РЕЗИМЕ
О.Хенри (1812-1910) је писац кратких прича. Писао је  приче о америчком југу , Јужној Америци и Њујорку.Он је родоначелник жанра кратке , хумористичке и благо сатиричне приче коју одликује техника неочекиваног завршетка. Оно што је необично и оригинално у његовим причама је садржај . Нико пре њега није својим писањем обухватио многобројне аспекте  њујоршког живота , због чега је О. Хенри себе прозвао калифом Багдада-на-Хадсону. Међутим, садржај његових прича деловао је свеже  и ново зато што је О.Хенри инвентивно смишљао разноврсне  заплете који се разликују од приче до приче.У  историји америчке књижевности  О.Хенри се сматра класиком кратке приче . Он заслужује такав статус јер је створио вињете трајне вредности о Тексасу и Њујорку.Те вињете  имају не само уметничку вредност, већ представљају и сведочанство о начину живота у Америци у време, када су ропство и ратови са Индијанцима тек прохујали .Што се тиче српског говорног  подручја, О.Хенријево стваралаштво достиже велику популарност  педесетих и шездесетих година XX века на том подручју.  
William Sydney Porter , better known as O.Henry (  1812-1910  )  is a short story writer whose stories fall naturally into several well-defined categories that clearly reflect experiences gained during the major periods of his life. The  first group of stories reflect  experiences gained in his childhood in the American South. In that period  he seemed to have inherited his artistic temperament from his mother. She wrote an essay ’’The Influence of  Misfortune on the Gifted’’, foreshadowing  misfortune that would darken his life. His father was a physician whose world collapsed  when  his wife died .His father  gave up his home, abandoned his practice and became obsessed with the problem of perpetual motion. The second group of stories reflects his experiences gained in  his youth in Texas where he obtained the job of a bank teller. The job brought him a  disaster  because he was charged with embezzlement. O.Henry  could not face the trial and he skipped the country and sailed to Honduras.The third group of his stories is based on  his life  in South America where he spent a part of his maturity. There  he absorbed the exotic beauty and  met interesting people like  a notorious train robber Al Jennings. He even held out hopes of bringing his wife and  daughter  to live with him . By a grim coincidence, Porter’s married life was to be as sad as that of his parents. His wife , like his mother,  was not physically strong and  when news came that his wife was dying , he decided to leave South America and return home to face his trial.Then there is a group of stories which heavily rely on his experiences gained  in the  Ohio Penitentiary.  When O.Henry returned to the States ,he was sentenced to five years in prison. The period that ensued must have been the grimmest in Porter’s sad life.  Dr. John M. Thomas, the prison physician who became his friend, observed that he had never known a man so deeply humiliated  by his prison experience. Even his daughter was never told the real reason for his absence although he sent her real charming letters while he was in prison.He continued writing stories while in prison but he wrote them  under the pseudonym O.Henry which has been  the subject of much speculation .One story says that the pseudonym was taken from a French pharmacist mentioned in the US Dispensary , a reference book which Porter  found in the prison pharmacy where he worked. According to the other story he adopted it from  Orrin Henry , the prison guard. Many of  Porter’s apologists , determined to exonerate him, claimed that he should not have been in prison and that he was made a scapegoat  and that he was a victim of the unsystematic, highly irregular banking methods widespread  in Austin at that time. Finally there is the group of stories about New York where he lived for eight years and where he died. The end of Porter’s life  like his beginning was marked by a peculiar twist of fate that he would have appreciated.  His funeral service ,in  Little Church around the Corner  in New York, was hastily pushed along to make way for a wedding thoughtlessly scheduled for the same hour.   

The earliest influences upon his writing were drawn from a Southern literary heritage,  specifically, the humorous tall tale of the Old South and the local-colour fiction story of the post-Civil War period.The combination of these two traditions is  seen as a dominant characteristic particularly in the stories about the South and in the stories dealing with Texas outlaws , swindlers, embezzlers, and fugitives from justice . His story ’’Hostages to Momus’’reached the peak of the fantastic in  recounting a ludicrous kidnapping. The protagonist is a swindler who first tells us about his adventures in Mexico and New Orleans and how he found himself in Georgia  where he  undertook the kidnapping of the banker , who is also  the president of the railroad. This venture is frustrated by  the swindler’s  expensive methods of entertaining his  kidnappee with rich foods , and the venture is also frustrated by the fact that the president doesn’t have any money, his railroad  has been mortgaged eight times and  his land sold and resold for taxes. The sheer absurdity of the situation, its pure fantasy , exaggeration, wise-cracking and the contrast between poverty-stricken land on one hand  and the pretension of social status and delicacies on the other  evoke the humour of the frontier tall tale. 

O.Henry  also moved in the direction of local-colour regionalism again in his stories about the American South, Texas and South America .At that time  there was a host of local colourists : G.W.Cable, Kate Chopin, Grace King and many others. Though local colourists differ from each other  in their work , they  adopted certain norms in their portrayal of regional life.Local colourists  rendered in photographic detail  the life peculiar to their respective  region  and tried to record the actual speech  of the region despite its impurities of grammar and idiom. The stories : ’’The Duplicity of Hargraves’’, ’’The Emancipation of Billy’’ and ’’A Municipal Report’’ are recognised as being among his finest stories and  they are also good  examples of  local colour fiction .These stories  show his ability to combine in realistic dialogue and narrative the remembered experiences from North Carolina background, his own personal history, and his first-hand observations of the various types and classes of people he had known .The local colourists did not frequently attempt to depict a logical cause-and-effect  relationship between the backgrounds and the behaviour of their characters .Like local-colourists  O.Henry,too, did not bother to establish this cause- and-effect relationship, he relied on  the supernatural providence in the form of deity, saint  or coincidence which provide the element of wonder and the desired miracle. In ’’Retrieved Reformation’’, Jimmy Valentine, ex-convict and retired safe cracker settled down as a bank cashier and hid his real identity . But a police detective who was pursuing him, suspected his real identity. Meanwhile, by a remarkable coincidence , in the very bank where Valentine worked,  a  child was locked, by accident, in the bank’s vault ,and was sure to die of suffocation. But  a miracle happened .Valentine volunteered to crack the safe and by doing it he confessed the suspected identity. In the stories of other authors we would expect the detective to laugh cynically and arrest him , but O.Henry’s detective burst into tears, gave up his pursuit of Jimmy Valentine  and went away forever. Most of local-colourists  avoided the unpleasant and the sordid, preferring to go along with the popular demand for stories  ’’that end well’’, even when a note of tragedy was involved. This practice is  visible in the vast majority of O.Henry’s stories. When his fellow prisoners urged him to write in his stories about bad conditions in the Ohio Penitentiary , where he served his sentence, , he is said to have replied that, since he was not a reporter, the prison and its shame were not his responsibility, and that he would never speak of crime and puishment or try to remedy the ’’the diseased soul of society’’.He was determined to forget that he had ever been  behind prison walls .If he had wanted to write about sordid conditions in prison , he would have collected enough material  in this prison. There  the prisoners suffered inhuman brutalities such as punishment by beatings to the point of unconsciousness, purchasing rancid food from prison officials by bribing them and neglect to the extent of being carted off to the morgue while still alive. 

After he had come out of  prison, he came to New York. If ever in American Literature the place and the man met , they met when O.Henry strolled for the first time along the streets of New York. He knew he could try  to bury his past in the streets of New York . Although he was always afraid that some ex-convict would come up to him and ask him when  he had got out of prison. He lived in out-of-the-way hotels so that even publishers had trouble finding him. During his eight years’ residence in New York , O.Henry produced over 140 stories based on the life he  led in this city. Some  stories of  New York center about the problems of men and women at work, on the problems of the unemployed and underprivileged, as against  people who have more money than they know what to do with . Other stories  deal  chiefly with the living conditions  and domestic affairs of  ordinary people. Some stories centre about a single girl and her existence in the metropolis. 

In his stories about working population of New York he sometimes writes about the pathetically  futile lives of striving but untalented artists, writers and show people He presents these people in a balanced tone of mingled irony , pathos and humour. The story ’’A Service of Love’’ tells of an earnest young pair  of art students, Joe and Delia. He is  a painter and she is  a musician. When their  funds run out, they  bolster each other’s courage  by pretending  to have a steady income from their professional skills. It turns out that she has been ironong shirts in a laundry while he has been firing the furnace in the same building. 

Although some of the stories about the underprivileged  throw light on the pitiful consequences of economic disparity, they offer little insight into the complex causes or possible alleviation of the social evils like poverty and unemployment. Although he was  a friend of the poor both in his real life and fiction, he never claimed to be the enemy of the rich. While portraying the horrors endured by his underpaid shopgirls he does occasionally condemn the employers for keeping them economically depressed. Occasionally he criticizes the idle rich , through irony and understatement for having so much to waste while others have so little to live on. Yet, whenever he depicts the rich  in his stories , he generally presents them in tolerant even affectionate terms. O.Henry romanticizes the rich and  the poor because  his  motto was: ’’Let the poor underpaid shopgirl meet a kind millionaire on the Coney Island steamer, or let the park-bench beggar be given a generous handout by a lavish Caliph’’, When portraying the wealthy he gives the impression  that money is a good thing to have if only one knows how to enjoy spending it, that is if one spends money like a Caliph.  O.Henry himself liked to play the role of Caliph  when he had money to spare. He thought of himself as  the  Caliph and New York was his  Bagdad-on-the-Subway. Titles of some of his  stories :’’One Thousand Dollars’’, ’’A Night in New Arabia’’ reflect  this attitude. Although he managed to sell his stories to newspapers ,he was very often penniless in  New York .Some thought that it was because he squandered money like a Caliph , the others thought that he gave money to blackmailers to keep quiet about his past.

In his stories , he also approached the problem of a single  girl obliged to earn her own living in the big city. In some stories the underpaid shopgirl, showgirl, model,clerk, waitress or domestic servant presents a tearful spectacle of threatened innocence or unfulfilled hopes. These stories are said to have  induced Theodore Roosevelt to try  and introduce some reforms to improve the living and working conditions of these girls. The reader seldom finds the aggressive young woman , capable of successfully  exploiting her  beauty  .The fallen woman is never triumphant. His sympathetic portrayal of the working girl’s life drew enthusiastic response from the public  because  it was a new phenomenon and it was accurate in minute details. He knew the kinds of rooms those girls lived in, the food they ate, the clothes they wore, the working conditions they endured and the simple pleasures and dreams they could afford in order to make their  life bearable .The archetype of the vulnerable  single girl  as a prey of either  wolves of starvation  or wolves in human form is Dulcie, the heroine  of  ’’An Unfinished Story’’.What  captured the public’s heart was the grim picture he drew of the joyless existence of the shopping girl who, on a  $ 6,00 a week salary, had to provide for room rent, food, clothes and all other needs . Despite hunger and deprivation , she managed to preserve her chastity by turning down a dinner date with Piggy Wiggins, the rat , who could look at a shopgirl and tell you how long it had been since she had eaten anything. Though the narrator ominously observed that on another day , while feeling lonelier  than usual, Dulcie might not be so determined to defend herself against Piggy and the likes of him.

O.Henry  is reported to have said :’’I would like to live a lifetime in each street in New York. Every house has a drama in it.’’But O.Henry  did not know very much about the home life of average  New Yorkers and he had to rely  on what he could  see or hear of it from the outside. There are , for example , no children involved in most of these stories. Except for single people or  young married couples living like himself in furnished rooms, the lives he knew were largely public , they were observed externally rather than from within the family circle . The restaurant , not  family home , was where he found the real drama  of  New York life .O.Henry  was very fond of  restaurants because  being alone or with friends at a restaurant table he could observe the colourful and exciting  public life. He was fascinated with  a sea of faces coming and going  , lively talk, tinkle of silver and glasses, the taste and smell of varied dishes . There are many stories in which the restaurant plays some part, either as the central scene of action or as a point of reference against which life somewhere else in the city can be measured.  He classified and  evaluated the New Yorkers by the kinds of restaurants they patronized  and the way they behaved there . Therefore , the domestic situations he conceived turn out to be pretty far-fetched and connected to the outside world .He just  could not imagine a great variety of exciting situations taking place behind those private walls despite his belief that every house has a drama in it. There are not many stories reflecting ordinary family problems at home as against the many showing New Yorkers on the streets, in restaurants, shops, offices and parks.  But two stories ’’The Gift of Magi’’ and ’’ The Furnished Room’’are his best stories of ordinary family life . The first one is a tale of mutual self-sacrifice between husband and wife. Here , O.Henry stresses the importance and value of family life and of unselfish  love. ’’The Furnished Room’’ depicts the sadness of  domestic life and emphisizes the fact that if true love is absent nothing can take its place. In general, there are several prominent features of his technique which can be seen in most of his stories.The element of surprise is one of them. The most  obvious manifestation of O.Henry’s  delight in the unexpected is in famous surprise endings.  In its  various forms, the surprise ending included the hoax and the practical joke, the anti-conventional or distorted revelation of events , the paradoxal disclosure, the double reversal . The most original were those disclosing sudden proof of the tyranny of habit or of environment as in ’’The Girl  and the Habit’’.

The other  prominent  feature in most of his stories is facility in rendering the speech patterns and rhythms of common people and  this facility adds much to the vivacity, variety and interest of his stories. He managed to make even the dregs of humanity seem important by portraying them sympathetically and humorously through their own language. Comparative analysis has shown that he employed with astonishing accuracy at least five different native American dialects along with as many foreign ones. These include  Texas cowboy language, the colloquial speech of  the people of Cumberland Mountain , as well as the mixture of  Spanish-English, German-English, French-English, and Italian-English.. O.Henry used unexpected word combinations and distortions, puns, coinages, sophistries(the use of clever arguments to persuade people that smt is true when it is really false), slang. He usually concentrated them in his opening passages but he also sprinkled them throughout his stories.He is thought to have possessed one of the largest vocabularies among the writers of his time. Rhythm , movement, the right collocation of vowels and consonants produce a colourful passages which seize the reader’s attention. These  passages make the reader see, hear and feel the life depicted on the printed pages. He even carried Webster’s dictionary about with him and studied it by the hour. He invented the elaborate word-play in order to keep his readers chuckling. He enjoyed tampering with standard idioms, both English and foreign so as to produce misquotations, word-mutilations and distortions often very original in conception.

As for the reception of O.Henry in the Serbian-speaking region , the first critical writing about O.Henry’s work, was published in the twenties. It was the preface for  ’’America’’ the collection of his short stories. But O.Henry’s popularity reached its peak in the fifties and the sixties. Many  stories were  translated and published (about seventy different stories in the fifties and sixties).A dozen critical writings accompany these translation  during these two decades.(Many articles, prefaces and forewords were also written and  published in this period). The fact that O.Henry was particularly popular in the post-war period should not  come as a surprise.People wanted to leave behind the destruction and the  atrocities of war   they wanted to believe that the worst period of their life was over and that only good things lay ahead. They wanted to build a new country and a new  society . Therefore they needed the stories like O.Henry’s ,radiant with optimism and belief that dreams can come true.  The reader of that time probably knew  very well that things do not work out in the world as they do in O.Henry’s stories  , but in his heart he would like  to believe they might. Readers liked the fact that he did not present life in its raw form , but as an adventure. They  liked  the same old sentimental themes of sacrificial devotion , recaptured dreams, integrity restored and love triumphant. Some readers  liked stories  which dramatized the contrast  between  the millionaire’s world of values and the shopgirl’s . To break through class barriers by becoming Cinderella who married her prince charming  was still held as a valid romantic hope,even though it often proved a   delusion. Other readers liked  to believe that his stories contained a view  according to which  his   millionaires who however  blinded their wealth may have made them toward the suffering of the underprivileged ,  miraculously they see the light and try to restore the balance in the society.

In the Serbian-speaking region, O.Henry has  fallen into oblivion after the sixties.In the seventies and eighties only  several stories were published( only three stories were published and one critical study translated from the Russian ).In the eighties only one story was published. The young people , who were  born in the post-war period and did not experience the war ,  did not want the literature of escape . They revolted against  the existing system of values and norms , they  participated in the studets’ demonstrations in 1968 . The readers wanted  their writers to be politically and  socially active.The young wanted the literature which would accompany their aspirations .They wanted a new fiction which  would revolt  against all the accepted moral standards, taboos, and conventions of an older generation  and against the older fiction’s reliance upon  plot structure and  surprise endings based on sheer coincidence, the plausibility of which  is unacceptable to those who seek in literature a reasonable reflection of events in actual life. They wanted the new fiction that sought  its effects through experimentation in  symbolism and understatement . The readers thought that his stories belonged  to the literature of escape and offered  a negation of life’s complexities and bitter defeats.The stories may be taken as offering a complacent, if sometimes cynical, approval of the status quo, and their author condemned for falseness, hypocrisy, sentimentality, for being ’’the great consoler’’, sowing illusions and  false hopes. They did not like the fact that  O.Henry  accepted poverty  as a fact of life, sometimes recognizing its hardships.The readers  could not come to terms with  his opinion that  the poverty and deprivation have their compensations, as long as one accepts his own situation gracefully and tries to live joyously and honestly within his limitations. 

 In the end we could agree with  Gerald Langford, his most perceptive biographer , who thinks that O.Henry  should be recognized as a minor classic who occupies a permanent unique spot in American literature.In his opinion he deserves this place because of  the compound of humour and pity for all those who suffer from a sense of isolation and frustration . Others  pointed out that at his best O.Henry produced vignettes , especially of Texas and New York, which are valuable as artistic narratives as well as social documents  of how life was lived at a time when slavery and the Indian Wars were only a generation or so in the past. 
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