




the New York Times,placesDavid Harum,the idealizednineteenth-cen­
tury character,in the context of twentieth-centurysocial reality. She
writes:

DavidHarum[was] notsomuchcreatedascrystallizedoutofthe
nativeAmericanconsciousness.In essence-thoughhe doesnot
weara chin beardor a stovepipe-DavidHarumis Uncle Sam
himself. ...

In otherwords,thoughtherusticarenahasbeencontractedby
the marchof civilization and the rustic idiom in which David's
shrewdnessis wrappedhas lost its familiarity, if not its savor, to
manycity-bredAmericans,thecombinationofgifts which made
Haruma popularcharacteris still a typical combination.It is the
combinationwhich makesfor successtoday.It consistsin having
a headfor business,a knack for using it, and a gift for the gab
which is at onceaccessoryto the main chance,weightedwith a
true senseof valuesandarmedwith humor. The cracker-barrel
sage is not essentially changed by becoming the sidewalk
philosopher;theborntraderis notshornofhis cunningby trans­
ferring his activity from thehorsemarketto thestockmarket.34

Themessagewasnot thatAmericansshouldreturnto therusticpastof
anow-distantnineteenth-centurysociety,but thatthevaluesdefiningthe
American consciousnessof that age, as embodiedby David Harum,
should be appropriatedand brought to bear on the present (1938)
predicamentofmodernity.

Thoughthe centersofurbanindustryrepresentedprogressivismanda
senseof advancementat the turn of the century,during the depression
the cities cameto representurban corruption and institutional failure.
Levinewrites, "Throughoutthefilms of theDepressionit wasthecity, as
representativeof modernity, that corruptedthe traditional dream and
fouledthepromiseofAmerica;thecity thatspawnedtheamoralmenand
fallen womenofthegangsterfilms; the city thatformedthebackdropfor
the glittering but empty antics of glamorousmen and women of the
decade'sscrewballcomedies."35Justas thesefilms critically depictedthe
moral and institutional decline that beset the depressionyears, David
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"Mis' Cullom, I want to tell ye a little story."
Photogravure by B. West Clinedinst.



Harum offered a subtle commentary on the decadence of the 1930S by
standing in contrast to it.

Finally, and perhaps most profound in its influence, David Harum spoke
to the interests and needs ofcommon Americans, whose faith in a capital­
ist system had failed them. Other films of the depression era focused on
the banking crisis as the definitive event of the depression and the decade
of the 1930S. Levine notes, "In American Madness (1932) ... Capra told
the story ofTom Dixon, a banker who championed the average depositor
in a manner that buttressed traditional values. 'Let's get the right kind of
security,' he tells his directors. 'Not stocks and bonds and that zigzag up
and down. Not collateral on paper but character. Character! It's the only
thing you can bank on and it's the only thing that'll pull this country out
of the doldrums.' "36 One scene in David Harum that undoubtedly stirred
the depression-era audience shows Harum calling an old widow ("Mis'
Cullom"), who had been repeatedly late on her mortgage payments, into
his office on Christmas day. As if reminiscing, David tells her a long story
about the kindness her husband had showed to him as a child, and in an
unexpected gesture of charity, he repays the good will shown to him by
burning the mortgage in the stove, thereby releasing the old widow from
the burden she could not carry. For audiences in the 1930S, David
Harum's kindness and good will must have been even more profoundly
stirring than it had been to an earlier generation, which enjoyed relative
prosperity and the sense that the future held unbounded promises.

Clearly, David Harum, as a novel and in its other manifestations, has had
a significant influence on American culture. Moreover, the book occa­
sioned a historical transition in the publishing industry, through which
editors assumed a new role in shaping American literature. Finally, and by
no means the least of its achievements, David Harum is a richly amusing
portrait of life in a small town. David Harum, with his wit and wisdom
reveals a keen understanding ofhuman nature that is as pertinent today as
it was nearly a hundred years ago, when he observed, "The's as much hu­
man nature in some folks as th' is in others, ifnot more."
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