "I am through with all that" ( 184). Yet, when Burch persuades 

her to attend a concert with him, Dorinda is powerfully affected by the 

music, and her dormant sensuality emerges: 

Suddenly she was pierced by a thousand splinters of crystal 
sound. Little quivers of light ran over her. Beads of pain broke 
out on her forehead and her lips. She clenched her hands 
together. and forced her body back into her chair. ''I've got to 
stand it. No matter what it does to me, I've got to stand it." 
( 185) 

The intense feelings evoked by the music lead to a psychological 

transformation: "For the first time she could think of Old Farm without 

invoking the image of jason" ( 188). But the passion that erupts from 

within her--the passion that she had once felt for jason--is not extended 

to Richard, or, for that matter, to any man. Dorinda "simply could not 

bear, she told herself bluntly, to be touched" ( 193). The emotions 

generated by the music have their roots in the land: 

It seemed to her, walking there in the blue twilight, that the 
music had released some imprisoned force in the depths of her 
being, and that this force was spreading out over the world, that 
it was growing wider and thinner until it covered all the 
desolate country at Old Farm. ( 188) 

The agrarian community is an important theme in the novel. And 

the Southern tradition of love for the land is a driving force in Dorinda, 

for the Southerner believes that "his own strength and his land will not 

fail him" (Daniel 5). That night, Dorinda dreams that she has returned to 

Pedlar's Mill. Furthermore, the dream is symbolic--she plows an 

abandoned field that is "filled with prickly purple thistles, and every 

thistle was wearing the face of jason" ( 18 9 ). She deter mines to plow 

under all the faces of jason and the millions of other "flaunting heads" 
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( 189) that emerge from the purple thistles. Two elements are, therefore, 

present in the dream: First, a metamorphosis takes place, in which the 

heroine's intense focus on the plowing indicates that her love for jason 

has been converted to a dedication to the soil; and. second. the plowing 

under of the faces of jason and all the others suggests an attitude of 

revenge, and, perhaps, even a need to conquer. The lesson Dorinda has 

learned is not to permit herself to become vulnerable ever again: 

After her disappointment in love she strikes out against the 
impulsive desire which directed her in the affair. To overcome 
the pain, she must relegate emotion to a subservient position in 
her consciousness. Her fortitude will turn the pain of the 
unrealized romantic dream into the firm reality of stoic 
resolution. (Murr 45) 

Dorinda reads books, attends lectures. and accepts a loan from the 

Faradays--she is determined to turn Old Farm into a profit-making dairy 

business. The news that her father has suffered a stroke only provides 

the catalyst: after two years in New York, Dorinda has already mentally 

prepared herself to go back to Pedlar's Mill. She is not, however, 

prepared for the intense emotions that surface when she sees jason at 

her father's funeral: 

For this thing she had ruined her life! Then, before the thought 
had left her mind, she realized that in his presence, with her 
eyes on his face, she was farther away from him than she had 
been in New York. Yesterday, he had had power over her 
senses; to-morrow. he might have power again over her 
memory; but at this instant ... her senses and her memory 
alike were delivered from the old torment of love. (237) 

Dorinda turns her back on jason and thinks to herself: "Oh, if the 

women who wanted love could only know the infinite relief of having 

love over!" (238 ). The protagonist's thought clearly echoes that of Ellen 
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Glasgow's regarding the "blissful tranquillity" she, herself, experienced 

when she fell out of love with Henry Anderson. But, "contrary to 

Glasgow's affirmation of tranquillity, her personal bitterness toward what 

love can do to women is evident in Barren Ground" (Daniel 121 ). 

Dorinda Oakley throws herself into her work, laboring even longer 

and harder than her field hands. And, ultimately, she achieves her goal 

of making a productive dairy farm out of the desolate land. However, the 

heroine pays a price for her success. In the process of sublimating the 

loss of jason's love and her own anger at his betrayal, she loses part of 

her humanity--her inherent ability to feel. 

The author's feminism is apparent when, in A Certain Measure, she 

explains that she saw Barren Ground as a "complete reversal of a classic 

situation. For once, in Southern fiction," she writes, "the betrayed woman 

would become the victor instead of the victim" ( 160). Yet, just as Glasgow 

felt a need to purge herself of her love for Anderson and her anger at his 

unfaithfulness by creating the fictional heroine, Dorinda attempts to rid 

herself of her passion for jason by driving herself to convert the barren 

land to fertile productivity. As a result, she, herself, becomes "barren"--a 

woman almost completely devoid of emotion. Maxwell Geismar touches 

on Dorinda's problem in his study of Glasgow and other early twentieth

century realists: 

The denial of human affecti~n. however uncertain; the 
retreat into a compulsive design of work and achievement; 
the final goal of security with no personal commitments-
this was a "victory over life" that involved a repudiation 
of living. (260) 
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judy Smith Murr supports this idea when she notes that in the 

novel, the protagonist attempts to use work and rational thought to 

control emotions: "Yet Dorinda, being what she is, can find no 

reconciliation of the two except in the destruction of one" ( 46 ). For 

example, when Dorinda's parents die--her father from a stroke brought 

on by hard work and antiquated farming methods, and her mother from 

years of frenetic, wasted energy--she displays only enough sorrow to 

satisfy the mourners. And, although she eventually marries Nathan, a 

widower since Rose Emily's death, theirs is essentially a marriage of 

convenience: her husband's advice on managing the farm is helpful to 

her, and Dorinda enjoys the company of his children, especially john 

Abner. But the marriage is never consummated, which, for Glasgow, is "a 

test of character designed to verify women's independence of all men, 

even those bound to them by marital contract and daily domestic custom" 

(Tichi 604). 

While Dorinda dedicates her life to work, jason drinks and allows 

Five Oaks to fall into ruin. His physical deterioration is evident to the 

inhabitants of Pedlar's Mill: 

His face, which had been charming in youth, was now 
spiritless and inert. There were yellow blotches under his 
eyes; his eyelids were puffed and heavy; his features were 
swollen and leaden in colour; and even his hair, which had 
once been so alive, was as sandy and brittle as straw. Yes, 
the broom sedge had grown over him. (309-1 0) 

According to gossip, jason's behavior is also responsible for his 

wife's insanity and subsequent suicide. When Nathan tells Dorinda that 

Five Oaks is to be sold at auction, she is determined to obtain the 

property for herself. "I don't know what I'd do with it," she tells Nathan, 
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"but I want it. I'd give ten years of my life for the chance of owning Five 

Oaks before I die" (281 ). As Cecelia Tichi argues, Dorinda is as "tough

minded as the hardest businessman--which may in fact be Glasgow's 

point as she sets out to repudiate all feminine dependency" (604). 

Although Nathan cannot understand why Dorinda wants to own 

Five Oaks, he helps her to acquire it. In a brief attempt at self -analysis, 

Dorinda asks herself why she feels such a strong desire to own the place. 

And she wonders if it is because a feeling like hers never really dies, but 

just returns again and again to the place where it took root, or whether 

the "possession of Five Oaks would complete her victory and his 

degradation" (306 ). Perhaps it is a little of both. 

When Nathan dies heroically, while attempting to save other 

passengers in a train derailment, the town honors his memory, and, for 

the first time, his widow begins to appreciate him. The novelist writes: 

"Since Nathan's death she had lost the feeling that life had cheated her ... 

Nathan's victorious death had filled the aching void in her heart. Where 

the human being had failed her, the heroic legend had satisfied" (364-

65). 

Until "Life-Everlasting," the last section of the novel, Dorinda's 

"ardour lay buried under the years" (30 1 ), but that "longing is finally 

satisfied by Nathan's heroic death and subsequent apotheosis" (Metzger 

5). That a legend can satisfy more than a husband's love and 

companionship is simply further evidence of how distorted Dorinda's 

emotions have become. The author writes that someone like her heroine 

"exists wherever a human being has learned to live without joy, 

wherever the spirit of fortitude has triumphed over the sense of futility" 
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( Certainl54). There is little doubt that many people have had to learn 

"to live without joy." And, moreover, the compulsion to work as an 

escape from one's problems is not unusual. But Glasgow's way of 

resolving her heroine's difficulties cannot be construed as healthy. As 

Maxwell Geismar explains, the study of Dorinda's life is essentially that of 

"thwarted and twisted emotions, of authentic feeling ... driven 

underground" (262). 

The only affection Dorinda exhibits for any male, after jason, is for 

john Abner, Nathan's crippled son. He, like Dorinda, is also interested in 

reading books and working the land. He therefore makes a fine confidant 

for his stepmother--particularly since he is not a threat to her emotional 

or physical needs. Dorinda's only other friend is a woman: her black 

servant Fluvanna. Glasgow says: "The affection between the two women 

had outgrown the slender tie of mistress and maid, and had become as 

strong and elastic as the bond that holds relatives together" (270). Her 

protagonist is contented, the writer tells us, but the secret of her 

contentment, she admits, is "breathless activity" (319 ). Thus, although 

she has succeeded in creating a thriving dairy farm, Dorinda, like her 

mother, conceals her unhappiness by working night and day, thereby 

stretching her energy level to the limit. "Despite all that Glasgow would 

want to say to the contrary, her women are never finished with the idea 

of love as they think they ought to be" (Thiebaux 9 ). 

When jason lies near death, a victim of alcohol abuse and 

consumption, a few of the townspeople ask Dorinda if she will provide a 

place for jason to stay until he dies. Reluctantly, she permits him to stay 

at Old Farm because she tells herself that she cannot allow jason to die in 
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the poorhouse. But whether it is compassion, as the novelist suggests, or 

revenge that motivates Dorinda is difficult to ascertain. 

All her life Ellen Glasgow rejected her father's Calvinism. Yet there 

are elements of his religion in Barren Ground Dorinda's dislike of being 

touched, her inhibited sexuality, her insistence that she is "finished with 

all that," suggest the influence of Calvinist teaching. Moreover, the 

Protestant work ethic is clearly evident in the heroine's sacrifice of 

simple pleasures and minor extravagances for frugality and hard labor. 

Thus, despite Glasgow's early decision not to attend her father's church 

and her refusal to attend family prayer meetings, her religious roots, as 

well as those of her female character, are readily apparent. As C. Hugh 

Holman points out, in his essay, "The Comedies of Manners," Glasgow 

could no more escape her father's "dark Calvinism" than could "Thomas 

Carlyle or Nathaniel Hawthorne or Herman Melville" ( 109 ). 

The author's respect for Darwin's teachings is also apparent in 

Barren tiround Thiebaux succinctly describes the Darwinian and religious 

elements in the novel: 

More fit for survival, Dorinda has in this respect the Darwinian 
advantage over the "degenerate" jason. From her "vein of iron" 
ancestors, Dorinda derives her portion of the Protestant ethic: 
the "inner-directedness," the immersion of work, the 
identification of prosperity with salvation. the sense of being 
one of the "elect." (122) 

The writer held radical opinions for her time--feminism, 

Darwinism, and socialism--but, as we have seen in her characterization of 

Virginia, she remained for all of her life a victim of conflict. She 

projected herself into the modern age, but she remained, in part, 

connected to the nineteenth century. In her feminist fervor to show how 
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a woman can both survive and succeed without a man, she creates 

Dorinda. But her heroine does not emerge as a positive affirmation of her 

creator's intent because Dorinda is emotionally unfulfilled: 

Too involved personally in Dorinda's ascendancy to see her 
neuroses plainly, Glasgow is unable to maintain the necessary 
ironic distance to judge her. Where Dorinda is repressed and 
vindictive, Glasgow insists she is serenely strong. Where 
Dorinda is deadened. her author thinks her alive. Unwilling 
to come to terms fully with her heroine's impaired 
humanity, Glasgow believes to the end, as Dorinda herself 
does, in her moral superiority. (Thiebaux 125) 

As Lydia Daniel argues: "What Dorinda has not discovered is that 

love, independence, and personal integrity for both men and women are 

necessary to vital, happy living" ( 147-48 ). Glasgow liked to think that 

when she created her fictional characters. she was illustrating that 

"character is fate." Perhaps, this philosophy is valid for her own life as 

well. 

Nonetheless, as we have seen in Barren &round the novelist makes 

a positive contribution to the feminist cause. Through Dorinda's 

conversations with her mother and Rose Emily, for example, we observe 

that the women have few choices in life except marriage. And those 

choices diminish even further when a woman is deserted or rejected by a 

man. Linda W. Wagner also underscores Glasgow's contribution to 

feminism when she compares Dorinda with the heroines of four other 

novels published at the time: Daisy Buchanan in Fitzgerald's T.be Great 

Gatsby, Ellen Thatcher, in Dos Passos's .MIUl.batt/Ul TriUlsl'er, Lady Brett 

Ashley, in Hemingway's T.be Sun Also .li'ises, and Roberta Alden in 

Dreiser's An American Tragedy. Wagner shows. by comparing the novels 
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for similarity in plot and thus the authors' attitudes, that there were few 

options for women characters in the 1920s. In the five novels, she 

explains, "mating seems to equal identity for the young woman; and the 

result of that mating--marriage or dishonor, children, the eventual 

relationship with the man responsible for the sex act--controls the rest of 

the woman's life." But, Wagner suggests, Glasgow's heroine changes the 

"formula." Unlike the heroines in the other novels, Dorinda enters the 

"man's world of farming" and thereby "uses her energy and talent in 

ways her culture does not recognize as acceptable for a woman" (Barren 

553-55). 

Ellen Glasgow wanted to write serious fiction: not romantic stories, 

letters, and diaries like most women writers of her time. She, too, 

therefore, wanted to enter a "man's world." And, perhaps, the novelist 's 

occasional defensive attitude is, at least, understandable, for she had to 

battle the consensus of publishers, in the early twentieth century, that 

"women's primary work ought to be that of eros and reproduction" 

(Stimpson 175). 



Chapter 3 

The Sheltered Life 

After the publication of Barren Ground Ellen Glasgow directed her 

attention to a special form of the novel--the novel of manners. She wrote 

three successive novels in this genre: The l?omanticComedians ( 1926), 

They .Stooped to Folly ( 1929), and The Sheltered life (1932). The last 

novel--the subject of this study--is generally regarded by critics as the 

best of the trilogy. In The 5'he/tered lffe Glasgow focuses her ironic art 

on the structure of the Southern social world. She examines a way of life 

in which the participants maintain many of the ideals of the antebellum 

South. They continue to nurture those ideals despite the fact that the 

story takes place in the early twentieth century--between 1906 and 

1914. In Queenborough, the setting of the novel. the social order is 

rapidly changing: the start of World War I is imminent, and the emerging 

industrial growth of the region is altering the landscape of the city. 

Glasgow called The Sheltered lffe a tragicomedy of manners. In a 

-letter to Allen Tate shortly after the publication of the book, she 

explained the significance of the title: "By the Sheltered Life, I meant the 

whole civilization man has built to protect himself from reality" (Rouse. 

letters 124). Thus she universalized what is, essentially, her concept of 

evasive idealism. This concept, which Glasgow also defined as a 

"philosophy of heroic defeat" (Certain 155). was based on her awareness 

7 
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of the declining Southern aristocratic class. C. Hugh Holman points out 

that the rising lower middle class led the Tidewater society to create for 

itself a "sentimentalized evasion of the world" in which manners were 

used as a "means of excluding reality from the central assumptions by 

which its citizens lived" ( Three 80 ). 

In The Sheltered life the foremost victim of this unrealistic and 

insulated social system is Eva Birdsong. Because of her great beauty--she 

was a belle in the nineties--she is idealized by the community. To the 

other characters in the story Eva represents the elegance and grace of a 

former age. She is a symbolic anachronism of the glory and grandeur of 

the Old South, for that region and the Southern woman were a single 

entity in the mind of the Confederacy. 

W. ]. Cash, in The Mind of tlle South, discusses the origin of the 

myth of the Southern woman. He argues that the criticism in Yankee 

journals before the Civil War regarding the practice of miscegenation by 

Southern slaveholders generated a strong emotional response in many 

white men in the South. The anger and, for some, the guilt they 

experienced triggered a type of "defense mechanism" in which the men of 

the Confederacy felt compelled to justify the virtue of the South. And, 

according to Cash, "Southern Womanhood was the proof" (89). 

To further support his thesis that the presence of the Negro was 

basically responsible for the creation of the myth, Cash says that the 

Southern woman was the "perpetuator of white superiority in legitimate 

line, and as a creature absolutely inaccessible to the males of the inferior 

group, she inevitably became the focal center of the fundamental pattern 

of proto-Dorian pride" (87). Consequently, the Southern woman became 
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the epitome of virtue and loveliness, an object of chivalrous worship. In 

The Southern Belle in tlle American Nove/ Kathryn Lee Seidel points out 

the negative effects on women governed by this kind of thinking: 

An entire society that boasts of its women as the most splendid 
examples of feminine pulchritude, rivaled perhaps only by the 
fair Dianas of Greece, produces a woman whose appearance is 
emphasized from babyhood, to the detriment of her intellect, 
personality, and talents. (Preface xiii) 

That the existence of the Negro in the South was at the core of the 

exaltation of the Southern woman, as Cash claims. is an interesting theory. 

However, TheMindoftlJeSoutlJ is outdated--it was published in 1941-

and some aspects of the book have been challenged by C. Vann 

Woodward and others. Nonetheless. W.]. Cash's study is still valuable for 

the insight it contains: that the "white woman had been closely identified 

in the Southern mind with the region as a whole" (King 155). Both the 

Southern woman and her culture were honored and glorified. She was 

the accepted "paragon of virtue"--a model that she found difficult, if not 

impossible, to live up to. The physical and emotional distress that she 

experienced as a result of such idealization is one of the major themes 

in The J"beltered life. 

The novel is divided into three parts: "The Age of Make-Believe," 

"The Deep Past," and "The Illusion." The titles all emphasize the 

unrealistic, illusory quality of life in Queenborough. In the first part, "The 

Age of Make-Believe," we are introduced to two families--the Archbalds 

and the Birdsongs--that are a microcosm of Southern social life. The 

Archbald household includes General Archbald, the patriarch of the 

family, Cora Archbald, his widowed daughter-in-law, Cora's daughter. 
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jenny Blair, and the General's two unmarried daughters, Isabella and Etta. 

The Birdsongs, George and Eva, are neighbors of the Archbalds. 

Everything that takes place in the novel involves the members of these 

two families; but Eva Birdsong is the pivotal character, as she is adored 

and admired by all. Glasgow writes: "As late as the spring of 1906, she 

was still regarded less as a woman than as a memorable occasion" (7). 

We are thus apprised of the mythical quality associated with Eva. 

General Archbald and his granddaughter jenny Blair are, however, 

the principal protagonists in the story. Through the thoughts of the 

General we are made aware of the extent to which "honor" and social 

custom can control the life of a reasonably intelligent "man of means." 

And through the actions of jenny Blair we are witness to the unfortunate 

outcome of living the sheltered life. For Glasgow, General Archbald 

symbolizes the past and its frequently misdirected ideals, and jenny Blair 

represents the present with its equally unacceptable standards of 

behavior. 

The novelist also juxtaposes the old way of life and the new age by 

describing the changes that have taken place on the street where the 

Archbalds and the Birdsongs live. The former graceful neighborhood has 

undergone a process of decay, and the blight caused by industrial 

expansion has overtaken the area: 

Only the Archbalds and the Birdsongs, at the other end of the 
block, stood their ground and watched the invasion of ugliness. 
The Birdsongs stayed because, as they confessed proudly, they 
were too poor to move; and the Archbalds stayed because the 
General, in his seventy-sixth year but still capable of retreat, 
declared that he would never forsake Mrs. Birdsong. (6) 
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The two families, therefore, "resisted change and adversity and 

progress" ( 6 ). Throughout the novel Glasgow encourages us to compare 

the characters who remain fixed in the traditions of the past with those 

who exemplify the new social order. 

jenny Blair Archbald is nine years old at the beginning of the 

novel. When her father was killed in a fox hunt, jenny and her mother 

moved into her grandfather's house. After her husband's death, Cora had 

tried to support her daughter and herself by crocheting mats and 

"making angel food for the Woman's Exchange," but after that "long lost 

endeavour," she "puUed in the strings of her stays and settled down into 

security" (24). Although she enjoys the protection and support of the 

General--she leads the sheltered life--Cora Archbald has a great deal to 

say about what goes on in the family. When she expresses disapproval of 

her father-in-law's decision to remarry, he abandons his plans. 

Etta, jenny Blair's aunt, has a "long, bleak face, tinged with the 

greenish pallor of the chronic invalid" (22). She was a "mistake of 

nature," according to Glasgow, "defeated before she was born" (22). 

Isabella, General Archbald's other daughter, is described as "high

spirited" (15). When her fiance breaks their engagement because she had 

been out in a buggy with another man, Isabella releases him rather than 

retreating to her bedroom--the proper thing to do according to her sister

in-law. Instead, Isabella begins a flirtation with joseph Crocker, a 

handsome carpenter who is not a member of her social class. 

jenny Blair is a "golden wisp of a child, with soft flaxen hair, a 

shower of freckles over her small snub nose, and a vague rosy mouth 

which melted into short dimpled chin" ( 10-11 ). As we meet her for the 
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first time, jenny is wondering if her grandfather wiH pay her for reading, 

even though she is only half finished with little Women. She would 

rather be reading the French books in "yellow covers" ( 10) that Aunt Etta 

reads. When the child is alone she sings ''I'm alive, alive, alive, and I'm 

jenny Blair Archbald" ( 4). The little song is a clue for us to observe the 

development of a selfish will ready to grasp happiness and live for the 

present. 

The central figure in The Sheltered lile, the woman aH the other 

characters--male and female--turn to admire, is Eva Birdsong: 

Tall, slender, royal in carriage, hers was that perfect loveliness 
which made the hearts of old men flutter and miss a beat when 
she approached them. Everything about her was flowing, and 
everything flowed divinely. Her figure curved and melted and 
curved again in the queenly style of the period; her bronze hair 
rippled over a head so faultless that its proper setting was 
allegory; her eyes were so radiant in colour that they had been 
compared by a Victorian poet to bluebirds flying. ( 19) 

Even her name evokes the image of a lovely bird carolling a lilting 

melody. In fact Eva had been a singer before her marriage to George; she 

had forsaken a promising operatic career to be his wife. To the surpris~ 

and heartache of her admirers, "Eva Howard had tossed her triumphs 

aside and eloped with George Birdsong, the least eligible of her suitors" 

(20). Her new husband "was nothing more than a struggling attorney, 

who would be hard pressed to keep a modest roof over her head" (20 ). 

According to Blair Rouse, George Birdsong was "charming but ineffectual," 

and he "found it too great a strain to be worthy of so idealized a being as 

his wife" (.£/len 110). After twelve years of marriage George has been 

"imperfectly faithful" (20 ). Still he is a devoted husband in his own 
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misguided way. Unfortunately, his kind of devotion is not enough to 

satisfy the needs of his wife. General Archbald also loves and admires 

Eva, but even he decides that "life would be more agreeable if women 

could realize that man is not a monogamous animal, and that even a man 

in love does not necessarily wish to love all the time" ( 137). 

Although Eva is admired for her beauty, and she appears to be 

happy, Cora Archbald sees through the other woman's facade: "Nobody 

will ever find out what regrets Eva has had . . . even if he takes the 

trouble to unscrew the lid of her coffin" (20 ). When Isabella, her sister

in-law, wonders whether Eva knows about George's infidelities Cora 

responds: 

"I am perfectly sure that if she knew everything, she would 
never betray herself. When happiness failed her, she would 
begin to live on her pride, which wears better. Keeping up an 
appearance is more than a habit with Eva. It is a second 
nature." (25) 

Eva Birdsong is essentially imprisoned by her life of pretense. 

Her inability to be herself --to vent her frustrations at an imperfect 

marriage--has only caused the marriage to break down even further. 

Despite George's admission to jenny Blair that he was "born with a roving 

nature" (64), his perception of his wife as an ideal does tend to foster his 

infidelity. Eva's image of purity and perfection makes her husband feel 

unworthy of her and leads him to the arms of women with whom he feels 

more comfortable. The couple's disturbed relationship is a vital aspect of 

the novel. 

jenny Blair's own relationship with George Birdsong begins the day 

she disobeys her mother and rides her new roller skates to the 
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Penitentiary Bottom. When jenny slips on a loose brick and falls, 

Memoria, the mulatto woman who washes for the Birdsongs, rushes out of 

her house to help the girl. George has been with Memoria, who is 

obviously his mistress, and he swears jenny Blair to secrecy regarding 

their meeting that afternoon. The young girl is extremely flattered by his 

charming manner and his attention: 

Never before had she felt this yearning rapture, not for her 
mother. not for her grandfather. not even for Mrs. Birdsong, 
who was as beautiful as a dream. No. this was something new 
in the mingled ways of love and admiration and a strange sort 
of homesickness. (66-67) 

The girl agrees to keep their little secret because, as George 

shrewdly points out. it would be better not to tell her mother that she 

had "run away and skated on that bad pavement" (62). Thus Mr. 

Birdsong conveys a lesson in deception to jenny Blair; yet he is only 

reinforcing what she has already been learning and assimilating from the 

other adults about her: "From this evening, as long as she lived, she would 

have a part in that mysterious world where grownup persons hide the 

things they do not wish children to know" ( 68 ). 

jenny Blair spends a great deal of time with Eva when George is 

not at home. And the older woman tries to encourge a friendship 

between her nephew, john Welsh, and the girl. But jenny Blair insists 

that she "never could abide boys" (71 ), even though Eva assures her that 

john is not like other boys. He is "considerate," and the General believes 

john has "character" (72). However. Glasgow writes, "jenny Blair was not 

interested in character. and was inclined to skip it whenever she saw it 

approaching, especially in books, where. she had learned from tedious 
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experience, it was apt to interfere with the love story" (72). jenny Blair 

Archbald is still a child, but the shallow substance of her developing 

personality is unmistakable. 

While the girl helps Eva to refashion a gown for an upcoming party 

at the Peytons, we become increasingly aware of the older woman's 

plight; Eva Birdsong wages an unending battle to maintain the illusions 

that society has established for her. Reminiscing about her youthful 

passion for George she tells jenny Blair, "You will know that a great love 

doesn't leave room for anything else in a woman's life" (74). Kathryn A. 

Metzger suggests that Eva's life involves a series of destructive 

progressions only beginning with her "struggle to keep up her illusions-

that George is faithful, that love is a panacea, that great passion is worth 

any sacrifice . . . " ( 1 08 ). 

The party that Eva and jenny Blair prepare for is an essential part 

of the novel. It is afocal point where the various members of 

Queenborough society come together, and it helps to illustrate Glasgow's 

concept of evasive idealism. On the way to the ball, for example, the 

. General considers the possibility of a marriage between Isabella and 

joseph Crocker--a marriage that would be "out of her class" ( 102) 

All the old families that were not rotten within would close 
round him, just as they would close round him if he had forged 
a cheque or murdered his uncle. Cora, of course. would fall in 
with them. Without admitting the difference in station, she 
would contrive ingeniously to explain it away. ( 102-03) 

For General Archbald's unattractive daughter Etta, the party is 

merely another disagreeable experience: "What is the use of being alive," 

Etta thinks, "when you have to go to parties with an old man and a little 
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girl?" ( 1 04). jenny Blair, on the other hand, is having a marvelous time at 

her first grown-up affair. As she watches Mrs. Birdsong and the other 

dancers she prays, "Oh, God, let my hair grow darker, and make me as 

beautiful as Mrs. Birdsong. Don't let me, God, look like poor Aunt Etta, or 

even like Aunt Isabella!" ( 110-11 }. The young girl has already perceived 

how essential appearances are in her milieu. 

But Eva Birdsong, the object of her adoration, runs out of the room 

in tears; she has just seen George walk out into the garden with Delia 

Barron at his side. When Eva collapses with grief and tells Mrs. Peyton 

that she saw them together, her hostess warns her that it is "much wiser 

to pretend" ( 117). Eva's simple reply explains all: 'Tm flesh and blood. 

I've sacrificed everything" ( 117}. Metzger argues: 

Inasmuch as George represents for her the embodiment of 
meaning in her life, she depends upon him to protect her ideals: 
her faith in the illusions upon which her life is founded rests in 
her husband and his ability to cherish those ideals. Her 
acceptance, then, of George's adultery is of far greater 
consequence than merely wounded pride; by admitting that 
George is unfaithful to her, she is forced to accept the corollary 
that he is unfaithful to the ideal, and, consequently, that he is 
unworthy of the great passion. ( 121 ) 

Thus Ellen Glasgow, through her character, is forwarding a feminist 

argument regarding the pressures that women in circumstances similar to 

Eva's have had to endure over the years. As a beautiful object, Eva must 

fight to preserve her outward appearance--a fight she cannot hope to 

win. As a creature that is extolled for her submissive, dependent nature. 

she cannot admit anger or resentment. She is, therefore, compelled to 

bury her own personality in order to hold on to an unfaithful husband 

and to satisfy the dictates of a myth which was created by a group of 
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men who wanted to defend themselves and the culture of an entire 

region. Eva has indeed "sacrificed everything," including the opportunity 

to express herself and her talent through a career in opera. 

However, Glasgow does not point the responsibility for Eva's 

predicament at the male sex alone. The other women in The Sheltered 

life must also share the blame for perpetuating the myth of the 

Southern Woman through their denial of reality. It is Mary Peyton who 

advises Eva "to pretend" to be blind to what she has seen between George 

and Delia Barron. And it is Mrs. Peyton who warns her daughter and 

jenny Blair that they are to say, if asked, that Eva "had a sudden 

faintness and was obliged to leave early" ( 123 ). 

Later, reflecting on the event, jenny Blair convinces herself that "It 

was a sudden faintness" ( 124); and the novelist informs us that "even at 

her tender age she had not failed to perceive that you may believe almost 

anything if you say it over often enough" ( 124). The end-result of the 

improper conduct and subtle indoctrination to which she has been 

exposed has made jenny Blair a manipulative, deceitful little girl who is 

rapidly growing into an amoral young woman. 

In Part Second of The Sheltered lile, entitled "The Deep Past," Ellen 

Glasgow focuses on General Archbald. He is now eighty-three years old 

and greatly concerned because Eva Birdsong is scheduled for an 

operation--probably a hysterectomy--later that morning. Eva has been 

ill for some time; however, she has neglected to see the doctor for an 

examination. In a conversation with his daughter-in-law the General 

says: 
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"It does seem exaggerated to carry modesty to the point of 
endangering one's life. But with Eva, I think, it was less her 
own shrinking than the feeling that George might--well, might-
Oh, I don't know, of course, but she told me once he had a 
horror of what he called maimed women." ( 130) 

But, the General tells Cora, George "has risen to this crisis." and he 

"seems to feel the pain more than Eva does" ( 131 ). Why. then, his 

daughter-in-law wonders. is he unfaithful? The old man defends George: 

"All that side of his life has no more to do with his devotion to Eva than 

if --than if it were malaria from the bite of a mosquito," he explains. The 

General knows, of course. this is not a logical response: still, he tells Cora. 

"Men aren't logical creatures, my dear" ( 132). 

General Archbald was born with subtle insight and the sensitive 

nature of a poet. Yet, as a boy, he had given in to his grandfather and 

learned to hunt--an activity he despised. As a young man he married 

Erminia, a woman he did not love. because he believed that he had 

"compromised" her. And, as an old man, he yielded to Cora's wishes and 

did not marry a woman with whom he had fallen in love. Despite 

everything, he persuades himself, "he had had a fair life. Nothing that he 

wanted, but everything that was good for him" ( 163). Presumably the 

"code of perfect behaviour" ( 193) which supports Eva also sustains him. 

N. E. Dunn discusses General Archbald in "Ellen Glasgow: The Great 

Tradition and the New Morality": 

In his analysis of the code in The .Sheltered l.ift! General 
Archbald makes the recognition that his life has been devoted 
to being all the expected things--good citizen, successful 
husband, indulgent father--everything except what he had 
wanted to be, a poet. (99) 
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From General Archbald's thoughts about the past, we detect how 

mindful he is of the demands and restrictions that society places on 

individuals. For example, he perceives, perhaps better than any other 

character, that Eva's beauty is not the blessing his granddaughter 

believes it to be; the General knows that Eva Birdsong is a "strong soul in 

affliction" ( 136). However, his knowledge of Eva's predicament and his 

compassion for her do not motivate him to assist her in any way. Linda 

Wagner points out that "his admiration for Eva comes near reverence," 

but he "never takes any action to improve her life. He loves from afar, 

excuses her husband's misbehavior, and sanctions the status quo" (£11en 

88). Throughout his life General Archbald has been incapable of effecting 

change: he merely acquiesces--to his grandfather, to his daughter-in-law, 

to the mores of his society. 

The General also ignores the reality of jenny Blair's "wildness" 

( 172) and her wish to "go away to New York, or even to Paris, and be 

something different" ( 172). He only recalls that once he too "had longed 

to go away and be different" ( 173). So he pays little attention to his 

granddaughter when she says "I must live ~y own life" ( 181 ). Glasgow's 

description of General Archbald is ironic: "True, his prejudices were on 

the side of society; but he had been always, he was fond of saying, 'a 

believer in not doing the things one did not wish to do'" ( 173 ). 

The beginning of "The Illusion," Part Third of the novel, takes place 

at the hospital where Eva is confined. Although she is now "a little too 

thin" and "a little too worn"--Eva is clearly seriously ill--to General 

Archbald "the lost radiance of youth shone in her face" ( 18 S ). She 

continues to defend George to her old friend and to justify her 
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commitment to her husband and her marriage. Eva Birdsong longs to 

maintain the illusion and ignore the reality of her situation. To do 

otherwise would be to admit she had wasted her life. But she persists in 

acting out a part that is becoming increasingly more difficult to play. This 

"dominant factor" in Eva's personality, according to Frederick P. W. 

McDowell, is a "consciously contrived artifice" due to the "life of pretense 

she has led for so long" ( 188). And john Welsh, now a doctor, echoes this 

idea when he tells General Archbald that Eva has "never drawn a natural 

brea.th since she was married" (207). The old man's reply expresses 

succinctly Eva's dilemma as well as his own: "We were brought up that 

way. It was part of the code" (207). 

While General Archbald visits Eva in her room, George Birdsong 

and jenny Blair meet in the hospital garden. George looks "harassed" and 

"miserable" (211 ): he had not slept or had a drink since Eva was 

hospitalized. Both he and jenny Blair discuss their love for Eva and their 

concern for her health. Before long, however, they are sharing a 

passionate kiss. 

George and jenny Blair represent the "shallow and aimless society 

of happiness-hunters" that Glasgow alludes to in A Certain Aleasure 

(203). The sheltered life crushes women like Eva who become idealized 

objects, and it cultivates selfish women like jenny Blair who are amoral in 

outlook. As judith Gatlin points out, "Her moral perceptions and her 

sense of responsibility at seventeen are almost precisely what they were 

at nine: she is a spoiled child with the body and passions of a woman" 

(52). 
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Eva Birdsong survives the operation, but her health has 

deteriorated. The "long strain" and the "unnnaturallife she has led" (302) 

have affected her nerves. She can no longer pretend that George is 

faithful and a great love is sufficient for happiness. Eva suffers a severe 

nervous breakdown; she cries frequently, experiences anxiety attacks. 

and generally behaves erratically. 

But Mrs. Birdsong does have quiet periods, and jenny Blair is able 

to visit her. During one of these visits, when Eva is able to think clearly, 

she advises her friend: "Whatever you do, jenny Blair, never risk all your 

happiness on a single chance. Always keep something back, if it is only a 

crumb. Always keep something back for a rainy day" (367). jenny Blair, 

however, is consumed by her growing sensuality and her passion for 

George. She wonders whether Eva suspects anything, and she vacillates 

between promising herself that she will never think about George 

Birdsong again and telling herself that it was not her fault--that she "had 

not wished to fall in love" (381 }. Glasgow notes: "She could not help it; 

she had resisted with all her strength; but she was again in the clutch of 

unsatisfied longing" (383 ). 

The final scenes of the novel take place in the garden and the home 

of the Birdsongs. jenny Blair enters the house and looks up into the 

library. George has just returned from a hunting trip, and he is showing 

john Welsh the ducks he brought back. "He was never so happy," the 

novelist writes, "as when he had just killed something beautiful" (382). 

The symbolism here is apparent: George has shot the ducks with their 

pretty, "iridescent bunches of feathers" (382), and he has also destroyed 
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Eva, his lovely wife. George, it seems, is not "troubled by love" or "self

reproach" (382). 

Believing Eva to be resting in her room, George puts his arms 

around jenny and tells her that he cares for her. His wife, however, is 

looking at them from the doorway and tells George she wants him. An 

hysterical jenny Blair runs out into the garden. When she returns to the 

library, George is dead, and Eva's face is "vacant," her expression is like 

"wax" (393). And her husband's gun lies at her feet. john sends for 

General Archbald, and they both shelter Eva Birdsong. They will say that 

it was an accident--George shot himself. "Oh, Grandfather. I didn't mean 

anything," jenny cries, "I didn't mean anything in the world!" (395). 

Thus jenny Blair, the product of a social system which stresses 

appearances, ultimately becomes the catalyst for domestic tragedy. 

Kathryn Lee Seidel offers a cogent analysis of jenny Blair Archbald and 

her role as a modern version of the belle figure: 

jenny's selfishness has brought about Eva's insanity and 
George's death. She is reckless, irresponsible, and 
annihilating. . . . In jenny Blair Glasgow unites her two major 
themes that define the southern belle in fiction: the nineteenth
century belle as the victim of tradition and the modern belle as 
a victim of her narcissism. (95) 

In The Sheltered l.ffe Ellen Glasgow deals with a declining 

aristocratic class and its attempt to cling to outworn traditions. Despite 

the advent of the twentieth century with its concomitant rise of the 

middle class, industrialization and changing mores, the members of 

Queenborough society continue to uphold an antiquated social code. They 

deny progress, they support illusions, and, above all, they protect each 
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other from reality. According to judith Gatlin, Glasgow also provides her 

readers with a "clear perception" of the "destructive results of feminine 

dependency, of the tainted air of the proper pedestal" ( 46 ). In this novel 

Glasgow illustrates the disastrous consequences that can befall those who 

share such an insulated existence. 

Eva Birdsong is the principal victim of the sheltered life. She is the 

stereotypical Southern woman--"long-suffering, ethereal, asexual, 

eternally beautiful" (McCann 11 )--a description which could also apply to 

Virginia Pendleton. Glasgow has compassion for both her heroines. and 

she portrays them as victims of their culture and the way it militates 

against personal growth for women outside the traditional sphere. But 

there are some basic differences between the two characters. Virginia 

was born into a middle-class family, and her financial status actually 

improves after her husband achieves success as a playwright. And. 

moreover, Virginia never considers a career outside the home. If she has 

any skills other than those of homemaking and the rearing of children, 

she is never given the opportunity to discover them. Her early training 

would have precluded her from developing any talent she might have 

had. Virginia Pendleton is not so much the victim of a myth as of strict 

religious teaching and a narrow, parochial education. 

On the other hand, Eva Birdsong is a belle from a prosperous, 

artistocratic heritage. After her marriage to George her social status 

declines; she is forced to do most of her own housework and refashion 

her old gowns. As a prisoner of illusions, Eva's predicament is perhaps 

even greater than Virginia's. Eva Birdsong has been adored by the 

community for her exquisite appearance and her consummate virtue. 
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She has lived only for George and her belief in his loyalty. Furthermore, 

she has given up the chance to pursue a career from which she might 

have derived a self -confidence not related to her physical attractiveness. 

When Eva's beauty fades and she can longer pretend that George loves 

her, she is obviously devastated. Unfortunately, Eva has never held 

anything back, as she insightfully advises jenny Blair to do. In fact Eva 

Birdsong gives up everytbinlf-her social status. a promising career, and 

the unmerited faith she had in her husband. 

Ellen Glasgow was well acquainted with women like Virginia 

Pendleton and Eva Birdsong who devote their lives to love at great cost to 

their physical and emotional health. The writer's own mother was one of 

them. Anne Glasgow suffered a nervous breakdown--from which she 

never fully recovered--when she discovered that her husband, Glasgow's 

father, had been unfaithful to her. 

In The Sheltered Life the novelist does not give us another well

balanced woman like Susan Treadwell, nor does she proffer a character 

like Dorinda Oakley who sublimates her feelings through work. But 

Glasgow's feminist attitude is evident. Implicit in this novel is her advice 

to women to fulfill their own potential, for there are dangers, she 

cautions, in sacrificing oneself to love only. Moreover, she warns women 

against submitting to being idealized as objects of beauty and perfection, 

for beauty does not last and perfection is unattainable. In essence, then, 

Ellen Glasgow is suggesting that women seek personal goals beyond the 

traditional ones of wife and mother. They need to broaden their scope 

and utilize their innate intelligence and abilities in order to achieve 

greater contentment and self -esteem. As Maxwell Geismar notes, 
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Glasgow's "primary concern was with the problem of freeing women from 

their conventional status--or bondage" (220 ). 



Chapter 4 

Vein of Iron 

Ellen Glasgow rebelled against her father's stern religion, which she 

calls "unbending" and "rock-ribbed with Calvinism" in her autobiography 

( Wom/llll6 ). As a young girl she adamantly refused to attend his church 

and participate in his family prayer meetings. Ironically, however, she 

endows her leading female characters--those whom she clearly admires-

with many of the traits we generally associate with Calvinism. For 

example, Dorinda Oakley's dedication to work, her frugality, and her 

aversion to physical contact are undeniably related to the Puritan ethic. 

Frederick P. W. McDowell argues: 

Through her father Miss Glasgow was strongly affected by the 
ethical conscience of Presbyterianism, though she soon came to 
loath its doctrine. If anything, the Calvinist heritage was to 
dominate her, although Miss Glasgow declared that she owed 
nothing to her father except the color of her eyes and a share in 
a trust fund. ( 13) 

In The Wom/lll Within Glasgow admits how difficult it was for her 

to divorce herself from her early religious training: "The truth was, I 

suppose, that I still needed a religion. Though I was a skeptic in mind, I 

was in my heart a believer" ( 140 ). Because of her inner struggle, she was 

unable to resolve the conflict between her intellectual belief in Darwinism 

and her need to believe in a supreme being. Her equivocal outlook 
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concerning religion was undoubtedly influenced by the Puritan attitudes 

of her Southern middle-class society. 

In her autobiography she also discusses the qualities she most 

admires in her father's Scotch-Irish ancestry. She includes among them 

his "iron vein of Presbyterianism" ( Woman 14). But the attributes she 

respects in that religious legacy--forbearance, courage, resilience--she 

tends to link with her faith in Darwinism. The theory of natural selection 

related to that scientific philosophy is suggested in Vein of Iron. Ada 

Fincastle, the protagonist, is a survivor who inherits the necessary 

strength and determination to prevail over extremely formidable 

circumstances. It can also be said, however, that because of her Calvinist 

heritage and her forgiving, almost saintly nature, Ada qualifies as one of 

the elect and is, therefore, predestined for salvation. 

The analysis of Barren Ground suggested that Dorinda Oakley is 

another of Glasgow's female characters who manage to survive despite 

tremendous odds. Whereas Dorinda builds a successful dairy farm out of 

the broomsedge, Ada conquers the mechanized life of the city. In fact, 

both heroines share a similar history. The legacy they both inherit--the 

vein of iron-- is virtually as essential to Barren Ground as it is to Vein of 

Iron But the latter novel, with its greater emphasis on religious and 

environmental forces, provides a better example of the writer's 

commingling of Calvinism and Darwinism; it illustrates how the principles 

of both doctrines influence her artistry. For Ellen Glasgow, natural laws 

are inexorable; only the characters to whom she confers a vein of iron 

have the spirit to endure life's most painful obstacles and go on to lead 

satisfactory, if not happy, lives. 
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According to Perry D. Westbrook, there are vestiges of Calvinism 

and Naturalism in the fiction of both Ellen Glasgow and William Faulkner; 

but they are manifested in slightly different ways. In f)eterminism in 

American literature, Westbrook offers an interesting analysis of these 

elements in the work of the two novelists: 

In Faulkner, the Calvinist emphases upon destiny and upon 
transmissibility of guilt are reflected in his treatment of the old 
wrong of slavery and its effects on later generations. Faulkner 
also presents a gallery of religious fanatics tinted in Calvinist 
hues. (161) 

Westbrook explains that both authors were influenced by 

Darwinism and psychoanalysis, and their fiction is therefore "strongly 

tinged with naturalistic determinism" ( 161 ). Regarding Glasgow he 

writes: 
Ellen Glasgow presents numerous orthodox Presbyterians who 
are free of neurotic abnormality, and she seems to have been 
imbued with the Calvinist views on predestination but not with 
those on guilt. What she most admired in her Scotch-Irish 
ancestors was their strong sense of purpose--their fortitude, 
their power of endurance against the worst odds. ( 161) 

In addition to Glasgow's unique blending of Naturalism and 

Calvinism. an important theme in Vein ol'/ron is that of a declining 

civilization. Unlike The Sheltered lil'e, in which she focuses on a narrow 

segment of Southern society, in Vein of Iron Glasgow's vision extends 

beyond regional concerns to more universal subject matter. This novel 

encompasses the frenetic years of the jazz age, the stock market crash. 

and the ensuing Great Depression. How Ada Fincastle and the other 

characters cope with the prodigious forces of economic and social change 

enhances our understanding of Glasgow's concept of human nature-

especially the nature of women. 
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As indicated earlier, the novelist was frequently ambivalent 

regarding the changing character of women. Ellen Glasgow applauded the 

independent new woman whose interests extended beyond the domestic 

sphere, yet her sympathies often lay with the old-fashioned womanly 

woman. Her ambivalence concerning the evolving nature of women, like 

her conflict about religion, was a result of the Calvinist influence inherent 

in her culture, in addition to her inability to overcome the constraints of 

the Victorian era. Thus her religious, familial, and social education 

controlled her psyche nearly as much as that of her female characters. 

Ellen Glasgow had an emotional attachment to the nineteenth century and 

an intellectual desire to be part of the twentieth century. Although her 

feminism· is more subtle in Vein a/' Iron than in the novels we have 

already examined, we will see that in this book she continues her search 

for solutions to women's problems. 

The setting of the novel is a country village called Ironside, and the 

story spans the years 1901 to 1933. In Part I, "Toward Life," the author 

introduces us to the main characters and gives us a brief history of the 

Fincastle family. The "old manse," Ada's home,. belonged to the original 

john Fincastle, a pioneer minister who led his flock to Ironside. He was 

called the "Scholar Pioneer" ( 19) by his parishioners because he "had 

brought not only his Bible, but as .much of his library as he could stow 

away into a pack" ( 19-20). Another of Ada's ancestors, her Great-great

grandmother Tod, had been captured by the Indians at the age of ten and 

forced to marry a young chief when she was sixteen. After Pontiac's war 

she was returned to her own people and, despite the hardship she had 



60 

had endured, lived to be over a hundred. The hardiness and courage of 

the Fincastle line are evident. 

Grandmother Fincastle is Ada's father's mother. She has "scant 

patience with the feeble folk who are are at the mercy of nerves" (37). 

Glasgow describes her as "tall, strong, rugged," with eyes that are 

"ageless" (23). She has obviously inherited a vein of iron from her 

Presbyterian forefathers. Her son, Ada's father, is also named john, and 

he, like the first john Fincastle, was once a preacher. However, he has 

lost his church, and his source of income because of his unorthodox 

teaching and his predominant interest in philosophy. He, his wife Mary 

Evelyn, and their daughter Ada have been forced to move into the manse 

with Grandmother Fincastle and Aunt Meggie. john supports the family 

by teaching children in his home and cultivating the garden for food. But 

john Fincastle devotes most of his time to writing the fourth volume of a 

philosophical treatise, an endeavor he considers his life's work. The first 

three volumes were published, but only a few European scholars--none of 

his countrymen--read them. 

Mary Evelyn, Ada's mother, is another of the novelist's self

sacrificing women. As McDowell points out, from "Glasgow's profound 

sense of the deprivations in her mother's life," she "derived her 

preoccupation ... with the theme of unappreciated goodness" (13). A 

beauty in her youth, Mary Evelyn came from a family of comfortable 

means and social graces. She is delicate and sensitive; Mary Evelyn does 

not possess the "Fincastle constitution" (96), but she is grateful that her 

daughter has inherited it. As she explains to Ada, "Many and many a 
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time I've been no better than a thorn in the flesh. Nothing is more trying 

than nerves to people who have none" (96). 

Ever since moving to Ironside, life has been very difficult for Mary 

Evelyn, especially after the loss of her two little boys. Aunt Meggie tells 

Ada that her mother has always been in "high spirits," but Mary Evelyn 

confides her true feelings to her daughter: 

"I had to choose between high spirits and low spirits. and I chose 
what I thought would be easier on others. Those first years 
were a trial, but gradually things seemed to get better. Or, 
perhaps, I got used to their being bad. You were only a baby, 
and you can't remember the time when there wasn't enough to 
eat in the house. It was then I fell into the habit of laughing too 
much." (95) 

Thus Mary Evelyn, despite her physical and emotional pain, tries to 

be cheerful and to avoid creating any more work for the Fincastle women 

than is absolutely necessary. She knows that they love her. and love is 

"stronger than religion" (96), but, she tells Ada, her "courage depends on 

little things" (96): 

"Your grandmother could never understand that my blue bowl 
has helped me more than morning prayers. For me, bare 
Presbyterian doctrine was not enough. I needed a ritual That 
is why I never, not even when we were poorest, let myself 
think poor. That is why I have never failed to put the 
crocheted mats on the table, and the candlesticks, with or 
without candles, and the flowers or berries in the blue bowl." 
(96-97) 

Ellen Glasgow's affection for the social niceties--an integral part of 

the education of a well-bred Southern lady in the nineteenth century-

clearly surfaces in the fragile, gracious Mary Evelyn. And the character 's 
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inability to derive more than a modicum of comfort and satisfaction from 

religion clearly reflects the novelist's own experience. 

Meggie, Ada's aunt, is unmarried. She is as religious as 

Grandmother Fincastle, but her theology is far less rigid. Aunt Meggie is 

kind to her mother and brother, and she nurses her delicate sister-in-law. 

Moreover, she is tolerant of her niece's shortcomings. Meggie Fincastle is 

a psychologically well-adjusted woman who loves her family, is 

considerate of friends and neighbors, and seems contented with her 

single status and life in general. Blair Rouse refers to Aunt Meggie as one 

of the novelist's "happy, richly endowed spinsters who are pleasant 

contrasts to other portraits of embittered old maids" (£/len 116 ). 

The device Glasgow uses to introduce us to the members of the 

Fincastle family is the interior monologue. The characters' personalities 

are revealed and the narrative is advanced through the use of this 

literary motif. Through Ada's thoughts, for example, we learn how 

difficult life is for the Fincastle family. She is only ten years old at the 

beginning of the novel, and Ada has given her father the dollar and fifty 

cents she has prudently set aside; she wants him to bring her back a doll 

with real hair from Doncaster. But, because of more urgent expenses, 

john Fincastle is only able to buy his daughter an inexpensive china doll 

that is similar to one she already has. Although Ada is greatly 

disappointed, she accepts the doll and learns her first lesson in how to 

make the best of an unfortunate situation. The novelist writes: "Never, 

never as long as she lived would she have a doll with real hair that she 

could comb and brush. Something would always stand in the way" (30 ). 

Glasgow's assertion foreshadows the girl's future. Ada will learn to accept 
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disappointments stoicaHy. She will "make do," as she had to with the doll; 

but, for her, true happiness will be elusive and, perhaps, unattainable. 

Through Ada's reverie we also learn how she perceives the 

injustices in the world. Why does God make idiots like Toby Waters, she 

wonders, who must live in a pigsty with a prostitute for a mother? And 

why must the mouse she hears scampering about the house at night die 

in a trap? There is a suggestion here of the Calvinist doctrine of 

predestination; almost imperceptibly, Ada realizes that she must accept 

as inevitable those conditions in life which are preordained. 

In Part II, "The Single Heart," Ada is twenty years old and engaged 

to marry Ralph McBride. He "had always been there, no matter how far 

back she went, with his bright auburn head, his gay nut-brown eyes, his 

sudden smile that had a power over her heart" (71 ). Ralph McBride is an 

intelligent young man who has received his early education from Ada's 

father. Ralph has just returned from his first year at college, and he is 

planning to go to law school. But he has serious flaws in his personality 

due to his mother's fanatical Calvinism, for Mrs. McBride's religion is 

rooted in vengeance and retribution. Blair Rouse writes: 

Mrs. McBride possesses the religious attitude of the author's 
father in her bitter worship of a God of Wrath rather than one 
of Love. And Mary Evelyn is endowed with the loveliness, 
charm, and sensitivity of the novelist's mother. (.£/len 119) 

Mrs. McBride's dominating influence over Ralph has made him 

weak in character, although he frequently displays a false bravado. Of 

more immediate consequence, however, is the fact that Ralph McBride 

can neither handle alcohol, nor can he refuse a dare--especially "a dare 

from a girl" (79 ). 
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When janet Rowan challenges Ralph to take a drink, his plans for 

the future--a legal career and marriage to Ada--come to an end. janet 

invites Ralph to her bedroom after an evening spent drinking moonshine 

whiskey; and although Ralph does not seduce the girl, his presence in her 

room is sufficient cause for her parents to insist that he marry her. janet, 

it seems, is in "trouble." Ada's thoughts concerning janet provide us with 

a revealing assessment of the girl's nature: "It may have been because 

Ralph had never liked her that she ran after him. For it was no secret; 

everybody but her parents had talked of her ways with men" (73 ). 

Ralph agrees to marry janet, and he abandons his goal to become a 

lawyer. He is unable to withstand the social pressure--from Reverend 

Black, his mother, janet's parents. Even john Fincastle agrees that Ralph 

must marry janet. As he tenderly eiplains to Ada, "Everything is on their 

side, religion, law, morality, influence, even money .... They can release 

all the forces of society" ( 148 ). 

Si.I years pass before Ada sees Ralph again . . In the interim, Ada's 

mother has died, and janet has left Ralph for a married man who is 

awaiting a divorce from his wife. Ralph is now in uniform--World War I 

is in progress--and he has three days' leave before he is sent to France. 

"I was a fool," he tells Ada, "and I let them trap me" ( 195). 

"Li(e's Interlude," Part III of the novel, is a brief chapter wherein 

Ada and Ralph consummate their love in a cabin on Eagle Ridge. The 

couple plan to marry as soon as janet obtains a divorce and Ralph returns 

from Europe. 

In Part IV, "God's Mountain," Ada's vein of iron is put to the test. 

She is pregnant with Ralph's child; and, as a single woman, she is 
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subjected to the shouts and hurling of mud by the local children. From 

this episode Ada is reminded once again of Toby Waters and the pain 

other creatures have to endure in the world. She does not write to Ralph 

about the baby because she does not believe he is capable of coping with 

the situation. Most distressing to Ada, however, is the silent 

condemnation of her grandmother. john and Aunt Meggie are able to 

deal with the pregnancy, but Grandmother Fincastle is both angry and 

humiliated. Ada has a son, Ranny, but her joy is diminished by guilt: her 

grandmother dies shortly after the birth, and Ada feels responsible. 

Part V is entitled "The Dying Age." The year is 1918, and the 

setting is now Queenborough, where the Fincastle family has moved. Ada 

has found work as a saleswoman to support Ranny, and her father is 

teaching history and languages in a "fashionable academy where the 

daughters of the best families were instructed in all that was necessary" 

(274). Neither of them earns much money, however, and prices are high 

in the city: "Their joint income, which would have represented fabulous 

wealth to her grandmother, was barely sufficient to keep them properly 

clothed and fed in a neighborhood that had seen better days" (274). 

Ralph returns from the war, but he is "thinner, harder, older," 

(284), and Ada is stunned when she realizes that he has "forgotten how to 

smile" (285). He and Ada are married, but they are not destined to relive 

the brief happiness they enjoyed on Eagle Ridge. Ralph begins to drink 

too much, and he is frequently moody and self -pitying. And Ada's life 

becomes even more difficult when her husband is attracted to their 

flirtatious young neighbor. Through Ada's thoughts, Glasgow describes 

Minna Bergen, a woman of the postwar generation of the 1920s: Minna 
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has a "boyish bob," the "eyes of a bad baby," an "insatiable mouth, 

painted as red as a wound," and "flaunting bare knees above rolled 

stockings" (310). 

Minna Bergen is another of the novelist's thrill-seeking, spoiled, 

narcissistic young women who symbolizes all the negative traits of the 

twentieth-century belle in fiction. Glasgow invites us to compare Minna 

with the protagonist who adjusts "her dreams to suit a world plagued by 

war, mass culture, and depression" (Raper 168 ). Minna's self

centeredness does not, of course, measure up to Ada's selfless 

temperament. As McDowell points out, Ellen Glasgow's admiration for 

modernism was qualified; she admired its honesty, but she did not 

sympathize with its concern for "aggrandizement of the self" ( 119 ). 

Ralph and Minna are involved in an automobile accident which 

leaves him with a psychological paralysis. However, despite his 

unfaithfulness, his morose disposition, and the medical bills his 

carelessness has generated, Ada continues to offer him love and support. 

To Ralph, Ada is a "good sport," and a "good sport is a long sight better to 

have for keeps than a perfect peach" (348). 

Ralph recovers from his injury and finds work as an automobile 

salesman; but he, Ada, and john all find themselves out of work before 

long. The time is the difficult period of the Depression years, and few 

jobs are available. john Fincastle, now old and sick, decides to go back to 

Ironside in order to save the family from unnecessary burial expenses. 

Glasgow writes: 

With his failing body, the sense of immobility deepened, until at 
last, after a lifetime of speculation, he attained the inarticulate 
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certitude of animal faith. And like a dying animal, fearless of 
death or dissolution, he remembered and longed to return to 
the places he had known when he was happy. ( 441) 

Thus the old philosopher, like his daughter, exemplifies the more 

naturalistic elements in the novel rather than the religious. 

When Mr. Rowan offers Ralph the opportunity to manage an 

automobile agency for the Valley, there is no longer any reason for the 

McBrides to remain in Queenborough. They will repair the manse, Ada 

will grow vegetables in the garden, and Aunt Meggie will raise chickens. 

Ada always knew they would go back: 

She had a sense, more a feeling than a vision, of the dead 
generations behind her. They had come to life there in the past; 
they were lending her their fortitude; they were reaching out to 
her in adversity. This was the heritage they had left. She could 
lean back on their strength; she could recover that lost certainty 
of a continuing tradition. ( 461) 

The novel ends with Ada and Ralph, now middle-aged, agreeing 

that although they have had a poor life, they have been happy together. 

"Never, not even when we were young", Ada thinks. "was it so perfect as 

this" (462). 

In Ada Fincastle, Ellen Glasgow creates a heroine who breaks with 

strict Presbyterian tradition by having a premarital affair and an 

illegitimate child. She stoically confronts the censure of the community 

and the stern disapproval of her grandmother. Although both Ada and 

her grandmother inherit a hardy pioneer ancestry, Grandmother 

Fincastle's strength is essentially rooted in Calvinist doctrine; her 

granddaughter's strength is more closely related to Darwinist theory. Not 

only is Ada able to triu~ph over personal disappointment, she is also 
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able to withstand the potentially crushing forces of her environment--the 

social and economic changes that followed World War I. 

As noted in Virginia and The Sheltered life. one aspect of Ellen 

Glasgow's feminism is manifested in the way she exposes the narrow 

education of women and the repressive social and religious attitudes that 

limit their individual development. Implicit in the author's 

characterization of Virginia Pendleton and Eva Birdsong, therefore. is her 

admonition to women not to confine themselves to traditional roles, but 

to pursue fulfillment in life by utilizing all their talents and interests. 

In Barren Ground the novelist offers a more obvious solution for 

her heroine's life after her lover's betrayal: Glasgow has Dorinda Oakley 

enter the man's world of farming and business. With Vein of Iron the 

writer proposes that her heroine take a symbolic step backward into the 

simple agrarian life of the past. Glasgow is suggesting, in this novel, that 

her protagonist should rely on her inner resources and renew her faith in 

the spirit and traditions of her pioneer ancestors. Ada Fincastle, 

therefore, eschews the impersonal, fast-paced life of the city and looks 

forward with hope to returning to a life in the country. However, in her 

feminist fervor to show Ada's superiority over Ralph, Glasgow is not as 

successful here as she is in the other three novels of developing a tenable 

female character. 

Unlike Dorinda, who condemns jason Greytock for betraying her, 

Ada blames all her husband's faults on his mother's negative influence. 

Ada's unending love for Ralph despite his psychological weakness, 

infidelity, and chronic complaining is so unrealistic that it detracts from 

the novel. The entire premise lacks the essence of truth because Ralph is 
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so completely unworthy of Ada's sacrifices. During their most difficult 

years together, he depends on her for suppport, yet he complains about 

her working because he regards it as an affront to his manhood. Ralph, it 

seems, escapes in fast cars and fast women from problems he cannot 

handle. Only through his wife's efforts does he manage to survive-

emotionally, financially, physically. Thus Ada's final remark to Ralph-

that they have been happy together although they have been poor--is 

extremely difficult to accept: that Ralph agrees with her is even more 

incredible. 

It is true that Mrs. McBride's distorted religious beliefs have 

damaged her son's psyche; but, unfortunately, this knowledge is not 

sufficient reason for a reader to respond to him with compassion. In fact, 

Ralph's disagreeable nature firmly establishes Ada as a martyr, which 

further diminishes her viability as a fully-realized human being. 

Glasgow's sensitivity regarding human nature is irrefutable; in this 

novel, however, she is either unable or unwilling to present us with a 

young man of admirable qualities who would be worthy of her 

protagonist's and our respect. Ellen Glasgow does not perceive, somehow, 

that Ralph's weak-willed personality makes her heroine a less effective 

and convincing character. 



Conclusion 

In her essay "Feminism," printed in 1913, Ellen Glasgow defines the 

woman's movement as "a revolt from pretense of being ... a struggle for 

the liberation of personality" (656). Earlier that year, in response to an 

interviewer's questions regarding her thoughts on giving the vote to 

women, Glasgow stated: 

... do not misunderstand me when I call for equality of 
opportunity. I do not want women to become like men, even 
granting the possibility that they ever could. I do not think 
there would ever be anything more than a sheer surface 
similarity in any event, and I should not even value that. I 
rejoice that at least we are shaking off our chains--many of 
them our own welding--and that we are receiving our just and 
honest privileges. ( 11 ) 

The above comments clarify Glasgow's feminist viewpoint. As 

Monique Parent Frazee argues, the novelist was not predominantly 

concerned with politics, but with the "intellectual and moral emancipation 

of women" ( 179 ). If we juxtapose the novelist's brief interest in the 

suffragist movement, her religious ambiguity, and her fondness for 

Victorian manners with her belief in Darwinism, her attacks on 

conservative social mores, and her need for fulfillment outside the 

traditional sphere for women, we can only conclude that she had an 

unresolved inner conflict. 

Ellen Glasgow, however, stands at the forefront of change in the 

American novel along with her contemporaries Willa Cather and Edith 

Wharton. According to 0. P. Sharma, these three novelists were 
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establishing a trend in this country that began with Dorothy Richardson, 

Virginia Woolf, and May Sinclair in England; they all turn "from pure 

documentation of manners and thematic feminism to the inner flux of a 

protagonist who provides the centrality of point of view and action" ( 1 ). 

In two novels published in 1913, for example, Glasgow's Virginia and 

Cather's 0 Pioneers!, we have the "first full-blooded female protagonists 

of American fiction" (Sharma 1 ). 

In T.be Fait.h of Our Feminists, josephine jessup points to other 

similarities between Glasgow, Cather, and Wharton. She notes that all 

three lived beyond the age of seventy, they shared a similar religious 

influence, and they started in their youth to develop their literary powers 

(13). Most important, jessup continues, is that all three "testify to an 

engrossing feminism" ( 13). 

Ellen Glasgow's primary interest, as we have noted, was in the 

happiness, intellectual freedom, and self -fulfillment of women--not in 

political reform. Her feminism lies in her fiction, wherein she frequently 

uses irony to inveigh against the institutions that perpetuate the · 

innocence of young women like Virginia Pendleton. Through Virginia's 

tragic experience, Glasgow exposes the devastating results of a limited 

education. In T.be S.be/tered lilt! the writer gives us Eva Birdsong, a 

victim of the myth of Southern Womanhood, who devotes her life to 

hiding her real self behind a mask of evasive idealism. With both Vein of 

/roo and Barren Grouoc( however, Glasgow tries to show that character is 

fate. As Kathryn Lee Seidel explains: 

Gasgow spent the first two decades of her career analyzing and 
satirizing the old order that had created such stern conditions 
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for women. Yet just as she sees the old order crumble, and the 
new woman emerge, unencumbered by tradition, Glasgow 
discovers that the flaw that renders women victims is not 
external but within. ( 8 2) 

Where Glasgow attacks institutions that deny women "liberation of 

personality," as she does in f!Jrgioia and The Sheltered lJl'e. she creates 

convincing heroines. On the other hand, where she proposes internal 

solutions--attempts to show that character is fate--her female characters 

are less effective. Her forte is exposing the educational, religious, and 

social influences that impinge on the development of women as total 

human beings. Glasgow has difficulty in finding solutions to women's 

problems, but she excels in identifying many of them. 

When she wrote Barren Ground and created Dorinda Oakley, 

Glasgow believed she was portraying a woman who was not a victim, but 

a strong individual capable of conquering her personal problems and her 

environment by entering a man's world. The writer's premise was 

indeed a major accomplishment, for it was an original alternative for 

female characters in the novels of the mid-1920s. Only in denying 

Dorinda a full measure of human emotion does Glasgow fail to completely 

achieve her objective. 

Glagow again attempts to present an enduring, steadfast character 

in Ada Fincastle, but she gives her heroine a lover who is so disagreeable 

that we have difficulty accepting her actions and statements. In fact, in 

the four novels we have examined, none of Glasgow's young male 

charcters are worthy of the female protagonists. Oliver Treadwell, jason 

Greytock, George Birdsong, and Ralph McBride are all unfaithful. Only a 

few of the writer's older male characters earn her respect: Gabriel 
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Pendleton, Nathan Pedlar. General Archbald, and john Fincastle. Still. 

unlike the leading female characters, even these mature men have 

serious flaws in their makeup. Gabriel lacks the insight to see that his 

wife is exhausted and overworked. General Archbald is aware of the 

hypocritical nature of his society, but he yields to it. Nathan Pedlar is 

kind and generous, but Glasgow's physical description of him is extremely 

unflattering. He earns our sympathy, perhaps, but not our respect--he is 

too tractable, too obedient to Dorinda's demands. Finally, john Fincastle, 

despite his superior intelligence and sensitivity, does not provide 

adequately for his family; he sacrifices their comfort in order to write 

four volumes of philosophy that only a few foreign scholars ever read. 

Ellen Glasgow may not have been consciously aware of her bias toward 

the opposite sex. but this, too. surfaces in her fiction. Her women are 

invariably more loyal, virtuous. and perceptive than her men. 

However. Glasgow also presents negative female portraits. 

especially when she reveals the traits of several of her new women. 

jenny Blair Archbald, Minna Bergen. and janet Rowan are all examples of 

this female type. As Cecilia Tichi points out. the new woman writer had 

to win readers from the American mainstream who were resistant to 

change (595). On the other hand. Glasgow challanges us to compare the 

characteristics of her "fallen" new women with those of women like Susan 

Treadwell and Mrs. Payton. These two characters are forward-looking 

and well-adjusted; their contributions to their communities go farther 

than the boundaries of home and family. Thus the new woman in 

literature. as Glasgow portrayed her, embodied such attributes as 

independent thought, a need for fulfillment outside of marriage, and, 
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finally, even the personal choice not to marry. 

Glasgow and other novelists such as Kate Chopin, Sara Orne jewett, 

and Willa Cather were often referred to as local colorists or regional 

writers before feminist critics began to reevaluate their work (Tichi 597). 

But Ellen Glasgow's contribution to American literature extends beyond 

region or feminist considerations. As the novelist and critic Louis 

Auchincloss writes, she is the "bridge, and the necessary bridge, between 

the world of Thomas Nelson Page and the world of William Faulkner, 

Katherine Anne Porter, Eudora Welty, and Tennessee Williams" (91 ). 
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