Nathalie Colby’s New Novel Is a Caustic

BIL.ACK S3STREAS.
Sedgwick Colby.

York: KHarcourt,
$2.50.

By Nathalie
31% pn. New
Brace & Co.

RS. COLBY is already spo-

ken of admiringly as thr

author of 'Green Forest”

not the finest, buit possibly
| the most briliiant first novel of the
year. Here was a novel which,
araeng other things, could use the
'most modern devices in fiction
 technique, and exhaust their psy-
| chological possibilities without for
»an instant lessening its narrative
, intensity as a story. The tamiliar;
| setting of an Atlantic liner, the ta-‘
| miliar types aboard it. came to life
'again under Mrs. Colby’s fresh and !
penetrating survey. |
. In “Black Stream’' she chooses a!
 familiar setting once more, a Mrs. |
Whartoo setting. ‘‘Black Stream"i
‘{8 & story of rich New Torkers, z |
-social tangle of lives centring |
'about two familles who live across,
| the street from one another. Mrs. i
| Celby, who necded only a week as |
the time elapsing in ""Green Forest” |
 hes improved upon herself in;
“Black Stream' and made every-
'thing take place within 24 hours.
It i a critical 24 hours in the lives
Eof these people: a iremendous pil- |
"ing up of happenings.

Thesa people themselves are an.
assortment. . There is Dr. Farra-
day, a brililant scientist, a8 great;
man, whose dreams and hopes.
have foundered on the rock of fam-
ily demands and social aspirations.,
There is his wife Emmy, who is’
stupid, who is seifish, who is world- |
iy and who is weak. There i3 his |
daughter Agatha, shrewd enough in !
her way. but at the motaent com- |

H

|

pletely absorbed in trying to marry !
a Russidn refugee prinCe. There |
is his second daughter Mary Ellen, !
a lovable and intelligent girl who
sympathizes with her father. There
{s his son Penny, deeply in love
with Enid Erazee across the street,
but so generally incompetent that'
he most of the time needs his,
mother's and older sister’s help. !
And there is Dr. Farraday’s assist-
ant, Miss Mapes, indefatigable,
besutiful, where he is concerned
Impassioned—who works with himi
in his laboratory.

Across the street are the three'
Drazees—Jimn Brazee, a great gamb- i
ler in Wall Street, whom weaalth!
and society have turned into some-f
thing inscrutable and indifferent; |
Madeline. the wife who loves him !
while she dabbles in young musi-
cluns and pushes upiward socially;
and bis daughter Enid, hopelessly
in love with a married man she
had had an affgir with, and loved
in turn by Penny Farraday. ,

Such are the characters for thig!
day of breathiess eventa-.a day fo-
cused upon Agatha Farraday’s dé
but party of the evening. All these
characters meet with crises. Pennyi
succeeds

-——

— —

in marrying ¢he over-;
wrought Enid; Dr. Farraday suc—}
ceeds, finally, in his great experi-}
ment; Miss Mapes is discovered to
have been the mistress of one of |
Penny’'s friends in Paris during the!
war, Dr. Farraday has an almost
fatal breakdown and avows his love |
to Mizs Mapes, who is later ordered?
out of the house by his wife; Jim!
Brazee'az fortune goes to smash in|
Wall Street and he comrits gui-i
cide. Yet all this happens to peOple;

with whose thoughts and emoticns
we are in close communication. }

Compared with ‘‘Green Forest"'
this ts structurally a better book. |
The story in ‘’'Black Stream’ 5!
better concentrated, the characters

are more genuinely interrelated, soj
that everyvthing is wmore integral:
and less accidenta] in form. But'
this tigbhtening of the bolts has itsi
defects. Mrs. Colby has ‘had to;
characterize a number of important
people, she has had tc place them
(as in "Green Forest’ she did not)
in many basic and significant rela-!
tlonahips with cne anotker. and she
has had to make & day in their
lives 2 convincing expression of
their jives. That is not easy to do:
with s0 many peopie. even grant-}
ing the utility of flashbacks; and
to do it Mrs. Colbv has been forced
to, make her people pointed por-|
traits done with sharp strokes on g
canvas rather then human bheings'
in the fluid maze of life er peo-!
ple. consequently, are recognizable!
in essentials from the start. !

If comparison was inevitabie;
betwéen “Mrs. Dalloway” and'
“Green Forest” it is even more 80
between “'Mrs. Dallqway" and,
“Black Stream.”” Mrs. Colby has]
no character in her new book suz-—i
gesting Mrs. Dalloway, but more so:
than in “‘Green Forest’” she has
employed all of Virginia Woolf's:
conventions—the titne-element of a
single day, the focus upon an eve-|
ning party, the same kind of narra-
tive flow. And it is ecasy to see
why ‘‘Mrs. Dalloway’’ is more suc-
cessful. Mrs. Woolf is a more
sensitive artist. But, leaving that
aside, Mrs. Woolf devotes herself
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’to one person. and Clarissa Dallo-
| way’'s whole past is summed »n
'in a beautifully patterned story of
i onc woman's life. Mrs. Colby trie.
'in the space of & day. to give us
:the Hie of eight or ten characters.
. She lacks space for doing it. And
30 she carries the technique of
| **Mrs. Dalloway'’ bevond ita natural
limnits, and encroaches without
. necessity upon the technique of the
| theaire.

. These objections registered. one
'can only reiterate Mrs. Colby's
i poised and unusus) telents. She has
‘& fine gift of phrase, a fine percep-
}tion of human nature, a fine ar-
! tistic hardness. She has developed,
too more aense of feeling for ber
cheracters. In “’Black Stream’ she
_makes the society novel more bit-
ing than Mrs. Wharton does be-
. cause, while she does not under-
. stard the mind of society so well,
she pergeivea its underlying dan-
.gera better. The pathos of a Lily
"Bart, the ironic denial of 8 New-
land Archer and a Countess Olen-
ska cease to count, fundamentrlly,
baside the tragedy of a Dr. Farra-
:day. who 1nust give up his heart's
desires and a great career to Keep
his family in the social register.
Not that Mrs. Colby does so unfor-
getably by him as Mrs. Whartoo
does by her creations. His trag-
edy Is often neglected for a plcture
of its contributing csuses—for too
extensive a picture of them. Yet it
is a picture which establishes Mrs.
Colby as a novelist of briiliant po-
tentinlities. She has it in her to
tear people devastatingly apart.
and some day perbaps she will do
so with a8 touch of greatness.
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