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A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF THE TRANSITION FROM A 

PSYCHOLOGICAL VISION OF LIFE TO AN INCREASINGLY 

CHRISTIAN AWARENESS OF EVIL IN THE FICTION OF

THOMAS WOLFE

CHAPTER I

THE CRITICAL ATTACK

Max, Max, perhaps you th in k  I  h a te  a l l  forms o f c r i t i 
cism, but th e  sad t r u th  i s ,  how much more c r i t i c a l  am 
I ,  who am g en e ra lly  supposed to  be u t t e r ly  lack in g  in  
th e  c r i t i c a l  f a c u l ty ,  th an  most of th ese  c r i t i c s  a r e .
God knows, I  could p r o f i t  by a w ise and p e n e tra tin g  
c r i t ic is m  as much as any man a l iv e ,  but as I  grow o ld 
e r  I  am beginning to  see how r a r e —how much r a r e r  even 
than  L ea r, Hamlet, th e  g r e a te s t  productions of a r t — 
such c r i t ic is m  i s —and how wrong-headed, f a l s e ,  and 
u se le s s  alm ost every th ing  th a t  passes as c r i t i c is m  i s ,  
(L e tte r  from Thomas Wolfe to  Maxwell P erk in s , March 31, 
1935)-^

The c r i t i c a l  c lim ate  in  America during th e  p a s t tw enty- 

f iv e  y ea rs  has been h o s t i le  to  th e  id ea  th a t  Thomas Wolfe was 

a su ccessfu l a r t i s t .  During t h i s  period  a la rg e  number of 

d isc r im in a tin g  c r i t i c s  have even been somewhat contemptuous 

of W olfe 's  p re ten s io n s  to  being a se rio u s  n o v e l is t ,  th e  au

t h o r 's  rom antic s e n s ib i l i ty ,  to g e th e r  w ith  h is  callow

^E lizab e th  Nowell ( e d . ) .  The L e tte rs  of Thomas Wolfe 
New York: C harles S c r ib n e r 's  Sons, 1956), p . 444.
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e x p lo ita tio n  of au to b io g rap h ica l m a te ria l in  th e  g u ise  of 

f i c t i o n ,  alone seeming enough to  ru le  out th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  

th a t  h is  work might have any r e a l  s ig n ific a n c e  as l i t e r a 

tu re* ^  In  a d d itio n , Wolfe^s excessive dependence upon h is  

e d ito r  a t  S c rib n er* s . Maxwell P erk in s , as a kind o f beh ind- 

th e -scen es  c o lla b o ra to r  to  help  him a r r iv e  a t  th e  form of 

h is  published  f i c t i o n ,  seems indefensib le*

The c r i t i c s  f e e l  th a t  th i s  i s  tru e  and th a t  Wolfe*s 

f i r s t  two books, d e s p ite  th e  ex tensive a id  which th e  au tho r 

received  from h is  e d i to r ,  as published novels s t i l l  seem 

conspicuously lack in g  in  th e  kind of conscious form which 

th ey  b e liev e  every well-made novel demands* In  o th e r  words, 

th e se  c r i t i c s  have concluded th a t  even th e  e d i to r i a l  acumen 

of Perkins was in s u f f ic ie n t  to  remedy Wolfe*s d e fe c ts  as a 

n o v e l is t ,  and th a t  the  most se rio u s  of th e se  d e fe c ts  was h is  

in a b i l i t y  to  c o n tro l and dominate th e  form of h is  f i c t i o n  

th e  way a conscious a r t i s t  should* Robert Penn Warren, one 

of th e  most d isc e rn in g  of th e se  c r i t i c s ,  has w r i t te n  th a t  

Wolfe*s f a i lu r e  in  Of Time and the R iver to  impose a s ig 

n if ic a n t  form over th e  p a r t ic u la r  n a tu re  o f h is  m a te r ia l 

might serve as an o b jec t le sso n  to  a l l  w r i te r s  o f  " th e  lim 

i t a t i o n s ,  perhaps th e  necessary  l im ita t io n s ,  o f an a ttem p t 

to  e x p lo it  d i r e c t ly  and n a iv e ly  th e  personal experience and

^B etty  Thompsonr **Thomas Wolfe t Two Decades o f C r i t i 
c ism ,"  % e Enigma of Thomas Wolfe, ed . R ichard W alser, 
(Cambridge:; harvard  U n iv ersity  P fe ss , 1953)» p . 306,
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the  s e lf -d e f in e d  p e rso n a lity  in  a r t M r .  Warren a lso  ad

v ised  th e  re a d e r , a s  w ell as W olfe, " to  r e c o l le c t  th a t  Shake-
2

speare merely wrote Hamletr he was not H am let."

. Although th e re  i s  no s p e c if ic  rep ly  to  Mr. W arren 's 

s ta tem en ts , e i th e r  in  th e  f i c t i o n  o r in  th e  l e t t e r s ,  Wolfe 

c e r ta in ly  was never convinced th a t  S hakespeare 's su b je c tiv e  

experience was as removed from h is  a r t i s t i c  creation? as h is  

c r i t i c  ap p aren tly  assumed. In s te a d , Wolfe seems to  have be

lie v e d , judging from th e  numerous comments on th e  n a tu re  o f 

au to b io g rap h ica l f i c t i o n  to  be found in  h is  correspondence, 

th a t  S hakespeare 's unusual success in  im parting  a complex 

p sycho log ica l v e r is im ili tu d e  to  th e  ch a ra c te rs  in  h is  p la y s  

was th e  r e s u l t  o f  h is  almost p re te rn a tu ra l  in s ig h t in to  th e  

hidden meanings of t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  and th a t  t h i s  uncanny 

in s ig h t ,  in  p a r t  a t l e a s t ,  was o r ie n te d  s u b je c tiv e ly . For 

t h i s  reaso n , th e  in s ig h t was never w holly sub jec t to  con

sc ious c o n tro l, s in ce  i f  i t  had been to o  consciously  manipu

la te d  by th e  p layw righ t, i t  would no t have e l ic i te d  from h is  

subconscious memory th e  necessary  supporting  illu m in a tio n .

In  o th e r  words, Shakespeare’ s in s ig h t  seems to  have operated  

b es t a f t e r  he had e s ta b lish e d  an alm ost complete empathy 

w ith  h is  c h a ra c te rs .  %  t h i s  means he was ab le  to  approach 

them i n i t i a l l y ,  no t in  th e  l ig h t  o f t h e i r  dram atic ro le s  in  

a given p lay , bu t as r e a l  people, and w ith  a kind o f

^Robert Penn Warren, "The ffamlet o f Thomas W olfe," The 
Enigma o f Thomas W olfe, ed, W alser, p . 132. ^Ib id .
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u n con tro lled  in tu i t io n  on h is  p a r t  in  which h is  most p r iv a te  

experience , on a prim ary i f  not a rch e ty p a l le v e l ,  provided 

th e  b a s is  fo r  th e  psycho log ica l in te rp r e ta t io n  of t h e i r  ex

perience* Only th e n , a f t e r  th e  inform ing su b je c tiv e  im agi

n a tio n  o f th e  pla]rwright had been indulged com pletely , d id  

he begin to  work w ith  th e se  ch a ra c te rs  as a p ro fe ss io n a l 

w r i te r .

The kind o f empathie id e n t i f ic a t io n  which has ju s t  been 

suggested on Shakespeare’ s p a r t i s  not to  be confused w ith  a 

fa tu o u s ly  naive id e n t i f ic a t io n  of th e  a r t i s t  w ith  h is  m ater

i a l ,  which c r i t i c s  f re q u e n tly  have ascribed  to  th e  c re a tiv e  

method of a w r i te r  such as W olfe. C e rta in ly  Wolfe, d e sp ite  

h is  obvious shortcom ings as a ra n a n tic  c re a to r , knew th a t  

Shakespeare remained th e  conscious a r t i s t  in  managing h is  

c h a ra c te rs  in  each p lay  according to  h is  o b jec tiv e  ev a lu a tio n  

o f t h e i r  in n e r  n e c e s s i t ie s ,  and according  to  th e  dram atic 

s tru c tu re  o f th e  p a r t ic u la r  play in  which th ey  appeared. At 

th e  same tim e Wolfe b e liev ed  th a t  i t  was th e  p lay w rig h t’ s 

su b je c tiv e  understanding  o f th ese  people which provided th e  

convincing psycho log ica l v a l id a t io n  fo r  th e i r  dram atic ro les*  

On th e  b a s is  o f th i s  approach to  Shakespeare as a p a r t i a l l y  

au to b io g rap h ica l a r t i s t ,  i t  might be argued th a t  h is  c e le 

b ra ted  o b je c t iv i ty  as a d ram a tis t owed le s s  to  co n tro lle d  

detachment than  i t  d id  to  h is  genius fo r  making such a t o t a l  

id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  h is  ch a ra c te rs  th a t  any purely  personal 

elem ents d isappeared  in  th e  p ro cess .
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As a c re a tiv e  w r i te r  Wolfe d id  no t f e e l  o b lig a te d  to  

defend t h i s  view c r i t i c a l l y , ^  but he d id  attem pt to  subscribe  

to  i t  in  p ra c t ic e  w ith , one must has ten  to  add, w idely vary

ing  degrees o f f a i lu r e  and success in  h is  f i c t i o n .  In  con

n ec tio n  w ith  W olfe 's  d e c lin in g  re p u ta tio n  as a n o v e l is t ,  

however, th e  p o in t o f th e se  p a r t ic u la r  comments on Shake

speare i s  no t th a t  Wolfe succeeded or f a i l e d  as an au tob io 

g rap h ica l w r i te r  h im se lf , but th a t  he was in  fundam ental 

c r i t i c a l  d isagreem ent w ith  W arren 's in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  Shake

speare ''s p sy ch o lo g ica l detachm ent from th e  c h a ra c te rs  in  h is  

p la y s , Wblfe b e liev ed  th a t  any view such as W arren ''s, d e sp ite  

i t s  g en era l acceptance by th e  c r i t i c s  of a p a r t ic u la r  age, 

s t i l l  rem ains an assum ption r a th e r  th a n  a c r i t i c a l  t ru th , ,  and 

th e re  always e x is ts  th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  th a t  in  some succeeding 

age w ith  d if f e r e n t  l i t e r a r y  t a s t e s  and s ta n d a rd s , W olfe 's  own 

rom antic concep tion  o f th e  a r t i s t  as an au to b io g rap h ica l c re 

a to r  might once ag a in  appear to  make some kind  o f sen se ,

Mr, Warren'^8 c r i t i c is m  of Of Time and th e  R iver f i r s t  

appeared in  th e  American Review, May, 1935» and alm ost a  

year l a t e r  i t  was re in fo rc e d  by Bernard DeVbto''s exacerbated  

a t ta c k , "Genius I s  Not Enough," i n  th e  Saturday Review of 

L i te r a tu r e , A p ril 25, 1936, In  th is 'r e v ie w , o s te n s ib ly  of 

The S to ry  o f  a N ovel, Mr, DeVbto charged th a t  in  a d d itio n  to  

lack in g  s ig n i f ic a n t  form , W olfe 's  f i r s t  n ovel. Look Homeward, 

Angel, was overloaded w ith  what th e  c r i t i c  c h a ra c te r iz e d  as

^Nowell, p , 510.



”^)lacen tal m a te r ia l" ':

The m a te r ia l which n a tu re  and most n o v e l is ts  d isc a rd  
when i t s  use has been served* I t  looked l ik e  one o f 
two th in g s ,, th e re  was no t e l l i n g  which. I t  lookedi 
l ik e  th e  s e lf -c o n s c io u s ly  l i t e r a r y  p o stu rin g  o f a 
n o v e lis t  to o  young and too  naive to  have le a rn ed  h is  
t r a d e .  Or, from ano ther p o in t o f view, i t  looked l ik e  
a document in  psychic d is in te g ra t io n .^

U nfortunately  th e  appearance of th i s  " 'p lacen ta l m a te r ia l"  

was g re a te r  percen tage-w ise  in  th e  second novel than  i t  had 

been in  th e  f i r s t ,  and th i s  f a c t ,  to g e th e r  w ith  th e  uncon

vincing  "'giantism " o f a l l  o f Wblfe^'s c h a ra c te rs—among which 

had to  be numbered th e  m anic-depressive au to b io g rap h ica l 

p ro tag o n is t h im se lf—had convinced Mr. De Wot o th a t  th e  au th o r 

o f such a l i t e r a r y  melange had "hastened n e i th e r  the  psycrhic 

m a te r ia l out o f which a novel i s  made nor th e  techn ique o f 

w ritin g  f i c t io n ." ^

To Mr. DeVbto th e  most damning evidence o f Wolfe’ s in 

completeness: as a n o v e l is t  was h is  frank  adm ission in  The 

Story o f a Novel o f th e  p re c ise  n a tu re  o f th e  e d i to r i a l  a s 

s is ta n c e  which he had received  from th e  people a t  S c rib n e r’ s 

in  help ing  him p repare  h is  f i r s t  two novels f o r  p u b lic a tio n , 

e s p e c ia lly  Of Time and th e  R lv ar* A fte r read ing  Wolfe’s ac=> 

count of h is  c o lla b o ra tio n  w ith  Maxwell Perk ins on th e  manu

s c r ip t  o f t h i s  n o v e l, Mr. DeWoto was fo rced  to  conclude th a t  

"such o rg an iz in g  f a c u l ty  and such c r i t i c a l  in te l l ig e n c e  as 

have been ap p lied  t o  th e  book have come not from in s id e  th e

^Bernard DeVbto, "Genius I s  Wot Enough." The Enigma o f 
Thomas W blfe, ed . R ichard W alser, p . 141. ^Ib id . , p . 1 4 j. ' "



a r t i s t ,  but from th e  o f f ic e  o f C harles S crib n er’ s Sons,"^ 

According to  W olfe’ s own adm ission, h is  dependence upon Per

k in s  was c a rr ie d  to  such a le n g th  th a t  th e  au thor was even 

unaware th a t  he had f in ish e d  h is  novel u n t i l  h is  e d i to r  to ld  

him so . The c r i t i c  found t h i s  s i tu a t io n  in to le ra b le :

Worse s t i l l ,  th e  a r t i s t  goes on w ritin g  t i l l  Mr. P erk in s  
t e l l s  him th a t  th e  novel i s  finished®  But th e  end of a 
novel i s ,  p ro p erly , d ic ta te d  by th e  in te rn a l  p re ssu re , 
osm osis, metabolism—what you w i l l—o f th e  novel i t s e l f ,  
o f which only th e  n o v e l is t  can have a f ir s t-h a n d  know
le d g e . There comes a p o in t where th e  n e c e s s i t ie s  o f the  
book are  s a t i s f i e d ,  where i t s  o rgan ic  processes have 
reached com pletion. I t  i s  hard to  see how awareness o f 
th a t  po in t can m anifest i t s e l f  a t  an e d i to r ’ s desk—and 
hard er s t i l l  to  t r u s t  th e  in te g r i ty  o f a work o f a r t  in  
which not th e  a r t i s t  but th e  p u b lish e r  has determ ined 
where th e  tru e  ends and th e  f a l s e  b eg ins.^

Mr, DeVbto commented th a t  such an involved r e la t io n s h ip  

between an au tho r and e d i to r  was made s t i l l  more ominous by 

Wolfe’ s you th fu l a t t i tu d e  toward r e v is io n , so th a t  even a f t e r  

Perkins had used h is  c r i t i c a l  in te l l ig e n c e  to  p o in t out super

fluous p a r ts  in  th e  m anuscrip t, Wblfe s t i l l  re c o ile d  from ex

c is in g  them. In  o th e r words, Wblfe was not consciously  de

tached enough from h is  c re a tio n  to  be w illin g  "to  subdue h is  

ego in  fav o r of h is  book.'*^ For t h i s  reason , Mr, DeVoto was 

convinced th a t  whatever genius Wblfe possessed was no t enough 

i n  i t s e l f  to  make him a su c ce ss fu l a r t i s t  : ”‘i t  never has been 

enough, in  any a r t ,  and i t  never w i l l  b e ,"^  I f  Wblfe were? 

a c tu a l ly  se r io u s  in  h is  d e s ire  to  be a d is tin g u ish e d  n o v e l is t ,

l l b i d . ,  p . 144. Zib id .  3l b i d . .  p. 145. 

^ b i d . ,  p . 14a .
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what he needed m ost, in  ad d itio n  to  a la rg e  measure of emo

t io n a l  m aturing, was sim ply g re a te r  craftsm anship  as a w r i t 

e r ,  %n a b i l i ty  to  im part shape to  m a tte r , sim ple competence 

in  th e  use o f t o o l s . M r ,  DeVoto a lso  was c e r ta in  th a t  fo r  

W blfe, as f o r  every o th e r w r i te r ,  th e se  developments had to

take place w ith in  h im se lfr  ”th e y  cannot occur in  th e  o f f ic e
2

of any e d i to r  whom he w i l l  ever know.*

To th e  au thor of t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n ,  i t  seems u n fo rtu 

n a te  th a t  th e  c r i t ic is m  o f Wolfe by Mr. Warren and Mr. DeVbto 

s u p e r f ic ia l ly  seem to  d o v e ta il  so n e a tly , fo r  a c tu a l ly  th e re  

i s  a marked d if fe re n c e  i n  th e  kind of c r i t ic is m , as w e ll as 

in  th e  em otional to n e , which p re v a ils  in  each o f  th e  two 

p ie c e s . The tone o f Mr. Warren’ s essay i s  unim passioned, 

and h is  c r i t ic is m  i s  so shrewd th a t  even today  i t  has not 

been convincingly  r e fu te d . Moreover, Mr. Warren’ s a p p ra is a l 

o f Wolfe’ s d e fec ts  as a n o v e l is t  has th e  added value o f  being 

re p re se n ta tiv e  o f th e  c r i t i c a l  p o s itio n  o f th o se  people who 

even by 1935 were becoming known as th e  Wew C r i t i c s ,

The performance o f Mr. DeVoto i s  an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  

m a tte r , f o r  d e s p ite  th e  p e rtin en ce  of some of h is  c r i t ic is m , 

an alm ost ir re s p o n s ib ly  m alic ious s p i r i t  pervades h is  review  

from beginning to  end. The read er f in is h e s  th e  f i n a l  p ara

graph w ith the  uncom fortable fe e l in g  th a t  Mr. DeVoto’ s gov

ern ing  aim in  w ritin g  h is  review was not m erely to  a sse ss

l l b i d .  2 lb id .
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and comment on Wolfe*s f a i lu r e  as a n o v e l is t ,  bu t in s te a d  to  

use th e  em barrassing im p lic a tio n s  o f th e  e d i to r i a l  r e la t io n 

ship  w ith  P erk ins to  d is c r e d i t  Wblfe as.much as p o ss ib le  in  

th e  im agination  o f  th e  p u b lic . I f  t h i s  were Mr, DeVbto*® in 

te n t io n ,  he succeeded beyond h is  own am bitious dreams, f o r  

i t  was no t long a f t e r  th e  appearance o f t h i s  review  th a t  i t  

became a commonplace w ith  l i t e r a r y  people to  accuse Wblfe o f 

being an au th o r only  through th e  perm issive grace of h is  

e d i to r  a t  S c rib n er* s . The a t ta c k  upon W blfe, in ^ o th e r  words, 

has s h if te d  from th e  apparen t absence o f m eaningful form in  

h is  f i c t i o n  to  h is  p e c u lia r  methods of c re a t io n , and as B etty  

Thompson has remarked; " the  p a r t  o f th e  Wblfe legend which 

d ea ls  w ith  h is  methods o f c r e a t io n  i s  th e  most enormously 

m agnified o f all,**^

The most recen t of th e se  v in d ic tiv e  a t ta c k s  upon 

Wolfe * s methods o f c r e a t io n  was w r i t te n  by Malcolm Cowley 

and appeared in  th e  November, 1957» is su e  of The A tla n tic , 

This a r t i c l e ,  a l i n e a l  descendant o f th e  DeVbto p ie c e , i s  

a lso  weakened by th e  p a tro n iz in g  viewpoint of i t s  au th o r.

At th e  same tim e , s in ce  i t  p rov ides a compendium of most 

of th e  popular n o tio n s  advanced to  ex p la in  Wolfe*s f a i lu r e

as a n o v e l is t ,  th e  a r t i c l e  w i l l  now be examined in  some
/

d e t a i l ,  ^

Mr, Cowley adm its th a t  Wblfe had c e r t a in  unm istakable 

g i f t s  as  a w r i te r ,  but d e s p ite  th e se  g i f t s ,  such as h is

iBetty Thompson, p, 307,
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dem onstrated a b i l i t y  to  c re a te  an e f fe c t iv e  ep isode, he 

f a i le d  as a n o v e l is t  sim ply because ”he was incapab le  of 

so lv ing  th e  la rg e r  problem of form**  ̂ in  h is  f ic t io n *  By 

the  tim e of Mr* Cowley’ s review* t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  c r i t ic is m  

had become commonplace, as w ell ds the  c r i t i c ’ s conclusion  

th a t  W olfe’ s i n a b i l i t y  to  so lve ”th e  problem o f changing 

flow  in to  form”^ was the n a tu ra l  consequence of h is  f a i lu r e  

to  m aster a p ro fe ss io n a l method of com position* Mr* Cowley 

then  a s s e r ts  th a t  Wolfe, even u n t i l  h is  d e a th , remained 

l e s s  a p ro fe s s io n a l n o v e lis t  than  an amateur w ritin g  m a n -  

c re a tin g  anywhere, anytim e, and w ith no s p e c if ic  a r t i s t i c  

goal in  mind o th e r  than to  f i l l  as many thousands of sh ee ts  

o f  paper as  ra p id ly  as he could w ith  h is  immense scraw l un

t i l  th e  flow  o f words was ended by complete exhaustion  on 

th e  p a r t  of th e  w r i te r :

He was not so much an au thor o f books as a member of 
th a t  much le s s  f a m il ia r  sp e c ie s , th e  w ritin g  man, homo 
sc r ib e n s* H is l i f e  was spent in  con jugating  a s in g le  
v erb  in  v a rio u s  te n s e s —scribam , s c r i n s i , scrip tum  e s t—  
w ith  th e  r e s u l t  th a t  h is  working h a b its  and problems 
are  even more in te re s t in g  to  study th a n  th e  works them
se lv es* ’

The low s ta te  to  which Wolfe’ s re p u ta tio n  as a n o v e l is t  

has f a l l e n  a t  th e  p resen t tim e is  borne out by Mr* Cowley’'s  

almost casu a l a s s e r t io n  th a t  Wolfe’ s ”Working h a b its  and 

problems are  even more in te re s t in g  to  study  than  th e  works;

^Malcolm Cowley, ”Thomas W olfe,”* The A tla n tic  M onthly, 
CC (November, 1957)r  206*

Zib i d . ,  p* 204* 3l b i d . ,  p* 202.
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th em selv es,”^ Perhaps f o r  t h i s  reaso n , d e sp ite  h is  expressed 

in te r e s t  in  W olfe’s working h a b i ts ,  Mr. Cowley f e l t  under no 

o b lig a tio n  to  study th e se  h a b its  as  th e  word study  i s  o rd i

n a r i ly  employed. In  o th e r  words, in  Mr* Cowley's a r t i c l e  

the  d e sc r ip tio n  o f Wolfe*s methods of c re a tio n  suggests no 

r e a l ly  se rio u s  e f f o r t  on th e  p a r t of the  c r i t i c  to  sep ara te  

th e  apocryphal from th e  t r u e .  In s te a d , i t  i s  la rg e ly  a r e 

hash o f th e  a l l - to o - f a m i l ia r  legend th a t  e a rly  grew up 

around Wolfe as a ta le n te d  but w ild ly  u n d isc ip lin ed  rom antic 

w r i te r .  Equally  q u estio n ab le  i s  Mr, Cowley’s in c l in a t io n  to  

g en e ra liz e  from th o se  p a r ts  of th e  legend which e i th e r  were 

exaggerated to  begin  w ith  o r which lo s t  t h e i r  re lev an ce  as 

Wblfe m atured. A ll of t h i s  suggests th a t  th e  docum entation 

in  Mr, Cowley’ s a r t i c l e  i s  f re q u e n tly  of too dubious a na

tu re  to  prove th e  connection he wishes to  e s ta b l i s h  between 

W olfe*̂8 c re a tiv e  methods and h is  f a i lu r e  as a n o v e l is t :

Most o f Wblfe*’s f a u l t s  as a w r i te r  were c lo se ly  and 
f r a te r n a l ly  connected w ith  h is  x ir tu e s ;  bo th  re s u lte d  
from h is  method of com position,

Mr, Cowley begins h is  study of Wolfe’̂ s working h a b its  

by review ing th a t  p a r t  o f th e  legend  connected w ith  h i s  

e a r ly  days in  Few York when he was w ritin g  Look Homeward, 

Angel,  Mr, Cowley t e l l s  how Wblfe d id  most o f  h is  composing 

a t  th a t  tim e in  enormous le d g e rs , one o f which would be 

opened on top  of th e  icebox in  h is  apartm ent, "'so th a t  he

l l b l d , Zlb ld , , p , 206.
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stood a t  h is  work l ik e  a fa c to ry  hand ,”^ A fter th e  p u b lic a 

t io n  o f h is  f i r s t  novel, Wblfe abandoned th e  icebox in  fav o r 

of a s tra ig h t-b a ck e d  c h a ir  and ta b le ,  but when he was work

ing in  a s i t t i n g  p o s it io n , he s t i l l  "wrote a t to p  speed, 

never h e s i ta t in g  fo r  a word, as though he were ta k in g  d ic ta 

tio n .,"^  When he had f in ish e d  a sheet of m anuscrip t, about 

n in e ty  o f h is  p e n c ille d  words f i l l i n g  a page, he would shove 

i t  to  th e  f lo o r  w ithout tak in g  th e  tim e even to  number i t ,  

much le s s  to  check back over what he had w r i t te n . L a te r  he 

would p ick  up th e se  sh ee ts  from th e  f lo o r ,  assemble them 

in to  a bundle, and stow the bundle in  a la rg e  wooden pack

ing  case in  one corner of h is  room.

T his method o f spontaneous c re a tio n , according to  Mr, 

Cowley, was never app rec iab ly  a l te r e d  by Wolfe, and since 

obviously  i t  had so l i t t l e  connection  w ith  th e  author 

c r i t i c a l  in te l l ig e n c e ,  Wolfe^s most u rgent problem as a w r i t 

e r  was l i t e r a l l y  how to  m ain ta in  an unbroken flow of words 

once he had worked h im self in to  th e  proper s ta te  of c re a tiv e  

euphoria to  get th e  flow s ta r te d  o r ig in a l ly :

Before th e  flow could be e s ta b lish e d  he would go through 
weeks o r  months of s e l f - t o r tu r e ,  walking th e  s t r e e t s  of 
Brooklyn a t  n ig h t, f le e in g  to  Europe, s tay in g  drunk fo r  
days on end. Once th e  flow  s ta r te d ,  i t  might continue 
fo r  months, during which h is  p en c il sprayed out words 
l ik e  w ater from a hose,-^

Mr, Cowley does admit th a t  re v is io n  had a p lace in  

Wolfe’ s method o f c re a tio n , but i t  was "hot th e  usual s o r t

^Ib id . ,  p. 202, Îb id ,  Îb id ,
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of re v is io n  th a t  c o n s is ts  in  making in t e r l i n e a r  changes, th en

having th e  d r a f t  re typed*’*̂  Q uite th e  c o n tra ry , f o r  wheni

Wblfe was d i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  something he had w r i t te n ,  he put

as id e  th e  o r ig in a l  d r a f t ,  w aited fo r  h is  c re a t iv e  flow  to

begin anew, and th en  w rote a com pletely d i f f e r e n t  v e rs io n .

In  th e  second v e rs io n , moreover, he o f te n  included a v a r ie ty

of a d d itio n a l d e ta ils ,^  c h a ra c te rs ,  and even in c id e n ts , "So

th a t  h is  re w r i t te n  m anuscrip ts were lo n g er—o ften  se v e ra l
2

tim es lo n g e r—than  th e  f i r s t  d r a f t s , "  Mr* Cowley^s conclu

sion  i s  th a t  such an u n d isc ip lin e d  method o f com position 

could sc a rc e ly  be expected to  produce a f in ish e d  novel w ith 

a c a re fu lly  worked-out s t r u c tu re ,  much le s s  one w ith  an e s -  

t h e t i c a l ly  s ig n i f ic a n t  form . L i t t l e  wonder then  th a t  in  

the  fo u rth  y ea r a f t e r  th e  p u b lic a tio n  of Look Homeward, Angel, 

th e  rom antic W blfe, d e s p ite  having w r i t te n  by h is  own e s t i 

mate over a m illio n  words fo r  h is  new book, had to  be r e s 

cued by h is  p u b lish in g  e d i to r  a t  S c rib n e r’ s ,  Maxwell P erk in s:

I t  was P erk in s who saved him , by suggesting  how he might 
make a novel out o f one segment o f th e  m a te r ia l ,  saving 
th e  r e s t  f o r  o th e r  books. Even then  alm ost h a l f  th e  seg
ment had to  be pared away befo re  Of Time and th e  R iver 
was published  in  912 pages,

Mr, Cowley has a ttack ed  W olfe’ s w ritin g  h a b its  because 

i t  i s  h is  co n v ic tio n  th a t  a l l  good w r i te r s  approach c re a tio n  

in  p r e t ty  much th e  same way, and th e  method they  use i s  a  

d ia le c t i c a l  one which invo lves th e  co n s tan t ex e rc ise  o f t h e i r  

c r i t i c a l  f a c u l t i e s :

^I b id , Î b id . 2l b l d . ,  p , 206 ,
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The u su a l au thor i s  two persons o r  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  working- 
in  p a r tn e rsh ip . One o f them says th e  words to  h im se lf, 
then  w rite s  them down; th e  o th e r  l i s t e n s  to  th e  words, 
o r  reads them, and th en  s i l e n t ly  exclaim s, ’T his i s  good, 
t h i s  i s  what you wanted to  say , but t h i s t  Can’t  you 
say i t  again  and say i t  b e t te r ? ’ A r e s u l t  o f th e  d ia 
logue between th e  w r i te r  and th e  read e r w ith in  i s  th a t  
th e  usual m anuscript moves ahead spasm odically—a sen
tence o r  two, a pause w hile ano ther sentence i s  phrased 
and re je c te d  and rep h rased , then  a ra p id ly  w r i t te n  para
graph, th en  ano ther pause w hile read e r and w r i te r  argue 
s i l e n t ly  (o r even aloud) about what has been s a id , then  
th e  sound of a page crumpled and dropped in to  th e  w aste
b ask e t, then  a day’ s in te r v a l ,  perhaps, then  ano ther 
page th a t  goes b e t te r  . .

Since obviously  t h i s  was not W olfe’s method o f c rea 

t io n ,  Mr, Cowley reasons th a t  "he chose to  be only h a lf  o f 

an au th o r” ;^ and Mr, Cowley uses th e  word chose d e l ib e r a te ly ,  

f o r  he b e lie v e s  th a t  Wblfe remained incom plete as  an au th o r 

la rg e ly  as a m a tte r  o f perverse  p r in c ip le .  The c r i t i c  men

t io n s  th a t  i f  one ta lk e d  about books w ith  Wblfe f o r  te n  min

u te s , one re a l iz e d  th a t  he was q u ite  d isc r im in a tin g  and p er

cep tiv e  about what he had re a d , Hfe f a i le d  to  apply  h is  c r i t 

i c a l  in te l l ig e n c e  to  h is  own work, *not through in a b i l i t y  to  

do so , as he sometimes s a id , but c h ie f ly  as a m a tte r  o f  po l

ic y ," ^  The d is tu rb in g  q uestion  to  Mr, Cowley i s  why any w r i t 

er,, e s p e c ia lly  one as undeniably ta le n te d  as W olfe, should 

have p e rs is te d  in  suppressing  th e  c r i t i c a l  s id e  o f h is  n a tu re  

in  h is  own c re a tio n ,

Mr, Cowley answers th i s  q u estio n  by s h i f t in g  h is  a t ta c k  

from Wblfe th e  unsuccessfu l n o v e lis t  to  Wblfe th e  em otionally  

d is tu rb e d  man. The c r i t i c  m entions Wolfe’ s im m aturity  w ith

^Ib id . . p, 20a, Zib id , ^Ib id , ,  p, 206.
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which he was unable to  cope in te l l i g e n t ly  s ince  i t  provided 

th e  inform ing theme fo r  h is  f i c t i o n .  Coupled w ith  t h i s  im

m a tu rity  was h is  r e fu s a l  to  p r o f i t  from th e  experience o r 

wisdom of o th e rs , as i f  once he abandoned th e  compulsion to  

experience p e rso n a lly  every th ing  on e a r th , he a lso  would 

have to  s a c r i f ic e  n e c e ss a r ily  h is  rom antic conception  of h is  

own uniqueness. Mr. Cowley observes th a t  Wblfe*s stren u o u s 

attem pt to  know every th ing  f i r s t -h a n d , and th en  to  d isco v er 

th e  words to  f i t  h is  knowledge, r e s u lte d , i r o n ic a l ly ,  in  h i s  

being cheated o f some of th e  r ic h e s t  experiences in  l i f e .

In  f a c t ,  th e  c r i t i c  a s s e r ts  th a t  W olfe 's personal h is to ry ,  

in s te ad  of a ffirm in g  those  p a r ts  of th e  myth connected w ith  

h is  tremendous gusto fo r  l iv in g ,  r e v e a ls  a s in g u la r ly  de

p riv ed , unhappy in d iv id u a l,

Mr. Cowley mentions th a t  W olfe, from th e  tim e he was 

e ig h t years o ld , never had a r e a l  home, and th a t  he d ied  

w ithout having "bwned so much as a square fo o t o f th e  e a r th  

he loved (even h is  grave i s  in  a fam ily  p l o t ) . I n  a d d itio n , 

throughout most o f h is  a d u lt l i f e ,  Wolfe was em otionally  

ro o tle s s  and in secu re , th e  kind o f person, accord ing  to  our 

c r i t i c *  who was ignoran t even o f such simple p a s to ra l  p le a s 

u res as p la n tin g  a t r e e  o r  c u l t iv a t in g  a garden in  th e  

sp rin g . Wolfe never m arried , never had any c h ild re n , and 

a f t e r  le av in g  A sheville  to  te a c h  a t  New York U n iv e rs ity , ex

cept f o r  the  period  of h is  love a f f a i r  w ith  A line B ern s te in ,

^ Ib ld . , p . 210,
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liv e d  by h im self in  some ren te d  room or apartm ent in  a la rg e  

c i ty ,  Mr, Cowley adm its th a t  d e s p ite  W olfe’ s h a b itu a l i s o 

la t io n  in  a c i ty ,  he d id  seem to  enjoy good company, but 

only a t  th e  most in freq u en t in te rv a ls  s in ce  he a lso  c u l t i 

vated  th e  b e l ie f  th a t  so c ia l co n tac ts  in te r f e r e d  w ith  h is  

c re a tio n . Most of h is  tim e he p re fe rre d  to  spend "alone in  

dingy lodg ings o r  roaming th e  s t r e e t s  a t  n ig h t ,

The c r i t i c  f e e ls  th a t  W olfe’ s need to  l iv e  by h im self 

was th e  r e s u l t  o f s tro n g  n eu ro tic  fo rc e s  a t  work in s id e  h is  

p e r s o n a li ty .  These fo rces  were f u r th e r  d is to r te d  by th e

narrowness o f h is  in t e r e s t s ,  f o r  Wolfe "'played no games, took
2

p a r t  in  no s p o r ts ,  d isp layed  no so c ia l  accom plishm ents," He 

was in d if f e r e n t  ap p aren tly  to  good m usic, d id n ’t  much enjoy 

a r t , ,  stopped going to  th e  th e a tr e  a f t e r  he had broken w ith  

Mrs, B e rn s te in , and probably d id  very l i t t l e  read ing  a f t e r  

leav in g  H àrvard, A ctually  h is  few amusements co n s is ted  o f  

e a tin g , d rin k in g , t r a v e l in g ,  making lo v e , and co n v ersa tio n , 

l i s t e d  in  t h e i r  o rd er o f im portance, Wolfe had such a pau

c i ty  of in t e r e s t s ,  again  according  to  Mr, Cowley, simply 

because h is  " re a l  avocation  was th e  p h y sica l a c t of w r i t 

in g , "^ to g e th e r w ith  h is  compulsive need to  p repare h im self 

tem peram entally  fo r  th e  a c t ,

Mr, Cowley b e liev e s  th a t  Wolfe paid  a heavy p ric e  by 

choosing to  remain th e  v ic tim  o f such a h ig h ly  u n stab le  meth

od o f c re a tio n , in  which th e  method i t s e l f ,  d ivorced as i t

^ Ib id . Z ib id , 3I b id ,
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was from any c a re fu l ly  conceived a r t i s t i c  g o a l, served 

c h ie f ly  as a  n e u ro tic  s u b s t i tu te  to  compensate th e  au th o r 

f o r  h is  deeply  roo ted  fe e l in g s  o f in s e c u r i ty .  P a rt o f th e  

p r ic e  was p h y s ic a l, fo r  th e  hours of steady  w ritin g  and 

s le e p le s s  n ig h ts ,  re lie v e d  p e r io d ic a l ly  by th e  most v io le n t 

d rink ing  sp re e s , inexorably  meant th a t  Wblfe "was drawing 

s ig h t d r a f t s  a g a in s t h is  c o n s t i tu t io n  w ithou t s topp ing  to  

ask whether th e re  was s t i l l  a c r e d i t  b a lan ce ,"^  S t i l l ,  th e  

h eav ie s t p a r t  o f th e  p r ic e  was m ental r a th e r  than  p h y s ic a l, 

and i t  i s  î t r ,  Cowley’s opin ion  th a t  th e  tim e i s  a t  hand fo r  

th e  c r i t i c s  to  b rin g  in to  th e  open th e  ugly t r u th  th a t  W olfe 

was a s ick  man m entally  f o r  se v e ra l years before  he d ied :

But th e re  was a lso  a p r ic e  in  m ental h e a lth  th a t  most 
of h is  c r i t i c s  have been to o  co n s id e ra te  to  m ention, 
even long  a f t e r  h is  d ea th . His a l te r n a t in g  moods o f 
exuberance and d esp a ir  became more extrem e; e s p e c ia lly  
th e  p e rio d s  o f d esp a ir  were lo n g er and d eep er. Many 
p h y sic ian s would say th a t  in  h is  la s t« y e a rs  he was a 
v ic tim  o f m anic-depressive p sy ch o sis ,

Mr, Cowley s ta te s  th a t  a m anic-depressive p sy ch o sis  

i s  u su a lly  accompanied by paranoid  symptoms in  th e  m en ta lly  

d is tu rb e d  p erso n , such as " id eas  o f re fe ren ce  and d e lu s io n s  

of p e rsecu tio n  and grandeur,"^  Then he proceeds to  l i s t  a 

few in s ta n c e s  o f Wolfe’'s  p aran o ia , supported by q u o ta tio n s  

from th e  w r i t e r ’'s  correspondence, Hb uses a sh o rt q u o ta tio n  

from a l e t t e r  w ritte n  by Wblfe to  P erk ins i n  January , 1937» 

to  prove th a t  W olfe’s d e lu s io n s  o f p e rsecu tio n  by t h i s  tim e 

were such t h a t  "he thought th e  whole l i t e r a r y  world was

l lb id , 2ibid. 3lbid,
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leagued in  consp iracy  to  keep him from working,**^ Next Mr. 

Cowley m entions W olfe 's ce leb ra ted  fa rew e ll l e t t e r  to  Per

k in s , which was pub lished  as th e  f in a l  s e c tio n  o f You C an 't 

Go Home Again. Although th e  c r i t i c  adm its th a t  th e re  i s  a 

"su sta in ed  eloquence"^ in  th e  prose of t h i s  p ie ce , a t  th e

same tim e he b e lie v e s  th a t  "In  p laces i t  was a crazy  m an's 
2

l e t t e r . *  Xn one p lace Wblfe re fe r re d  to  h im self as *a r ig h t 

eous man, and few people know i t  because th e re  a re  few r ig h t 

eous people i n  th e  w o r l d . M r .  Cowley focuses h is  a t te n t io n  

on t h i s  q u o ta tio n  as p roof o f th e  "delusions of righ teousness" ' 

which Wolfe used to  excuse h is  a n t i - s o c ia l  behavior near th e  

c lo se  o f h is  l i f e ?

There a re  many w ith  d e lu sio n s of r ig h teo u sn ess , which 
th ey  use as an excuse fo r  being u n ju s t to  o th e rs . Wolfe 
was becoming one o f  them, as he must have re a l iz e d  in  
p a r t  of h is  mind—th e  D r. J e k y ll p a r t ,  as he sometimes 
c a lle d  i t .  At t h i s  p o in t , .a s  a t  some o th e rs , he was 
lo s in g  touch w ith r e a l i t y . ^

Wolfe w rote a l e t t e r  to  h is  s i s t e r  Mabel in  May, 1929, 

only a few months before  th e  p u b lic a tio n  of Look Homeward, 

Angel. At th i s  tim e Wblfe had every reason to  be in  ex c e l

le n t s p i r i t s ,  and we f e e l  th a t  th e re  is  noth ing  revea led  in  

t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  l e t t e r  to  in d ic a te  o therw ise . A ctua lly  th e  

tone o f  th e  f i n a l  paragraphs in  th e  l e t t e r  i s  somewhat b a n te r

in g , and t h i s  in c lu d es W olfe 's  observa tion  th a t  because o f h ia  

queer id e a s , such as not w anting to  own o r d r iv e  an automo

b i l e ,  he sometimes f e l t ,  as he co n tra s ted  h im self w ith  th e

l l b i d .  2lb id . ,  p . 212, ^I b id . ^ Ib id .
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m ajo rity  of h is  fe llo w  Americans, ”l ik e  th e  only sane person 

on a s t r o l l  through a madhouse: a l l  th e  maniacs a re  nudging 

one another and say ing: *See th a t  guy? He’ s c r a z y I n  the  

concluding paragraph of th e  l e t t e r ,  a f t e r  sending h is  love 

to  the various members of h is  fam ily  and req u es tin g  th a t  they  

w rite  when they had tim e, Wolfe, s t i l l  ap p aren tly  in  a jo sh 

ing mood, gave th i s  b i t  of advice to  h is  s i s t e r  about lo s in g  

h er mind:

Don’t  be a f r a id  o f going crazy—I ’ve been th e re  se v e ra l 
tim es and i t ’s no t a t a l l  bad. I f  people get too  much 
fo r  you tak e  a long r id e  on th e  t r a i n .

Mr, Cowley ta k e s  t h i s  quo ta tion  a t  i t s  face  value and 

uses i t ,  s tr ip p e d  o f th e  f i n a l  sentence about th e  t r a i n  r id e ,  

as  evidence th a t  th e  ’’c ra z in e s s ”’ to  which Wblfe re fe r re d  ”was 

indeed an alm ost normal s ta te  f o r  a rom antic a r t i s t  forcing: 

h im self, provoking h im se lf , beyond th e  n a tu ra l  l im its  o f  h is  

em otions,*^ The c r i t i c  then  mentions th a t  i t  had a l l  s ta r te d  

so innocen tly  w ith  W blfe: ’’'so boy ish ly  and adm irably w ith 

h i s g i f t  fo r  f e e l in g  joys and sorrows more deeply th a n  o th 

e r s .  **4- Wolfe e a r ly  had ad ju sted  h is  w ritin g  h a b its  to  ex

p lo i t  h is  rom antic s e n s ib i l i ty ,  but since  years l a t e r  he 

s t i l l  re ta in e d  th e se  same h a b its  which were to  prevent h is  

ever succeeding as a n o v e l is t ,  some kind  o f co llap se  on 

h is  p a r t  was in e v i ta b le ,  Fbr t h i s  reason , Mr, Cowley i s  

convinced th a t  not only  Wolfe’s  f a i lu r e  as an a r t i s t ,  but

^Nowell, p , l a o .  ^Ib id .  ^Cowley, p , 212, ^Ib id ,
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h is  even tual psychosis as w ell (assuming th a t  he degenerated  

in to  a p sycho tic  p e rso n a lity  near th e  c lo se  o f h is  l i f e ) ,  was 

th e  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f h is  r e fu s a l  to  abandon h is  h ig h ly  sub

je c t iv e  methods o f c re a tio n :

His p sy ch o sis , i f  we c a l l  i t  t h a t ,  was not o rgan ic  o r 
to x ic , nor was i t  fu n c tio n a l in  th e  u su a l sense o f  be
ing  an i l l n e s s  due to  unsolved em otional c o n f l i c t s .
L ike th e  oversized  w art on th e  middle f in g e r  o f h is  
r ig h t  hand, i t  was a sc a r ,h e  had earned in  combat, a 
p ro fe ss io n a l deform ation .

We are  not a p s y c h ia t r i s t ,  and t h i s  d i s s e r ta t io n  was 

no t designed as  an attem pt e i th e r  to  r e fu te  o r s u b s ta n tia te  

Mr, Cowley * s charges th a t  Wolfe was m entally  deranged before 

he d ied  and th a t  h is  psychosis stemmed from h is  f a i lu r e  to  

m aster a p ro fe ss io n a l method o f c r e a t io n .  I t  i s  our non

p ro fe ss io n a l op in ion , n e v e r th e le s s , th a t  Mr, Cowley*s charges 

are  exaggerated , and to  some e x te n tr  i r r e s p o n s ib le .  T h is  

opin ion  i s  based on our own c lo se  study o f Wolfe*s correspond

ence and f i c t i o n ,  As a r e s u l t  o f t h i s  study , we do not be

lie v e  th a t  Wolfe*s c re a tiv e  method as he grew o ld e r  was iden

t i c a l  w ith  th e  rom antic legend o f h is  e a rly  y ea rs  which Mr,. 

Cowley has p e rp e tu a ted .

T his d is s e r ta t io n  was designed to  in te r p r e t  th e  gradual 

change from Wolfe th e  a r t i s t  w ith  a p sycho log ica l v is io n  of 

l i f e  in  Look Homeward, Angel, to  Wolfe th e  a r t i s t  w ith  an in 

c re a s in g ly  C h r is t ia n  awareness of e v i l  i n  You Can*t Go Home 

Again,  Since th e  f i r s t  and l a s t  novels a re  c e n t r a l  to  an

l l b i d .
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understanding of t h i s  change, th e se  are  th e  two books which 

have been most c a re fu l ly  examined in  the  d is s e r ta t io n .  Be

cause of l im ita t io n s  o f space, th e  p e r tin e n t m a te r ia l  w ith  

regard  to  t h i s  change in  Wblfe*s second and th i r d  n ovels .

Of Time and th e  Riv e r  and The Web and th e  Rock, has been 

somewhat inadequate ly  summarized. In  a d d itio n , in  th e  d i s 

s e r ta t io n  th e re  are  two ch ap te rs  in  which W olfe, speaking 

through h is  published  correspondence, i s  given th e  opportu

n i ty  to  defend bo th  th e  form of h is  f ic t io n  and h is  au to b io 

g rap h ica l method, as w ell as two general ch ap ters  d ea lin g  

w ith  W olfe 's ro le  as a p sycho log ica l and a rch e ty p a l n o v e l i s t .  

Most of th e  docum entation fo r  th e  d is s e r ta t io n  has 

been taken  from th e  two pub lished  c o lle c tio n s  o f th e  a u th o r 's  

correspondence, Thomas Wolfe * s L e tt e rs  to  His Moth e r  and 

The L e t te r s  o f Thomas W olfe, to g e th e r  w ith  h is  published  

f i c t i o n ,  c h ie f ly  because so l i t t l e  r e l ia b le  in fo rm ation  i s  

a v a ila b le  any place e l s e .  Wherever t h i s  in fo rm ation  does 

e x i s t ,  i t  has been u t i l i z e d  in s o fa r  as p rac tica b le*



CHAPTER I I

WOLFE ON THE FORM OF HIS FICTION

You say th a t  * Madame Bovary* becomes e te rn a l w hile Zola 
a lread y  rocks w ith  age. Well t h i s  may be t r u e —but i f  
i t  i s  t r u e  isn * t i t  t r u e  because *Madame Bovary* may be 
a g re a t book and th o se  th a t  Zola w rote may not be g rea t 
ones? Wouldn*t i t  a lso  be t r u e  to  say th a t  *Don Quix
o te ,*  o r  * Pickwick* o r *Tristram  Shandy*" * becomes e t e r 
nal* w hile a lread y  Mr, Galsworthy *rocks w ith  age*? I  
th in k  i t  i s  t ru e  to  say t h i s  and i t  doesn*t leave much 
to  your argument, does i t ?  For your argument i s  based 
simply upon one way, upon one method in s te a d  o f an o th e r . 
And have you ever n o ticed  how o f t e n i t  tu rn s  out th a t  
what a man i s  r e a l ly  doing i s  sim ply r a t io n a l iz in g  h is  
own way of doing som ething, th e  way he has to  do i t ,  
th e  way given him by h is  t a l e n t  and h is  n a tu re , in to  
th e  only in e v ita b le  and r ig h t  way of doing every th ing— 
a s o r t  o f  c la s s ic  and e te rn a l  a r t  form handed down by 
Apollo from Olympus w ithou t which and beyond which 
th e re  i s  nothing? Now you have your way o f doing some
th in g  and I  have mine; th e re  are  a l o t  o f ways, but you 
a re  h o nestly  m istaken in  th in k in g  th e re  i s  a *way,* 
(L e tte r  from Thomas Wolfe to  F , S co tt F itz g e ra ld ,
Ju ly  26, 1937)1

I t  has not been th e  p ra c t ic e  of many g rea t n o v e lis ts  

to  w rite  c r i t i c a l  commentaries on th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f t h e i r  

f i c t i o n .  A pparently most w r i te r s  f e e l  th a t  i f  they  have 

been unsuccessfu l in  communicating what they  had to  say in  

t h e i r  n o v e ls , i t  would be p o in tle s s  to  tu rn  to  th e  essay  in  

th e  attem pt to  p resen t th a t  meaning d is c u rs iv e ly ,  Thomas 

Wolfe seems to  have had t h i s  a t t i tu d e  w ith  regard  to  h is

Inow sII, p , 643.
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ovra c re a tio n , although he d id  comment on i t s  meaning in  some 

o f h is  l e t t e r s .  The purpose of th e  p re sen t chapter i s  to  

examine th e se  comments, not as d e f in i t iv e  sta tem ents by 

th e i r  au thor about th e  form of h is  f i c t i o n ,  but ra th e r  as 

suggestive  lead s  p o in tin g  to  th e  more com pletely re a l iz e d  

form in  th e  novels them selves,^

A p e r tin e n t in tro d u c tio n  to  the im portant theme of 

i s o la t io n  in  W olfe 's  f ic t io n  can be made from th e  l e t t e r  he 

w rote to  h is  s i s t e r  Mabel Wolfe Wheaton (June 5» 1933). In  

t h i s  l e t t e r  he informed h is  s i s t e r  th a t  he believed  he had 

d iscovered  th e  t r u e  meaning of lo n e lin e s s  when he was a c h ild  

and had "known about i t  ever s i n c e . T h i s  knowledge of lo n e

l in e s s  had been th e  r e s u l t  of th o u g h tle ss  c ru e lty  on th e  p a r t  

o f th e  a d u lts  in  h is  fam ily , who, he supposed, l ik e  most 

grown-up people "mean w ell by ch ild re n  but a re  o ften  c ru e l 

because o f something in s e n s it iv e  o r c ru e l in  t h e i r  own n a tu re s  

which th ey  cannot h e lp ."^  Because th e  "c h ild  i s  small and 

h e lp le ss  and has no defense,""^ they  im press upon him " th a t  

he i s  s e l f i s h ,  un n atu ra l and in f e r io r  to  th e  o th er members

^The m a jo rity  of contemporary c r i t i c s  who b e liev e  th a t  
Wolfe f a i le d  as a n o v e lis t  admit th a t  th ey  a re  unable to  d is 
t in g u is h  any m eaningful form w ith in  th e  au to b io g rap h ica l lim 
i t s  o f th e  world o f re -c re a te d  memory which they  fe e l  com
p r is e s  th e  im aginative  ex ten t of h is  c re a tio n . At th e  same 
tim e , many of th e se  c r i t i c s  admit th a t  Look Homeward, Angel 
i s  th e  le a s t  fo rm less of W olfe 's no v els , no t because i t s  
au th o r was consciously  a su p e rio r  a r t i s t  a t  th e  beginning o f 
h is  w ritin g  c a re e r , but p r in c ip a lly  because th e  su b jec tiv e  
experience which supp lied  th e  con ten t f o r  th i s  novel had a 
" h a tu ra l  u n i ty ,"

^Nowell, p , 370. 3l b i d , 4 lb id . ,  p . 371.
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of th e  f ami l y . The c h ild  in te r p r e t s  t h i s  u n th ink ing  c ru e lty

as r e je c t io n , and i t  p rov ides the psycho log ica l foundation

fo r  h is  strong d e s ire  "to  l iv e  a lone , . . and i f  p o ss ib le  to

get f a r ,  f a r  away from th e  people who have to ld  him how much
2

b e t te r  they a re  than  he i s ." '  Wolfe added th a t  once this= de

s i r e  fo r lo n e lin e s s  has been c rea ted  in  a boy, i t  grows on 

him "from year to  year and he wanders across th e  face  of th e  

ea r th  and has no home and i s  an e x i le ,  and he i s  never ab le

to  break out of th e  p riso n  o f h is  own lo n e lin e s s  ag a in , no
3

m atte r how much he wants t o . "

According to  sta tem ents in  h is  l e t t e r s ,  Wolfe w rote 

Look Homeward. Angel to  rep re se n t and in te r p r e t  th e  lo n e l i 

ness which makes most people s tra n g e rs  to  one an o th e r, and 

e s p e c ia lly  to  t r a c e  th e  growth of th e  d e s ire  fo r  i s o la t io n  

in  a rom antic, s e n s i t iv e  young boy. Xn a l e t t e r  to  h is  

mother (November 6, 1929) Wolfe commented th a t  th e  theme of 

h is  f i r s t  book was s ta te d  on th e  opening page:

i t  says th a t  we a re  born a lo n e , and d ie  a lo n e , and th a t  
we are s tra n g e rs  to  one a n o th e r, and never come to  know 
one a n o th e r . That i t  i s  not w r i t te n  about people in  
A shev ille—i t  i s  w r i t te n  about people everywhere. N orth, 
South, E as t, and W sst.^

Two months l a t e r  Wolfe made a s im ila r  sta tem ent in  a l e t t e r

to  h is  s i s t e r  Mabel (January 5, 1930), rem arking th a t  what

Look Homeward, Angel "says in  th e  f i r s t  paragraph and what

Îbid. 2ibid. 3lbid.
^John S kally  T erry  ( e d . ) ,  Thomas Wolfe*s L e tte r s  to  Hig 

Mother (New York: C harles S c rib n e r’ s Sons, 1943)» p . 169.
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i t  con tinues to  say on every page to  th e  end i s  th a t  men are  

s tra n g e rs , th a t  th ey  a re  lo n e ly  and fo rsak en , th a t  th ey  a re  

in  e x ile  on t h i s  e a r th ,  th a t  th ey  a re  horn, l i v e ,  and d ie  

a lo n e ,

The f i r s t  e x p l ic i t  re fe ren ce  in  Wolfe*s correspondence 

to  th e  theme o f h is  f i r s t  novel was made in  a l e t t e r  from 

th e  au thor to  Mrs, M argaret R oberts (Ju ly  19, 1926), composed 

s h o r tly  a f t e r  he had begun work on th e  m anuscrip t which f i n a l 

ly  became Look Homeward, Angel, At th e  tim e o f t h i s  l e t t e r  

Wolfe planned to  c a l l  h is  book "The B uild ing  o f a W all,"’ w ith  

th e  t i t l e  suggesting  th e  im portant theme o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s:- 

i s o la t io n ,  to g e th e r  w ith  h is  e f f o r t s  as a boy and young man 

to  e re c t a n a r c i s s i s t i c  w a ll to  safeguard  th e  c re a tiv e  s id e  

of h is  p e r s o n a li ty :

I  am t e l l i n g  th e  s to ry  of a powerful c re a tiv e  element 
t r y in g  to  work i t s  way toward an e s s e n t ia l  i s o la t io n :  
a c re a tiv e  s o l i tu d e ;  a se c re t l i f e —i t s  f i e r c e  s tru g 
g le s  to  w a ll t h i s  p a r t  of i t s  l i f e  away from b i r th ,  
f i r s t  th e  p u b lic  and savage g la re  of an unbalanced, 
nervous , braw ling fam ily  group; l a t e r  a g a in s t schoo l, 
s o c ie ty , a l l  th e  barbarous in v asio n  o f th e  w orld . In  
a way th e  book marks a p ro g ressio n  toward freedom; in  
a way toward bondage.

The freedom Wolfe r e fe r re d  to  in  th e  l a s t  sen tence o f the  

q u o ta tio n  obviously  rep resen ted  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s even tual 

p h y sica l escape from h is  fam ily  and home town. The bondage, 

on th e  o th er hand, ap p a ren tly  was connected w ith  th e  ravag

ing  e f f e c ts  of h is  u n d isc ip lin ed  rom antic n a rc iss ism  a f t e r

^Nowell, p .  371 . ^I b i d . , p . 111 .



26

he had l e f t  home

The subo rd inate  theme in  th e  n ovel, provid ing  a psy

cho log ica l illu m in a tio n  of th e  m ajor theme of n a r c i s s i s t i c  

i s o la t io n ,  was to  be the  unresolved c o n f l ic t  between th e  

p ro ta g o n is t’ s p a re n ts , sym bolica lly  in te rp re te d  on th e  b a s is  

o f each p a re n t’ s a t t i tu d e  toward th e  p o ssessio n  o f p ro p e rty .

The f a th e r  would have ""an in b red , and a lso  an in s t in c t iv e ,
2

t e r r o r  and h a tred  of p ro p e r ty ,”’ whereas th e  mother would 

f e e l  "ia mounting lu s t  f o r  ownership th a t  f in a l ly  i s  tin g ed  

w ith m a n i a , T h e  p ro ta g o n is t, along w ith  h is  b ro th e rs  and' 

s i s t e r s ,  would be a v ic tim  of th e  con jugal w arfare o f  h is  

p a re n ts : ”as d esp era te  and b i t t e r  , , , a co n tes t between 

two people as you ever knew,”"̂

In  ano ther l e t t e r  to  Mrs. R oberts composed about a year 

l a t e r  (e a r ly  June, 1927)» Wolfe suggested th a t  h is  in te r e s t  

in  th e  theme o f is o la t io n  d e f in i t e ly  was to  inc lude a l l  o f 

th e  ch a ra c te rs  in  h is  book, and not ju s t  h is  p ro tag o n is t as 

th e  young a r t i s t  i n  an unsym pathetic environm ent. Moreover, 

by th i s  tim e Wolfe was beginning to  r e a l iz e  consciously  th a t  

man’ s deepest sense of s p i r i t u a l  i s o la t io n  was somehow con

nected w ith  h is  fe e lin g s  o f  ’’lo s t  in n o cen ce ,”' Fbr t h i s  re a 

son, he had decided to  c a l l  h is  novel ’’Alone, A l o n e , s i n c e  

th e  ’’idea th a t  broods over i t , ,  and in  i t ,  and behind i t  is ; 

th a t  we are  a l l  s tran g e rs  upon th i s  e a r th  we walk on—th a t

^ In  Of Time and th e  R iver th i s  n a rc iss ism  equals ’’f u ry ,"  

^Nowell, p .  112, 3ib i d , ^ Ib id . 5lb id . ,  p . 122.
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naked and alone do we come in to  l i f e  and a lo n e , a s tran g e r  

each to  each, we l iv e  upon it» " ^  By th e  tim e Wolfe had f in 

ished  w ritin g  h is  m anuscript ( la te  March, 192B), he  had 

changed th e  t i t l e  to  "0 , L o s t,*  which seemed more in  keep

ing w ith  th e  trea tm en t in  th e  in d iv id u a l s e c tio n s  of the 

c o n tro ll in g  theme o f is o la t io n  as a ffe c te d  by th e  protago

n i s t ' s  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  n o s ta lg ia  fo r  h is  lo s t  inno

cence, The change to  "Look Homeward, Angel,* w ith  th e  f in a l  

s e le c tio n  o f a t i t l e  p lac in g  even g re a te r  emphasis on lo s t  

innocence as an im portant supporting  theme, d id  not take 

p lace u n t i l  a f t e r  Wolfe had signed h is  co n trac t w ith  S crib 

n e r 's  in  January, 1929»

Wolfe sen t th e  m anuscript "0, L ost*  to  v arious pub

l i s h e r s  in  th e  sp rin g  o f 192# along w ith  an accompanying 

l e t t e r .  In  t h i s  "Note f o r  th e  P u b lis h e r 's  Reader* (w ritten

in  l a t e  March, 192#), he explained th a t  h is  m anuscript might
2

seem to  "be lack ing  in  p lo t  but i t  i s  not lack in g  in  p lan ,*
3

This p lan , " r ig id  and densely  woven," co n s is ted  of two cen

t r a l  movements, an outward one and a downward movement. The 

outward movement d e a l t  w ith  th e  s tru g g le s  of h is  p ro tag o n is t 

as "a c h ild , a boy, and a youth fo r  r e le a s e ,  freedom, and 

lo n e lin e ss  in  new l a n d s , T h i s  outward movement in  th e  pro

t a g o n is t 's  experience was "d u p lica ted  by a s e r ie s  of widen

in g  concen tric  c i r c le s ,  th re e  of which a re  rep resen ted  by

^ Ib id , ^ I b id , , p , 1 2 9 ,  3I b i d . ^ Ib id .
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th e  th ree  p a r ts  o f th e  book,”^ In  th e  published  novel th e  

f i r s t  o f th e se  c i r c le s  ended when th e  p ro tag o n is t reached 

puberty ; th e  second when he l e f t  home to  a tte n d  c o lle g e ; and 

th e  th ird  when he was p reparing  to  make a f i n a l  le a v e - ta k in g  

from home a t  th e  end of th e  book.

The downward movement was connected w ith  Wolfe*s in 

t e r e s t  in  re v e a lin g  th e  t r u th  beneath  th e  " v is ib le  o u te r"  

su rface of th e  l iv e s  o f th e  o th e r members in  th e  pro tago

n i s t ’ s fam ily . The downward movement, in  o th e r  words,

through th e  a u th o r’ s "co n stan t excavation  in to  th e  bu ried  
2

l i f e "  of th ese  peop le , provided th e  psycho log ica l illu m in a 

t io n  necessary  fo r  th e  read e r to  understand th e  s ig n ific a n c e  

of the in c id e n ts  th a t  took p lace in  th e  outward movement.

Also since th e  book covered th e  l i f e  o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s 

fam ily " in te n s iv e ly  fo r  a period  o f tw enty y e a rs , and in  

rap id  summary fo r  f i f t y  y e a rs ,"^ th e  downward movement had 

th e  symbolic fu n c tio n  o f i l l u s t r a t i n g  " th e  cy c lic  curve of 

a fam ily ’̂ s l i f e —g e n e s is , union, decay, and d is s o lu t io n ." ^

Wolfe adm itted  th a t  th e  fam ily  in  th e  book was obv i

ously  p a tte rn ed  a f t e r  h is  own, but he denied th a t  h is  a r t i s =  

t i c  re p re se n ta tio n  o f th e  hidden l iv e s  o f th e se  people had 

been c h ie f ly  th e  r e s u l t  of h is  r e te n t iv e  memory. I t  was tru e  

th a t  much o f t h i s  personal m a te r ia l had been s to red  in  h is  

memory, but befo re  i t  emerged in  h is  w r i t in g , i t  had f i r s t

llbld. Zibld. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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been "'com pletely d ig ested "^  in  h is  im ag ina tion , th e n  r e 

in te rp re te d  c re a t iv e ly .  A fter th e  persona l m a te r ia l had been 

through t h i s  p ro cess , Wolfe believed  th a t  i t  was th e  o r ig in a l  

au to b io g rap h ica l f a c t  in  name only ; a c tu a l ly  i t  was th e  f a c t  

g iven a new dim ension of meaning accord ing  to  i t s  r o le  in  "'a

f i c t i o n  which te le s c o p e s , condenses, and o b je c t i f ie s  a l l  th e
2

random or incom pleted g es tu re s  of l i f e , "  M oreover, th rough

out t h i s  p rocess i t  had been h is  a r t i s t i c  in te n t io n  to  g ive

h is  c re a tio n  a "u n iv e rsa l meaning"^ based upon what appeared
4to  u n ite  h is  c h a ra c te rs  "to  th e  whole fam ily  o f th e  e a r th ,"  

Wolfe ended th e  l e t t e r  to  th e  "P u b lish e r’ s Reader" by com

menting th a t  he d id  not know whether o r  no t he had r e a l iz e d  

h is  in te n t io n  su c c e ss fu lly  i n  th e  m anuscript he was subm it

t in g ,  although he d id  b e liev e  th a t  what he had w r i t te n  "p re

sen ts  a s tran g e  and deep p ic tu re  o f American l i f e —one th a t  

I  have never seen elsew here ; and th a t  I  may have some hope of 

p u b lic a tio n ," ^

A fter W olfe^s m anuscript had been accepted  by S c rib 

n e r ’ s and pub lished  as Look Homeward, Angel, th e  au th o r w rote 

M rs, R oberts (January  12, 1929) th a t  he r e a l iz e d  th a t  in  h is  

book he had dredged "iip from th e  inwards o f peop le, p a in , 

t e r r o r ,  c ru e l ty ,  l u s t ,  u g lin e s s , as w e ll ,  I  th in k , as beau ty , 

te n d e rn e ss , m e r c y , H e  wanted h is  form er te a c h e r  to  know.

^I b id , ,  p , 130. ^I b id ,. 3l b i d . ,  p ,  231.

4 b i d , ,  p . 346, Si b id , ,  p , 131. ^I b id . , p , 171.
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however, th a t  th e  c re a tio n  o f t h i s  m a te r ia l had not been 

m a lic io u sly  in s p ire d , f o r  he had w r i t te n  most of th e  book 

l i t e r a l l y  ’’'in  a w hite h e a t, sim ply and p a ss io n a te ly , w ith  

no idea  of being e i th e r  ug ly , obscene, te n d e r , c ru e l , beau

t i f u l ,  or anyth ing  e ls e —only o f saying what I  had to  say 

because T had to»**^ At t h i s  tim e, when he was engaged in  

th e  a c tu a l w ri tin g , h is  conscience and h is  a r t i s t i c  daemon

had been th e  same : "The only m o ra lity  I  had was in  me; th e
2

only m aster I  had was in  me and s tro n g e r  than  me,*

In  a previous l e t t e r  to  Mrs, R oberts (August 11, 1929), 

Wolfe had exp lained  th a t  "the c re a tiv e  s p i r i t  h a tes  pain  

more, perhaps, th an  i t  does any th ing  e lse  on e a r th , and i t  i s  

not l ik e ly  i t  should t r y  to  i n f l i c t  on o th e r people what i t  

lo a th es  i t s e l f , ’*̂  Ifhen th e  n o v e l is t  who i s  a lso  a se r io u s  

a r t i s t  begins to  w r i te ,  however, h is  most im portant concern 

" Is  to  give h is  c re a tio n  l i f e ,  form, beau ty . This dom inates 

him, and i t  i s  doub tfu l i f  he th in k s  very much of th e  e f f e c t  

h is  work w il l  have on given p e rso n s ."^  For t h i s  reason ,

Wolfe s t i l l  b e lieved  th a t  whatever b i t te rn e s s  h is  f i r s t  novel 

contained  was d ire c te d  g e n e ra lly  a t  l i f e  ra th e r  than s p e c if ic 

a l ly  a t  in d iv id u a ls  in  h is  home town whom he had wished to  in 

ju re :

But I  do b e liev e  s in c e re ly , M rs, R oberts, th a t  any b i t 
te rn e s s  in  my book—and I  would not deny th a t  th e re  i s  
b i t te rn e s s  in  i t —i s  d ire c te d  no t a g a in s t people or 
ag a in s t l iv in g ,  but a g a in s t th e  fundamental s tru c tu re  of

l l b i d ,  ^ Ib id , h b i d , ,  p .  19&. 4 b i d .
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l i f e ,  which seems to  me, o r a t  le a s t  seemed to  me when 
I  wrote th e  book, c ru e l and w aste fu lly  t r a g ic ,  I  may 
be wrong in  th a t^ f e e l in g , but a t  any r a t e ,  i t  was deep- 
seated  and r e a l ,

Wolfe concluded th i s  p a r t ic u la r  l e t t e r  by s t r e s s in g  th a t  as

an a r t i s t  he a sp ire d  to  be f a i th f u l  to  only one o b lig a tio n :
2

must c rea te  my v is io n  o f l i f e  as I  see i t , *

In  Look Homeward, Angel Wolfe used th e  s e t t in g  o f a  

V ic to rian  p u r ita n  fam ily  in  sm all town America, dominated 

em otionally  by th e  u n re le n tin g  c o n f l ic t  between th e  f a th e r  

and m other, to  dem onstrate how th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  d e s ire  f o r  

i s o la t io n  was formed in  t h e i r  ch ild re n , e s p e c ia lly  in  t h e i r  

youngest boy. In  h is  second novel, according to  th e  l e t t e r  

of a p p lic a tio n  which Wolfe wrote fo r  a Guggenheim Fellow ship 

(December 16, 1929), he planned to  in v e s tig a te  th e  theme o f 

rom antic e x ile  as a co n tin u a tio n  o f th e  e a r l i e r  theme o f 

n a r c i s s i s t i c  i s o la t io n :

My new novel w i l l  be ready in  th e  Spring o r Autumn of 
1931» I t s  t i t l e  i s  "The October F a ir .*  I  cannot o u t
l in e  i t s  p lan  and purpose so ex ac tly  as a s c ie n t i s t  
could h is  course of stu d y r th e  book has a g re a t many 
th in g s  in  i t  bu t i t s  dominant theme i s  again  re la te d  
to  th e  theme o f th e  f i r s t r  i t  t r i e s  to  f in d  out why 
Americans a re  a nomad race (as t h i s  w r i te r  b e l ie v e s ) ;  
why they  a re  touched w ith  a powerful homesickness wher
ever th ey  go, both a t  home and abroad; why thousands 
o f young men, l ik e  th i s  w r i te r ,  have prowled over Eur
ope, looking fo r  a door, a happy lan d , a home, seek
ing  fo r  something th ey  have l o s t ,  perhaps r a c i a l  and 
fo rg o tte n ; and why th ey  re tu rn  h ere ; or i f  they  do n o t, 
c a rry  on them th e  mark of e x ile  and obscure lo n g in g .^

I f  in  Look Homewar d , Angel Wolfe had succeeded in  r e 

v ea lin g  th e  d is to r t in g  in flu en c e  which Gant and E liz a , a s

l l b i d , ,  p . 220V Zi b i d , ,  p . 221, ^I b i d , .  p .  212 .
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eg o -ce n tric  paren ts involved in  a b i t t e r ,  in te rn e c in e  s tru g 

g le  fo r  supremacy, had ex erted  over th e  l iv e s  of a l l  t h e i r  

c h ild re n , producing in  Eugene Gant e s p e c ia lly  deep-seated  

fe e l in g s  of r e je c t io n  coupled w ith  an in c reas in g  d e s ire  to  

i s o la te  h im self from h is  fam ily , in  th e  second novel th e  au th 

o r n e c e ssa r ily  had to  make use of tim e or memory to  rep re sen t 

th e  damaging e f f e c ts  o f th a t  p a re n ta l in flu en ce  in  th e  emo

t io n a l  l i f e  o f h is  p ro tag o n is t a f t e r  he had l e f t  home. In  

a d d itio n , since the  s tro n g  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  of Gant and E liza  

could no t be separa ted  from th e  f a c t  th a t  Gant was a man and 

E liz a  was a woman, in  h is  new book Wolfe would have to  dea l 

w ith  th e  more genera l im p lica tio n s  o f a m asculine and fem i

nine dualism  grounded in  each in d iv id u a l* s  a t t i tu d e s  as a 

ch ild  toward h is  p a re n ts .

When Wolfe was in  Europe in  1930, he was a ttem p ting  to  

d isco v er an adequate form to  communicate h is  psycho log ica l 

in te rp r e ta t io n  of th e  r e s t le s s n e s s  and haunting  sense o f ex

i l e  o f th e  ty p ic a l  American. In  a l e t t e r  to  John H all Wheel- 

ock (June 24, 1930) Wolfe w rote th a t  during  th e  l a s t  few 

months he believed  th a t  f in a l ly  he had begun to  understand 

something about **bur g rea t woe and s ick n ess  as a people . . .  

because th a t  woe i s  in  me—i s  roo ted  in  myself.**^ I f  th e  

c re a tiv e  theo ry  were v a lid  th a t  th e  a r t i s t  **̂ ought to  see in  

what has happened to  h im self th e  elem ents o f th e  u n iv e rsa l

l l b i d . , p. 234»
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ex p e rien ce ,”^ Wolfe was now convinced th a t  in  h is  next book, 

on th e  le v e l of p sy ch o lo g ica l myth, he could serve as a k ind 

o f "voice fo r  th e  experience o f th e  r a c e ,”^ T his was th e  

reason he had decided  to  employ m ythical names and f ig u re s  to  

support th e  g en e ra l meanings in  h is  new work.

The se c tio n  which Wolfe was w ritin g  a t  th a t  p a r t ic u la r  

tim e was to  be c a lle d  A ntaeus, and i t  would inc lude  an a r t i s 

t i c  in te rp r e ta t io n  o f  "wandering and th e  e a r th  again"* as th e  

embracing dualism  w ith in  which th e  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  

experience of man ta k e s  p lace ;

I t  begins 'O f wandering fo re v e r  and th e  e a r th  again*—  
and by God? Jack , I  b e liev e  I 'v e  got i t —th e  two th in g s  
th a t  haunt and h u rt u sr th e  e te rn a l  w andering, moving, 
q u es tin g , lo n e l in e s s ,  hom esickness, and th e  d e s ire  o f 
th e  soul f o r  à home, peace, f i x i t y ,  rep o se , Tn A ntaeus, 
in  a dozen sh o r t scenes, to ld  in  t h e i r  own language, we 
see people of a l l  s o r ts  co n s tan tly  in  movement, going 
somewhere, haunted by i t —and by God, Jack , i t ' s  th e  
t r u th  about th em --I saw i t  as a c h i ld .  I 'v e  seen i t  ever 
s in c e , I  see i t  here in  t h e i r  poor damned haunted eyes,^

Moreover, in  W olfe 's  view of th i s  dualism,- th e  compulsion to

wander, as a p sycho log ica l expression  of th e  e te rn a l f lu x

behind a l l  l iv in g ,  was connected w ith  th e  m asculine p r in c ip le ,

w hile "’amid a l l  t h i s  you g e t th e  th in g  th a t  does not change,
I.

th e  f ix ed  p r in c ip le ,  th e  fem ale p r in c ip le —th e  e a r th  a g a in ,

In  h is  next l e t t e r  to  Maxwell P erk in s (Ju ly  1 , 1930) 

Wolfe connected t h i s  p sycho log ica l dualism  w ith  th e  theme o f 

" lo s t  innocence ,"’ which had been given such an im portan t sym

b o lic  trea tm en t in  th e  f i n a l  chap ter o f  Look Homeward, Angel,

%Ibid, Zi b i d ,  3I b i d . ^I b i d . ,  p ,  235.
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Wolfe explained  to  P erk ins th a t  h is  new book d e a lt  w ith  "two 

o f th e  profoundest im pulses in  man—Wordsworth, in  one of 

h is  poems, *To a S ky lark ,* I  th in k , c a l l s  i t  *heaven and 

home,* and I  c a lle d  i t  in  th e  f i r s t  l in e  o f my book, *0f  wan

derin g  fo re v e r and th e  e a r th  ag a in , ***̂  Wolfe then  attem pted 

to  d efine  h is  conception o f t h i s  c o n tro ll in g  dualism :

By 't h e  e a rth  again* I  mean sim ply th e  e v e r la s t in g  e a r th , 
a home, a p lace  fo r  th e  h ea rt to  come t o ,  an e a r th ly  mor
t a l  lo v e , th e  love of a woman, who, i t  seems to  me be
longs to  th e  e a r th  and i s  a fo rc e  opposed to  th a t  o th e r 
g rea t fo rce  th a t  makes men wander, th a t  makes them se a rc h , 
th a t  makes them lo n e ly , and th a t  makes them both h a te  and 
love  th e i r  lo n e l in e s s .  You may ask what a l l  t h i s  has to  
do vdth  America—i t  i s  tru e  i t  has to  do w ith  th e  whole 
u n iv e rse—but i t  i s  as t ru e  o f th e  enormous and lo n e ly  
land  th a t  we in h a b it as any land I  know o f ,  and more so , 
i t  se«ns to  me, '

In  h is  new f i c t i o n  th e  r iv e r  was supposed to  be a symbol 

f o r  t h i s  cease le ss  movement in  l i f e ,  coupled w ith  man*s d e s ire  

to  leav e  home and w ander,^ The se c tio n  which Wolfe was w r i t

in g  a t  th a t  tim e con tained  a husband and w ife l iv in g  c lo se  to  

a r iv e r  which had f lo o d ed . In  t h i s  scene th e  man*s love fo r

th e  r iv e r  was to  be co n tra s ted  w ith  th e  w ife*s h a tred  o f i t s

You understand th a t  th e  r iv e r  i s  in  her b ra in , in  her 
though t, in  her speech; and a t  th e  very end, ly in g  in  
her t e n t  a t n ig h t w hile a new house i s  being b u i l t  where 
th e  o ld  one was ( fo r  h ^  re fu s e s  to  go up on high ground 
back beyond th e  r iv e r  where no th ing  moves) she h ea rs  
him waken beside h e r—he th in k s  she i s  a s leep —she now 
r e a l iz e s  he i s  l i s te n in g  to  th e  r iv e r ,  to  th e  w h is tle s  
o f th e  boats upon th e  r iv e r ,  th a t  he wants to  be out

l l b ld . ,  p . 239. Zib id .

^In  Of Time and th e  R iver th e  r iv e r  i s  a lso  a p a s to ra l 
symbol o f  th e  power in  n a tu re  as w ell as an arch e ty p a l symbol 
o f  th e  m asculine v i t a l i t y  o f th e  f a th e r .
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th e re  upon th e  r iv e r ,  th a t  he could go f lo a t in g  on fo r 
ever down th e  r i v e r .  And she h a tes  th e  r iv e r ,  but a l |  
o f i t s  sounds a re  in  her b ra in , she cannot escape i t#

Wolfe planned to  f i t  th e  symbolic meaning of t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  
2

scene in to  a ly r i c a l  con tex t to  show i t s  connection w ith  th e  

s p e c if ic  em otional experience o f h is  p ro ta g o n is t: ""All o f

my l i f e  i s  flowing l ik e  th e  r iv e r ,  a l l  of my l i f e  i s  passing  

l ik e  th e  r iv e r ,  I  th in k  and dream and t a lk  ju s t  l ik e  th e  

r iv e r  as i t  goes by me, by me, by me, to  th e  sea ,"^

Xn ano ther l e t t e r  to  P e rk in s , composed about two weeks 

l a t e r  (Ju ly  17, 1930), Wolfe gave a more d e ta ile d  exp lanation  

of th e  way he regarded th e  m asculine and fem inine dualism#

He commenced by r e f e r r in g  to  th e  previous l e t t e r  in  which he 

had s ta te d  " th a t th e  book begins w ith  ^of wandering fo re v e r  

and th e  e a r th  a g a i n , a n d  th a t  th e se  opposing elements 

seemed to  him "to  be fundamental in  peop le ,"^  Wolfe adm it

ted  th a t  he had a rr iv e d  a t  t h i s  view by g en e ra liz in g  from h is  

own experience , s in ce  h is  own d e s ire s  had always seemed to  be 

d iv ided  "between a hunger f o r  i s o la t io n ,  f o r  g e t tin g  away, 

fo r  seeking new lands—and a d e s ire  f o r  home, f o r  permanence, 

fo r  a p iece of t h i s  e a r th  fenced in  and liv e d  on and p r iv a te

l l b id . , p# 239.

^ E lizab e th  Nowell has noted th a t  th i s  scene became q u ite  
long and was f in a l ly  e lim in a ted  from Of Time and th e  R iv e r#
The words "goes by me, by me, by me, to  th e  sea,"* however, be
came "flow s by u s , by u s , by u s , to  th e  s e a ,"  and th i s  r e f r a in
was used throughout th e  book, as on pages 333, 510, Ô60.

% o w e ll ,  p# 239. ^I b i d . , p .  241. Î b id .
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to  o n ese lf , and fo r  a person o r persons to  love and possess*”^ 

Since h is  a r r iv a l  in  Europe, he had become convinced th a t
n

fe e lin g s  s im ila r  to  h is  own were "^rooted in  most peop le,*

and th a t  "the d e s ire  f o r  wandering i s  more common to  men, and
3

fo r  f i x i t y  and a p iece of th e  e a r th  to  women,* Wolfe com

mented th a t  he knew th a t  P erk ins had been puzzled whenever 

th is  su b jec t had come up between them p rev io u s ly , but in  th is  

l e t t e r  he hoped to  provide h is  e d i to r  w ith  "a key":

I  th in k  you have sometimes been puzzled when I  have 
ta lk ed  to  you about p a r ts  o f th i s  book— about th e  t r a in  
as i t  thunders through th e  dark , and about th e  love fo r  
ano ther person—to  see how they  could be reco n c iled  or 
f i t  in to  th e  g en e ra l scheme o f a s to ry ; but I  th in k  you 
can get some idea  o f i t  now;: th e  g rea t t r a i n  pounding 
a t  th e  r a i l s  i s  rush ing  across th e  e v e r la s tin g  and s i 
le n t  e a r th —and here th e  two ideas o f  wandering and 
e te rn a l repose—and th e  c h a ra c te rs  on th e  t r a i n ,  and on 
th e  lan d , aga in  i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s .*  A lso, th e  love theme, 
the male and female lo v e , rep re se n t t h i s  aga in :^  p lease 
do not th in k  I  am hammering th i s  in  th e  book, I  l e t  i t  
speak fo r  i t s e l f —I  am g iv ing you a k ind  of key,®

Wolfe mentioned th a t  th e  f i r s t  s e c tio n  o f h is  book, 

Antaeus, would con ta in  around twenty c h a p te rs , most o f them 

connected w ith  th e  m asculine p r in c ip le ,  " the  idea  o f e te rn a l 

movement, of w andering,"^ In te rsp e rse d  among th e se  ch ap te rs , 

however, would be a h a lf  dozen "concerned w ith  th e  fem ale

l l b i d . Zib l d . 3I b id .

^See th e  opening se c tio n  o f Of Time and th e  R iv e r , 25-2?<

^See th e  love a f f a i r  between E sth e r Jack and George
Webber i n  th e  second h a lf  o f  The Web and th e  Rock,

% o w ell ,  pp, 241 -42 , ^ Ib id , „ p , 243 ,
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th in g : th e  idea  o f th e  e a r th ,  f r u c t i f i c a t i o n ,  and r e p o s e ,”^

The ch ap te rs  d ea lin g  w ith  th e  "fem ale th in g "  were planned to  

be "alm ost e n t i r e ly  about women and to ld  in  th e  language o f  

women: th e  m other, th e  m is tre s s ,  and th e  c h ild —sometimes a l l  

included  in  one person, sometimes found se p a ra te ly  in  d i f f e r 

en t w o m e n * I n  a d d itio n , th e se  s to r ie s  were connected w ith  

th e  e a r th  in  th a t  th ey  co n ta in ed , b es id es  t h e i r  fem inine 

p o in t o f  view, th e  p a s to ra l " id ea  o f redoub ling  and renewing 

our s tre n g th  by co n tac t w ith  th e  e a r t h T h i s  rep re sen ted  

one s id e  o f th e  p sycho log ica l dualism  in  Wolfe’ s new f i c t i o n — 

th e  p a s to ra l  r e tu rn  to  th e  e a r th  as a k ind  o f  symbolic r e tu rn  

to  a fo rg iv in g  m other. The o th e r  s id e  o f  th e  dualism  was 

th e  search  fo r  th e  f a th e r :

Now I  hope you don’ t  g e t d iz zy  in  a l l  t h i s ,  o r  th in k  
I  am ca rry in g  th e  th in g  to  a b su rd ity : a l l  in te n se  con
v ic t io n  has elem ents o f th e  f a n a t ic  and absurd in  i t ,  
bu t th ey  a re  saved by ou r b e l ie f s  and our p a ss io n . Con
ta in e d  in  th e  book l ik e  a k e rn e l from th e  b eg in n in g , 
but unrevealed u n t i l  much l a t e r ,  i s  th e  idea  o f a man’ s 
q uest f o r  h is  f a th e r .  The id ea  becomes very  e a r ly  ap
p a ren t th a t  when a man re tu rn s  he re tu rn s  always to  th e  
fem ale—he re tu rn s  ( I  hope t h i s  i s  n o t d isg u s tin g )  to  
th e  womb o f e a r th ly  c r e a t io n , to  th e  e a r th  i t s e l f ,  to  
a woman, to  f i x i t y .  But I  dare  go so f a r  as to  b e lie v e  
th a t  th e  o th e r  po le—th e  pole o f wandering—i s  n o t on ly  
a m asculine th in g , but th a t  in  some way i t  re p re se n ts  
th e  quest o f  a man fo r  h is  f a th e r ,  I  dare  m ention to  
you th e  wandering o f C h ris t upon t h i s  e a r th , th e  wan
d e rin g s  o f  P au l, th e  q u ests  o f  th e  C rusaders, th e  wan
d erin g s o f  th e  Ancient M ariner who makes h is  co n fess io n  
to  th e  Wedding Guest—p lease  don’t  lau g h :4

^I b id ,  ^In  Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n  th e  f in e s t  example o f  t h i s  
k ind  o f s to ry  i s  "The Web o f E a r th ,"

% ow ell^ p* 242.  ^ Ib ld . . p . 244.
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Wolfe explained  th a t  he was w ritin g  t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  

l e t t e r  because he wanted Perk ins to  r e a l iz e  th a t  h is  recen t 

c re a tio n  was not form less but had ”‘a coherent p lan  and pur

p o se ,”^ Moreover» according  to  h is  plan» he would attem pt 

to  support th e  governing psycho log ica l dualism  o f h is  a r t i s -  

t i c  v is io n  by ”an ex ten siv e  use o f  o ld  myths»*^ although he 

d id  not come r ig h t  out and ex p la in  t h i s  to  th e  read e r: "you 

(P erk ins) know a lread y  th a t  I  am using  th e  H eracles ( in  my 

book th e  C ity  is  H eracles) and Antaeus myth; and you know 

th a t  th e  lo rd s  o f f r u c t i f i c a t i o n  and th e  e a r th  a re  almost 

always women: Maya in  th e  E astern  legends» Demeter in  th e  

Greek» Geres in  Latin» e tc ." ^

The read e r would f i r s t  be in troduced  to  th e  psycholog

ic a l  dualism  as a c o n f l ic t  between th e  fem inine ea rth  and 

th e  m asculine sea in  a ch ap te r c a lle d  "The Ship":^

I  t e l l  why th ey  are  d i f f e r e n t :  o f th e  sea*s e te rn a l 
movement » and th e  earth*"s e te rn a l  repose* I  t e l l  why 
men go to  sea» and why th e y  have made harbours a t  th e  
end**

In  t h i s  ch ap te r th e  sea» l ik e  th e  g re a t m e tro p o litan  c ity»  

would a lso  symbolize th e  th r e a t  to  modern man of experience 

viewed as a k ind  o f n a tu r a l i s t i c  chaos—except th a t  in  

Wolfe*s f i c t i o n  man trium phed over t h i s  chaos, imposed an 

o rder o f  h is  own c re a tio n  upon i t»  through h is  myth-making 

a b i l i t i e s :

l l b id * ^I b id . , p* 243* ^I b id * » p . 244. 

^See The Web and th e  Rock, pp. 297-315. 

^Nowell» p . 244,
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I  am proud o f th a t  sh ip  and of man who b u i l t  h e r , • . • 
who can face  th e  h o rro r o f th e  ocean and see th e re  in  
th a t  unending waste th e  answer to  h is  e x is te n c e . I  
i n s i s t * by th e  way, in  ray book th a t  men a re  w ise , and 
th a t  we a l l  know we a re  l o s t , th a t  we a re  damned to 
ge th er—and th a t  man’ s g rea tn ess  comes in  knowing th iS ' 
and then  making myths; l ik e  s o ld ie rs  going in to  b a t t le  
who w il l  whore and carouse to  th e  l a s t  m inute, nor 
have any t a lk  o f  death  and s la u g h te r .

Wolfe concluded th i s  l e t t e r  to  P erk ins by m entioning

th a t  he had a lso  c rea ted  a d i f f e r e n t  p ro ta g o n is t, to  be
2

ca lle d  David or Monkey Hawke, f o r  h is  new book. This pro

ta g o n is t was supposed to  be th e  embodiment o f Wolfe’ s con

cep tion  o f h is  su b je c tiv e  s e l f :  " I  have made him out o f th e

in s id e  o f me, of what I  have always b e liev ed  th e  in s id e  was 

l i k e , ”^ In  a d d it io n , th e  p h y sica l appearance of Monkey ffawke 

would suggest th e  d iv is io n  in  h is  n a tu re  between th e  b east 

and the ange l, p rov id ing , in  tu rn ,  th e  b a s is  f o r  a symbolic 

connection between th e  masculine and fem inine p r in c ip le s  of 

th e  psycho log ica l dualism  w ith  th e  s p i r i tu a l  dualism  between 

good and e v i l  e x is t in g  in  a l l  peop le:

He i s  about f iv e  f e e t  n ine* w ith  th e  long arms and th e  
prowl of an ape, and a l i t t l e  angel in  h is  f a c e , ffe iæ  
p a rt b e a s t ,  p a r t  s p i r i t —a m ixture o f th e  ape and an g e l. 
There i s  a touch  o f m onster in  him, *'

Wolfe re tu rn e d  to  th e  su b jec t o f Monkey Hawke and man*s 

s p i r i tu a l  dualism  in  another l e t t e r  to  Perkins (December 9»

l l b i d , ,  p , 245,

%onkey Hawke ev en tu a lly  became Monk Webber of The Web 
and th e  Rock and You Can^t Go Home Again.

%owell, p. 2 4 5. 4ibld.
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1930) in  which he explained  th a t  th e  supporting  quo ta tion  

fo r  th e  t i t l e  of h is  new book would be taken  from th e  B ible 

to  suggest th e  im portant theme o f s p i r i t u a l  dualism : "Who

knoweth th e  s p i r i t  o f man th a t  goeth upward, and th e  s p i r i t  

o f the  b east th a t  goeth  downward to  th e  e a r th ? " !  In  th e  

book i t s e l f  th e  s p i r i t u a l  dualism  would inc lude th e  psycho

lo g ic a l  dualism  as w ell as th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  search  fo r  the? 

f a th e r  and h is  p a s to ra l r e tu rn s ,  whenever discouraged o r de

fe a te d , to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le .

With th i s  o v e ra ll  p a t te rn  in  h is  im ag ina tion , Wolfe 

sym bolically  had envisioned th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  f a th e r  as 

"Poseidon, who i s  th e  Sea, e te rn a l wandering* e te rn a l change, 

e te rn a l movement—but who a lso  i s  a r e a l  person (never 

c a lle d  Poseidon, o f c o u rse ) ,"  In  th e  same symbolic fa sh io n , 

h is  mother i s  th e  e a r th , v a r io u s ly  r e fe r re d  to  as "Gaea,

Helen, o r  Demeter—but th e se  th in g s  a re  never to ld  you and 

th e  s to ry  i t s e l f  i s  d ir e c t  and sim ple, given shape by th e  

legend ,"^  The legend , as p rev io u sly  in d ic a te d , would be 

based on th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  search  fo r  

h is  f a th e r ,  and would in c lu d e  h is  many d e v ia tio n a l re tu rn s  

f o r  s tre n g th  to  th e  e a r th  (th e  symbol o f th e  fem inine p r in c i

p le ) as a p a s to ra l m other:

He contendeth w ith  a l l  who seek to  pass him by, he se a rc h -  
e th  alway f o r  h is  f a th e r ,  he c r ie th  o u t: 'A rt thou  my 
fa th e r?  I s  i t  thou?" and he w re s tle th  w ith  th a t  man,

^This was used on th e  t i t l e  page o f Of Time and th e  R iv e r, 

C o w e ll, p . 279. ^I b id .
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and he r i s e th  from each f a l l  w ith  s tre n g th  redoubled , 
f o r  h is  s tre n g th  coraeth out of th e  e a r th ,  which i s  h is  
m other. Then cometh ag a in st him H eracles ( th e  C ity) 
who contendeth  w ith  him, who d isc o v e re th  th e  s e c re t  of 
h is  s tre n g th , who l i f t e t h  him from th e  e a r th  whence he 
might a r i s e th ,  and subdueth him. But from a fa r  now, 
in  h is  agony, he h ea re th  th e  sound o f h is  f a th e r* s  
foo t : he w i l l  be saved f o r  h is  f a th e r  oomethl^

In  th e  nex t paragraph o f th e  l e t t e r  Wolfe advised  P er

k ins not to  g e t alarmed in to  th in k in g  th a t  th e  m a te r ia l in  

th e  book would resem ble a Creek myth, fo r  th e  legend which 

had ju s t  been summarized rep re se n te d -th e  book' s symbolic 

s t ru c tu re ,  not i t s  l i t e r a l  co n ten t. T his co n ten t would r e 

main c h ie f ly  contemporary, much l ik e  th a t  in  Look Homeward, 

Angel: ’’'All of t h i s  i s  never mentioned once th e  s to ry  g e ts  

under way, bu t i t  i s  a m agnificent f a b le ,  and I  have soaked 

myself i n  i t  f o r  over a year now:: i t  says what I  want to  say ,
2

and i t  g ives th e  most m agnificent p lo t and u n ity  to  my book ,” 

E a r l ie r  in  t h i s  ch ap te r th e  sta tem en t was made th a t  i f  

Wolfe expected to  make a fu r th e r  exam ination o f th e  theme o f  

i s o la t io n  in  h is  new f i c t i o n ,  i t  was alm ost in e v ita b le  th a t  

he develop an in te r e s t  in  memory o r tim e . In  o th e r  words, 

i f  h is  p ro ta g o n is t’ s rom antic sense o f e x i le  as a young man 

were s t i l l  a f fe c te d  by re s id u a l f e e l in g s  stemming from an in 

volvement a t  home w ith  th e  c o n tra s tin g  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  of hiŝ  ̂

b i t t e r l y  w arring p a re n ts , th e  au th o r had to  tu rn  to  memory 

to  in t e r p r e t ,  and c e r ta in ly  to  rep re se n t in  a contemporary 

s e t t in g ,  th e  con tinu ing  in flu en ce  o f th a t  em otional legacy

l l b i d . ,  p .  2 7 a , Î b i d . ,  p ,  2 7 9 .
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a f te r  h is  p ro tag o n is t had f in a l l y  e ffec ted  a p h y sica l sep

a ra t io n  from h is  f a th e r  and m other. In  a d d itio n , th e  pro

ta g o n is te s  d iv ided  a t t i tu d e  toward h is  p a ren ts  was obviously  

connected w ith  th e  embracing psycho log ica l dualism  whose 

them atic  s ig n if ic a n c e  Wolfe re c e n tly  had been a ttem p tin g  to  

ex p la in  to  h is  ed ito r*

Judging from h is  l e t t e r s ,  W olfe’ s in t e r e s t  in  tim e 

g rad u a lly  in c reased  during  th e  autumn and w in te r  o f th e  year 

he spen t in  Europe. He w rote to  P erk ins (O ctober, 1930) 

th a t  a f t e r  anyone had been alone fo r  an extended p e rio d , 

"time begins to  make an u n rea l sound, and a l l  th e  events of 

your l i f e ,  p as t and p re se n t, a re  te le sc o p ed r you wake in  th e  

morning in  a fo re ig n  land  th in k in g  of home, and a t  n ig h t in  

your s le ep  you hear vo ices o f people you knew y ea rs  ago, o r 

sounds o f th e  s t r e e ts  in  A m e r i c a . I n  t h i s  sta tem ent Wolfe 

appears to  have meant th a t  p a s t tim e belongs to  a world in  

which bo th  lo g ic a l  and ch rono log ica l c o n tin u ity  have l i t t l e  

r e a l  meaning. For th i s  reaso n , a seemingly unim portant in 

c id en t which took place i n  th e  d is ta n t  p as t may rem ain more 

v iv id  in  one’ s memory, and even seem considerab ly  more s ig 

n i f i c a n t ,  th an  a happening from th e  immediate p a s t which un

q u es tio n ab ly  was regarded as much more se rio u s  when i t  oc

c u rre d .

T his type o f confusion  gave th e  p as t an ambiguous 

^I b id . , p . 26Ô.
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co lo rin g , and m echanical changes between th e  d i f f e r e n t  tim e 

g^ones co n trib u ted  to  " th is  fe e l in g  of u n re a lity "^  so th a t  i t  

was d i f f i c u l t  f o r  Wolfe to  be ab so lu te ly  sure of what was 

p a s t ,  p re se n t, o r fu tu re*  He mentioned th a t  as he was w r i t 

ing  to  P erk in s, i t  was te n  o ’ clock a t  n ig h t in  London, y e t 

"■for a moment I  th in k  o f what you may be doing a t  th e  same 

tim e a t  te n  o’ c lock , and then  I  r e a l iz e  i t  i s  only  f iy §

o ’clock in  New York, and th a t  you are  probably a t  S cribners
2

ju s t  before going home."' Equally u n s e t t l in g  was h is  r e a l 

iz a t io n  th a t  d e sp ite  th e  physica l se p a ra tio n  o f sev era l thou 

sand m iles from h is  e d i to r  and th e  o th e r people a t  S c rib n e rs , 

he did not f e e l  th a t  th e re  was any psycho log ica l se p a ra tio n r  

" I  th in k  a l l  of you are in  my mind l ik e  a sack o f l iv in g  

radium d e p o s it , whether I  am consciously  th in k in g  of you o r 

n o t , "2

Wolfe wrote th re e  l e t t e r s  to  Perkins iro December, 1930,

In  th e  f i r s t  l e t t e r  (December 9> 1930) he commented th a t  in

h is  new f ic t io n  he hoped to  communicate " th e  idea  of tim e ,

the  lo s t  and fo rg o tte n  moments of people’ s l iv e s ,  th e  stran g e
4

brov.’n l ig h t  o f o ld  t im e ,"  C uriously  enough, th e  tim e which 

seemed most " lo s t "  em otiona lly , and which connected th i s  in 

t e r e s t  w ith  th e  search  o f Wolfe’ s p ro tag o n is t f o r  h is  f a th e r ,  

was th e  tim e of Gant’ s manhood: "America, say, in  1093s 

photographs of people coming ac ro ss  Brooklyn B ridge, th e  

sh ip s  of th e  Hamburg American Packet Co., b a se b a ll p lay e rs

llbid. Zibid. 3lbid, ^Ibid., p. 279.
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w ith m oustaches, men coming home to  lunch a t  noon in  sm all 

towns, red  b a rn s , old c irc u s  p o s te rs  and many o th er phases 

of tim e ,"^

Wolfe explained  to  h is  e d i to r  th a t  s in ce  h is  in te r e s t  

in  tim e seemed to  add a new dim ension to  h is  previous con

cern  w ith  th e  constan t f lu x  o f experience , he was th in k in g  

o f c a ll in g  one se c tio n  of h is  next book " ’Chronos and Rhea* 

o r perhaps sim ply *Time and th e  R iv e r* ~ th a t means ’Memory 

and Change,’ ”' In  th e  next two l e t t e r s  to  Perkins (undated 

December, and December 29, 1930)^ Wolfe emphasized th a t  th e  

m a te ria l he was c re a tin g  fo r  h is  new book was ’̂ haunted 

throughout by th e  idea of th e  r iv e r —o f Time and Change,”^

Of course , b as ic  to  th e  symbolic s tru c tu re  o f th e  book was 

s t i l l  the  search  fo r  th e  f a th e r —th a t  i s ,  ’’fo r  an image o u t

side  o u rse lv e s , fo r  a su p e rio r  and e x te rn a l wisdom we can 

appeal ( to )  and t r u s t —supplemented co n c re te ly  by a love 

a f f a i r  in co rp o ra tin g  th e  m asculine and fem inine p rin c ip les- 

of th e  psycho log ica l dualism :

As w ell as I  can t e l l  you q u ick ly , and in  t h i s  sm all 
space, t h i s  i s  what my book i s  aboutr F i r s t ,  i t  i s  a 
s to ry  of a man who i s  look ing  fo r  h is  f a th e r—t h i s  g ives 
i t  p lan  and d ir e c t io n , and i t  a lso  expresses a funda
m ental human d e s ire .  The s to ry  o f a man’ s love fo r  a 
woman i s  to ld  w ith  th e  utm ost passion  and s in c e r i ty  
and sensuousness inr one p a r t  o f i t ,  to g e th e r  w ith  a l l  
th e  phenomena o f l u s t ,  hunger, je a lo u sy , madness, 
c ru e lty , and ten d ern ess—but th e  id ea  th a t  th e  two

l l b i d . ^I b id . ^These two l e t t e r s  were not m ailed , 

C o w e ll, p , 232. Si b l d . ,  p . 23?.
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sexes a re  from d if f e r e n t  w orlds, d i f f e r e n t  u n iv e rse s , 
and can never know each o th e r, i s  im p l ic i t ;  and th e  
f a th e r  id ea—th e  need fo r  wisdom, s tre n g th  and con fes
s io n , w ith  th e  k in sh ip  and companionship o f one*s own 
k ind  and f a th e r ,  hangs over th e  s to ry  a l l  th e  tim e .
Under th is  s to ry  s tru c tu re  are th e  id eas o f th e  f i x i t y  _ 
and e te r n i ty  of th e  e a rth  and th e  b re v ity  o f  m an 'e life.-*-

To th e  re ad e r  fa m il ia r  w ith both  W olfe’ s correspondence 

and th e  conten t o f  h is  l a s t  th ree  n o v e ls , i t  i s  p la in  th a t  

none of them ag rees in  sp e c if ic  d e t a i l  w ith  what t h e i r  au th o r 

imagined th e  con ten t o f h is  new f i c t i o n  would be l ik e  ini 

th e se  l e t t e r s  w r i t te n  to  Perkins in  th e  w in te r  o f 1930. For 

example, in s te a d  o f experim enting in  Of Time and th e  R iv er 

w ith  a new p ro ta g o n is t , David Hawke, Wolfe re tu rn ed  to  h is  

o r ig in a l  p ro ta g o n is t , Eugene Gant, and th e  consequent form of 

th e  published  novel was based upon in c id e n ts ,  in  one way o r 

an o th er, connected w ith  th e  experiences o f Eugene. Even so , 

a c lose  in sp e c tio n  o f th i s  book rev ea ls  th a t  much o f th e  d u a l

i s t  ic  form mentioned in  th ese  e a r ly  l e t t e r s  to  P erk ins was 

re ta in e d  in  in d iv id u a l sec tio n s  o f th e  no v el, even in  those  

p a r ts  devoted alm ost ex c lu s iv e ly  to  th e  re p re s e n ta tio n  o f th e  

rom antic s e n s ib i l i ty  of th e  p ro ta g o n is t.

This i s  th e  reason  th a t  Wolfe’ s s ta tem en ts to  h is  Eng

l i s h  p u b lish e r , F rere-R eeves (A pril 15» 1932) about th e  im

portance o f th e  months he spent in  Europe a f t e r  th e  p u b lic a 

t io n  of Look Homeward, Angel seem, in  r e t r o s p e c t ,  to  con

ta in  a la rg e  amount of t r u th r  ”X d id  a t e r r i f i c  amount o f

l l b i d . I p. 2ÔÔ,
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p rep a ra tio n  and p re lim inary  work on th a t  book, and I  am sure 

my tim e and la b o r  was not wasted but what I  was r e a l ly  doing 

ap p a ren tly  was g e t t in g  th e  cement mixed fo r  the  b u ild in g . 

Wolfe*s a r t i s t i c  in te r e s t  in  tim e and memory s te a d ily  in 

creased during  h is  work on th e  f i n a l  se c tio n s  o f Of Time and 

the  R iv e r, and as he complained to  P erk ins a f t e r  th e  novel 

had been p u b lish ed , h is  p r in c ip a l  d i s s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith  what 

he had w r it te n  was th a t  i t  d id  not co n ta in  a c le a r  enough 

dem onstration  o f th e  e f f e c ts  o f memory and th e  past upon th e  

p resen t moment in  th e  l i f e  of th e  in d iv id u a l r- "the whole in -  

wrought, inweaving sense o f tim e and man*s past conjoined 

fo re v e r to  each l iv in g  p resen t moment o f h is  l i f e , "

The human su ffe r in g  which Wolfe w itnessed  in  Brooklyn 

during  th e  years o f th e  economic d ep ress io n , to g e th e r  w ith  

th e  t e r r i f y in g  rumors of man’s inhum anity which he heard 

when he v is i te d  Nazi Germany, had tu rned  h is  a t te n t io n ,  a f t e r  

th e  p u b lic a tio n  of h is  second n ovels  from tim e and memory to  

th e  problem: of e v i l ,  Wolfe was in  B e rlin  when he w rote to  

Perk ins (May 23, 1935) th a t  on h is  t r i p  through Germany he 

had "been to ld  and f e l t  th in g s  here which you and I  can never 

l iv e  o r stand  fo r  and which, i f  th ey  a re  t r u e ,  as by every 

reason  o f in tu i t io n  and f a i t h  and b e l ie f  in  the  people w ith  

whom I  have ta lk e d  I  must b e lie v e , a re  d a m n a b l e , I r o n i c a l 

ly ,  t h i s  e v i l ,  l ik e  W olfe’ s conception  of th e  m asculine and 

fem inine p r in c ip le s  underly ing  th e  r e s t l e s s  sense of e x ile

%I b i d . ,  p ,  333 . ^I b id , , p , 445. 3l b i d . ,  p , 460,
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of modern man, was a lso  d u a l i s t i c ,  f o r  d e sp ite  i t s  genuinely  

d ia b o lic a l nature ,- f re q u e n tly  in  the German people i t  was 

mixed w ith an ambiguous kind of c h i ld lik e  innocence.

To Wolfe t h i s  p erverse  combination o f e v il  and inno

cence ap p aren tly  e x is tin g  a t  th e  same tim e in  a race  o f peo

ple made every th ing  ” ŝo hard to  ex p la in  because one f e e l s  

they  (the  Germans) are  so e v i l  and yet cannot say so ju s t ly  

iffi so many words as a h o s t i le  p ress and propaganda would, 

because th i s  e v i l  i s  so cu rio u sly  and in e x tr ic a b ly  woven 

in to  a k ind  o f w onderful hope which f lo u r ish e s  and in s p ire s  

m illio n s  o f people who are  them selves, a s  I  have to ld  you, 

c e r ta in ly  not e v i l ,  bu t one o f th e  most c h i ld - l ik e ,  k ind ly  

and su sc e p tib le  people in  th e  w orld . N ev erth e less , no 

sane person could deny th e  t e r r i b l e  r e a l i t y  of th i s  e v i l  in  

the Germans, which, Wolfe observed to  h is  e d ito r?  e x is ted  

in  o th e r  people as w e ll , in c lu d in g  Perkins and him selfr.

But more and more I  f e e l  th a t we a re  a l l  o f us bound 
up and ta in te d  by whatever g u i l t  and e v i l  th e re  may be 
i n  t h i s  whole w orld , and th a t  we cannot accuse and con
demn o th e rs  w ithout in  th e  end coming back to  an accusal 
o f o u rse lv e s . We a re  all^damned to g e th e r , we a re  a l l  
ta r r e d  by th e  same s t i c k ,

Wolfe*8 in te r e s t  in  e v i l  had made him decide no t to  

work on ”the rem aining books o f th e  *0f Time and th e  River* 

c y c l e , b u t  to  burn to  a d if fe re n t  fab le  based on th e  grad

ua l d iscovery  of e v i l  in  th e  world by "the  n a tu ra l ly  innocent 

man,"^ Since th e  f i r s t  psycho log ica l re c o g n itio n  o f e v i l

^ Ib id , ^ Ib id . ,  pp, 4 6 O-6 I ,  ^I b i d , » p , 527 , ^ b i d .
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w ith in  o n ese lf—as a n o s ta lg ia  fo r  lo s t  sexual innocence— 

was a consequence of p u b erty , th e  book would beg in , as th e  

f i r s t  long se c tio n  o f The Web and th e  Rock a c tu a lly  does 

begin , ^vith th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s v is io n  of th e  world when he 

was twelve years o ld . In  th e  book th e  search  theme again  

would be used to  show changes in  th e  p ro tag o n is t as h is  in 

creasing  knowledge of l i f e  was confirmed by h is  personal 

d isc o v e r ie s , although in  t h i s  new m a te r ia l th e  search  theme 

would c le a r ly  expose th e  n arc iss ism  of th e  p ro ta g o n is t, 

rooted in  h is  fe e l in g s  o f p re-p u b erty  lo s t  innocence, in 

stead  of providing a p a s to ra l  ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th i s  n ar

c issism  as Wolfe had done w ith  too  much of th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s 

rom antic search  in  Of Time and th e  River .

This meant th a t  th e  new book a c tu a lly  belonged to  a

d if fe re n t  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t io n  from th e  f i r s t  two, o r so i t

seemed to  Wolfe when he described  i t s  theme in  a l e t t e r  to

h is  German e d i to r ,  Heinz Ledig (June 10,. 1936):

The genera l id e a , so f a r  as I  can t e l l  you here in  the  
l im its  of a l e t t e r ,  i s  th e  idea  th a t  so many o f th e  
g rea t men o f th e  p a s t ,  each in  h is  own way, has used 
as th e  fundam ental idea  of h is  book. That id ea  as I  
conceive i t  i s  th e  s to ry  o f a good man abroad in  th e  
world—s h a l l  we say th e  n a tu ra lly  innocent man, th e  
man who s e ts  out in  l i f e  w ith  h is  own v is io n  o f what 
l i f e  i s  going to  be l ik e ,  what men and women a re  go
ing to  be l i k e ,  what he i s  going to  f in d , and th e  
s to ry  of what he r e a l ly  fin d s*  I t  seems to  me th a t  
th i s  i s  th e  idea  behind ’Don Q u ixo te ,’ behind ’The 
Pickwick P a p e rs ,’ behind ’C andide,’ behind ’G u l l iv e r ,’ 
and even i t  seems to  me behind such works as  ’F a u s t’ 
and ’Wilhelm M e is te r .’ l

l lb id .
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At th i s  tim e Wolfe planned to  c a l l  h is  new book The V ision

of Spangler^s P au l»  ̂ and th e  supporting  qu o ta tio n  fo r  th e

t i t l e  was to  be taken from T olstoy^s War and Peace: ^Prince

Andrei . . .  tu rned  away . . .  His h e a r t was heavy and f u l l

o f melancholy* I t  was a l l  so s tra n g e , so u n lik e  what he had 
2a n t ic ip a te d ,"

In  term s o f h is  own experience , Wolfe made a f in a l  

confirm ation  during  th e  summer of 1937, when he re tu rn ed  to  

North C aro lina  to  spend Ju ly  and August in  a mountain cabin  

a few m iles o u ts id e  of A sh ev ille , Before ta k in g  t h i s  vaca

t io n  Wolfe had un th ink ing ly  assumed th a t  merely by making a 

p h y sica l r e tu rn  home, he might be ab le  to  recap tu re  a sm all 

p a r t  of h is  childhood v is io n  of th e  w orld. In s tead  o f th is- 

ta k in g  p la ce , Wolfe’ s extended t r i p  home made him r e a l iz e  

th a t  h is  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  innocence, in c lu d in g  th e  

many tre a su re d  images of h im self cen tered  in  h is  e a r ly  n a r

c iss ism , was ir re c o v e ra b le , and th a t  i t  was im possib le , in  

l ig h t  o f th e  many changes in  h is  p e rso n a lity  which were a 

p ro je c tio n  of th e  r e a l i t y  o f e v i l  w ith in  h im self, ever to  

"go home a g a in ."  Wolfs w rote to  M argaret Roberts (March 7; 

1938) th a t  t h i s  was th e  f in a l  d iscovery  he had to  make in  

term s o f h is  p r iv a te  experience to  secure th e  theme which 

would u n ify  and illu m in a te  th e  v ario u s  o th e r  themes in  h is

^Wolfe’ s use of th e  B ib lic a l  name Paul in  th i s  t i t l e  
sym bolica lly  connects i t s  meaning w ith  th e  gradual d iscovery  
of e v i l  by th e  p ro tag o n is t in  th e  book i t s e l f ,

% o w ell„  p ,  5 2 7 .
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f i c t i o n :

But my d iscovery  th a t  'you c a n 't  go home a g a in ' went 
a l o t  deeper th an  t h i s :  i t  went down to  th e  very ro o ts  
of my l i f e  and s p i r i t —i t  has been a hard and a t  tim es 
a t e r r i f y in g  d iscovery  because i t  amounts to  an e n t i r e  
re v is io n  alm ost o f b e l i e f  and of knowledge; i t  was l ik e  
death  alm ost, because i t  meant saying fa rew e ll to  so 
many th in g s , to  so many id eas  and images and hopes and 
i l lu s io n s  th a t  we th in k  we can’t  l iv e  w ith o u t. But th e  
po in t i s ,  I  have come through i t  now, and I  am not deso
la te  o r l o s t .  On th e  c o n tra ry , I  am more f u l l  o f f a i t h  
and hope and courage th an  I  have been in  y e a rs , I  sup
pose what I  am t ry in g  to  t e l l  you here i s  a s p i r i t u a l  
con v ic tio n  th a t  w i l l  inform  th e  whole book—you could 
alm ost c a l l  th a t  book, 'You C an 't Go Home Again,

In  a long l e t t e r  to  Edward Aswell, h is  new e d i to r  a t  

Harpers (February 14, 1938), Wolfe gave a d e ta i le d  explana

t io n  of th e  meaning o f h is  new book. He sa id  th a t  i t  d e a l t  

w ith "the adventures o f  what I  c a l l  'th e  innocent man' 

through l i f e , and th a t  in  t h i s  re s p e c t,  i t  was "a book o f 

app ren ticesh ip" ' and d isc o v e ry :

I t  i s  a book, as I  have s a id ,  about d iscovery—about 
d iscovery  not in  a sudden and explosive sense as when 
'some new p lan e t breaks upon h is  k e n ,’ but of d i s 
covery as th rough  a p rocess o f f in d in g  o u t, and o f 
f in d in g  out as a man has to  f in d  o u t, through e r ro r  
and through t r i a l ,  and through fan ta sy  and i l l u s io n ,  
through falsehood  and h is  own damn fo o lish n e s s , th rough  
being m istaken and wrong and an id io t  and e g o t i s t i c a l  
and a s p ir in g  and hopeful and b e lie v in g  and confused, 
and p r e t ty  much, I  th in k , what every damned one of 
us i s  and goes th rough  and f in d s  out about and be
comes,^

Wolfe had re tu rn ed  to  th e  idea  o f Monkey Hawke fo r  h i s  

p ro ta g o n is t, a lthough  in  t h i s  book, in  a d d itio n  to  h is  sim

ia n  appearance, he would have "an American Wilhelm M eis te r

^I b l d . , p ,  730 . Zi b i d , ,  p , 711 , ^I b ld ,
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kind of name^^ to  suggest th e  rom antic elements in  h is  p er

s o n a li ty , His monkey f e a tu re s ,  of course , would emphasize 

h is  a-m oral ro le  a t  th e  beginning o f th e  book as "the  n a tu r 

a l ly  innocent man"'—innocen t, th a t  i s ,  in  term s o f a p re 

puberty , n a tu r a l i s t i c  v is io n  of l i f e  as y e t uncom plicated by 

th e  r e a l i t y  o f s p i r i tu a l  e v i l .  Moreover, by s u p e r f ic ia l ly  

d is t in g u ish in g  the  p ro tag o n is t from th e  common run o f peo

p le , h is  monkey fe a tu re s ,  as handled by Wolfe, would connect 

th e  themes o f em otional r e je c t io n  and s e lf -p i ty in g  n a r c is 

sism:;

Any marked v a r ia tio n  from th e  type o f average humanity 
i s  u n fo rtu n a te—th e  m idget, or th e  man of dwarfed f ig u re ,  
th e  ex cess iv e ly  f a t  man, or th e  extrem ely t a l l  man must 
encounter every moment of th e  day a l l  k inds of s iz e s ,  
p a t te rn s ,  shapes and measures o f Things as They a re ,  
which cause him d iscom fort and inconvenience. The value 
of h is  own v a r ia t io n , i f  any, i s  psycho log ica l—in  th e  
kind o f increased  awareness i t  g ives him of th e  s tru c tu re  
of l i f e ,  and th e  p a tte rn  o f th e  w orld . Again, in  h is  
d iscovery  o f l i f e ,  he i s  so s tro n g ly  and p ass io n a te ly  
drawn to  l i f e  because, in  a sen se , l i f e  re b u ffs  him: 
in  h is  youth he i s  so o f te n  in  p ass io n a te  and angry 
c o n f l ic t  w ith  th e  world and people because of th e se  
r e b u f f s , u su a lly  u n in te n tio n a l, or th e  r e s u l t  of type 
customs and type p re ju d ic e — (maybe a g i r l ,  fo r  example, 
h e s i ta te s  to  dance w ith  a man o f g rea t heigh t because 
she i s  a f r a id  the  comparison w il l  ex c ite  la u g h te r  and 
r id ic u le ) - - b u t  l a t e r  on, a man le a rn s  to le ra n ce  and 
wisdom and understanding out o f th e  very d iscom fort 
and pa in  h is  own v a r ia t io n  has caused him. He comes; 
to  r e a l iz e  th a t  he i s  in  no fundamental sense d i f f e r 
en t from o th e r people.^

Wolfe observed th a t  th e  purpose behind th e  c re a tio n  o f 

h is  new p ro ta g o n is t was th e  o p p o site  from what he had in

p. 712. Î b i d . .  p . 715 .
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mind w ith  Eugene Gant. What gave s ig n if ic a n c e  to  th e  char

a c te r  of Eugene was la rg e ly  "h is  personal and romantic 

uniqueness, causing c o n f l ic t  w ith  the world around, and 

in  th i s  re sp e c t, h is  development was a "kind of romantic 

s e l f - ju s t i f i c a t io n ," ^  Since the new book was "’about d i s 

covery, and not about s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n ," ^  th e  romantic 

elem ents in  the p e rso n a lity  of Monk were meant to  be viewed 

i r o n ic a l ly ,  fo r  Wolfe s tre s s e d  th a t  i t  d e f in i t e ly  was not 

h is  in te n tio n  to  p re sen t th e  new p ro tag o n is t "as th e  t r a g ic  

v ic tim  of circum stances, th e  romantic hero in  c o n f l ic t  and 

re v o lt  ag a in st h is  environm ent, but as a k ind  o f p o la r in 

strum ent round which th e  events o f l i f e  a re  grouped, by 

means o f which they  a re  touched, exp lained , and apprehended, 

by means of which they a re  seen and o rd e red ,"^  In  o th e r  

words. Monk’ s somewhat g ro tesque appearance was not supposed 

to  be the re p re se n ta tio n  of "h is  personal uniqueness and 

d if fe re n c e ,"^  but m erely th e  outward symbol of th a t  sep ara

t io n  from o ther people which every person f e e l s  su b je c tiv e ly  

and which helps provide the  psychological foundation  fo r  

h is  s e lf - lo v e .

Most im portant w ith regard  to  th e  c r i t ic is m  th a t  had 

been d ire c te d  a t  h is  f i c t i o n ,  Wolfe b e liev ed  th a t  h is  new 

p ro tag o n is t could not be regarded , in  a derogato ry  sense, 

as  an au tob iog raph ica l f ig u re ,  since h is  experiences

l l b i d . ,  p . 714 . Zi b i d . ^I b id . ^I b i d . Î b i d .
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consciously  were se lec ted  by th e  au th o r to  i l l u s t r a t e  "the  

p a t te rn  th a t  th e  l i f e  of Everyman m ust, in  g e n e ra l, ta k e  in  

i t s  process of discovery*."^ On t h i s  le v e l ,  w hatever au to 

b io g rap h ica l c h a ra c te r i s t ic s  had been re ta in e d  in  Monk were 

th e re  p r im a rily  because Wolfe b e liev ed  th a t  th ey  had u n iv e r

s a l s ig n if ic a n c e :

The p ro tag o n is t . . , i s  im portant now because, I  hope, 
he w i l l  be o r  i l l u s t r a t e ,  in  h is  own experience , every  
one o f us—not merely th e  s e n s i t iv e  young fe llo w  in  con
f l i c t  w ith  h is  home town, h is  fam ily , the  l i t t l e  w orld 
around him—not m erely th e  s e n s i t iv e  young fe llo w  in  
lo v e , and so concerned w ith  h is  l i t t l e  u n iv e rse  of love 
th a t  he th in k s  i t  i s  th e  whole u n iv e rse—but a l l  o f th e se  
th in g s  and much more in so fa r  as they  i l l u s t r a t e  e s s e n t ia l  
elem ents o f any man*s p rog ress and d iscovery  o f l i f e ,  
and as th ey  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  world i t s e l f ,  no t in  term s o f 
personal and s e lf -c e n te re d  c o n f l ic t  w ith  th e  w orld , but 
in  terras o f e v e r- in c re a s in g  d iscovery  of l i f e  and th e  
w orld , w ith  a consequent d im inu tion  o f th e  more persona l 
and s e lf - c e n te re d  v is io n  of th e  world which a young man 
h a s .2

Moreover, th e  in d iv id u a l in c id e n ts  in  th e  book would re v e a l 

co n c re te ly  th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  lo s s  o f  s e l f -p i ty in g  n a rc iss ism  

as h is  f e e l in g s  o f r e je c t io n  and e x i le ,  accord ing  to  which 

he was th e  innocent v ic tim  o f a c a llo u s ly  in d if f e r e n t  and 

u n ju s t w orld, were g rad u a lly  rep laced  by a s p i r i t u a l  v is io n  

of l i f e  which included  bo th  love and p erso n a l r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  

fo r  e v i l .

Perhaps W olfe 's most suggestive  words on th e  o v e ra l l  

meaning of h is  f i c t i o n  a re  to  be found in  th e  symbolic t i t l e s  

of h is  fo u r  m ajor novels, in te rp re te d  in  term s o f th e

l l b i d . ,  p .  213. Zi b l d .
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sp e c if ic  context of each book. Look Homeward, Angelt (A 

S tory  of the  Buried L ife )  p rov ides a p a s to ra l s e t t in g  in  

which the read e r i s  f i r s t  in troduced  to  th e  connections be

tween th e  psychological r e a l i t i e s  of a d iv id ed , n eu ro tic  

fam ily  and the  development o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s n a r c i s s i s t i c  

fe e l in g s  o f i s o la t io n  and lo s t  innocence* Of Time and th e  

R iv e r , w ith  tim e re p re se n tin g  memory, and th e  r iv e r  sym

b o liz in g  the  co n stan t y e t v i t a l  f lu x  o f immediate ex p erien ce , 

shows the  determ ining in flu en ce  which memory ex e rts  upon th e  

l i f e  of th e  p ro ta g o n is t a f t e r  he has l e f t  home and has begun 

h is  p a s to ra l sea rch .

The Web and th e  Rock r e la te s  th e  rom antic n arc issism  

of th e  p ro tag o n is t to  both th e  psycho log ica l dualism  and th e  

personal d iscovery  o f e v i l  a t  the  end o f th e  novel, w ith  th e  

web symbolizing th e  p o ssessiv e  fem inin e  p r in c ip le —th a t  i s ,  

th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s con tinu ing  em otional dependence upon h is  

mother—and the rock sym bolizing th e  po ten t m asculine p r in 

c ip le —th a t  i s ,  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s em otional id e n t i f ic a t io n  

w ith  th e  mature v i t a l i t y  o f h is  f a th e r .  You Can’t  So Home 

Again i s  connected, in  a genera l way, w ith  a l l  of th ese  

them es: the  n eu ro tic  fam ily , l o s t  innocence, n a r c i s s i s t i c  

i s o la t io n ,  romantic e x i le ,  th e  p a s to ra l  s e t t in g ,  determ in

ing  memory, f lu x , th e  p sycho log ica l dualism , and e s p e c ia lly  

th e  r e a l i ty  of s p i r i tu a l  e v i l .  The t i t l e  o f th e  book, how

ev er, most s p e c if ic a l ly  re p re s e n ts  W olfe’ s conv iction  th a t  

th e  promise of em otional and s p i r i t u a l  m a tu rity  in  th e  fu tu re
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e x is ts  fo r  th e  p ro tag o n is t i f  he re fu se s  to  b e tray  h im self by

attem pting  to  r e tu rn  to  h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  p a s t:

And, in  o rd er th a t  th e re  may be no doubt as to  what t h i s  
p rocess of d iscovery  in v o lv es, th e  whole book might a l 
most be c a lle d  *You Can^t Go Home Again’—which means; 
back home to  one’ s fam ily , back home to  one’ s childhood,
back home to  th e  f a th e r  one has l o s t ,  back home to  ro 
mantic lo v e , to  a young man’ s dreams o f g lo ry  and fame, 
back home to  e x i le ,  ly r ic ism , s ing ing  ju s t  fo r  s in g in g ’ s 
sake, back home to  a e s th e tic is ra , to  one’s y o u th fu l ideas 
o f th e  ’a r t i s t , ’ and th e  a l l - s u f f ic ie n c y  of ’a r t  and 
beauty and lo v e ,’ back home to  th e  ivo ry  tow er, back 
home to  p laces  in  th e  country , th e  co ttag e  in  Bermuda 
away from a l l  th e  s t r i f e  and c o n f l ic t  in  th e  world . . .
back home to  th e  escapes of Time and Memory, Each of
th ese  d is c o v e r ie s , sad and hard as they  a re  to  make and 
accep t, a re  described  in  th e  book almost in  th e  o rder 
in  which th ey  are named h e re . But th e  conclusion  i s  th a t  
although you can’t  go home aga in , th e  home o f every one 
o f us i s  in  th e  fu tu re :  th e re  i s  no o th e r way,^

llbid,, p, 712.



CHAPTER I I I  

WOLFE’S DEFENSE OF AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL FICTION

I  suppose you understand by now th a t  one reason  I  
have always t r i e d  to  w rite  about th e  th in g s  I  know 
myself i s  th a t  no man could p o ss ib ly  have anything 
b e t te r  than  th a t  to  w rite  about, and because i f  you 
explore your own backyard c a re fu lly  enough and compare 
i t  w ith  a l l  th e  o th e r  th in g s  you f in d  o u t, you may 
some day f in d  out what th e  whole e a r th  i s  lik e *

The c r i t i c s  and defenders of Thomas Wolfe as an a r t i s t  

a re  agreed upon one p o in ts  th a t  h is  f i c t i o n  i s  autobiograph

ic a l  to  an uncommon d eg ree . Moreover, many o f th e  c r i t i c s  

are of th e  opinion th a t  W olfe’ s u n d isc rim in a tin g  re lia n c e  

upon personal m a te r ia l to  fu rn ish  th e  con ten t o f h is  books 

p ra c t ic a l ly  e lim in a te s  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  th ey  might con

ta in  a su c ce ss fu lly  r e a l iz e d  a e s th e tic  form. On th e  b a s is  o f 

th i s  c r i t ic is m , th e  rom antic w r i te r ’s s ta tem en ts in  h is  l e t 

t e r s  about th e  form o f h is  c re a tio n  may seem somewhat fa tuous. 

Since Wolfe obviously  was se rio u s  when he made th e se  s t a t e 

ments, th i s  ch ap ter has been designed to  l e t  th e  au tho r him

s e l f  defend th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f h is  c re a tiv e  method. At th e  

beginning of th e  ch ap te r a summary o f th e  p re v a ilin g

^T erry , p , 294,
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c r i t ic is m  of W olfe’ s f ic t io n  has been inc luded  to  emphasize 

f u r th e r  th e  n e c e s s ity  fo r  such a defense .

Robert Penn Warren w rote in  "The Hamlet o f Thomas Wolfe* 

th a t  Look Homeward, Angel and Of Time and th e  R iver a re  p a te n t

ly  au to b io g ra p h ic a l, w ith  th e  "p re ten se  of f i c t i o n  . . .  so 

th in  and s lo v en ly  th a t  Mr. Wolfe in  r e f e r r in g  to  th e  hero 

w r i te s  in d i f f e r e n t ly  ’Eugene Gant’ o r  ’I ’ and ’m e,’ "^ Mr. 

Warren r e a l iz e d  th a t  Wolfe’ s in te n tio n  was to  e re c t  h is  

"au to b io g rap h ica l m a te r ia l in to  an e p ic a l and symbolic impor

ta n c e , to  make o f i t  a f a b le ,  a ’Legend of Man’ s Hunger in  
2

His Y outh,’ " but m aintains th a t  he was defea ted  in  t h i s  in 

te n tio n  by th e  l im ita t io n s  o f h is  form. To t h i s  c r i t i c  th e  

a r t i s t i c  f a i lu r e  of Wolfe re p re se n ts  th e  in e v ita b le  s h o r t

comings o f th e  au to b io g rap h ica l method in  i t s  a ttem pt " to  ex

p lo i t  d i r e c t ly  and n a iv e ly  th e  personal experience and th e  

s e lf -d e f in e d  p e rso n a lity  in  a r t . " ^

Bernard DeVoto in  "Genius I s  Not Enough* attem pted  to  

i s o la te  W olfe’ s d e fe c ts  as an au to b io g rap h ica l n o v e l is t  by 

r e la t in g  them to  th e  two k inds of conscious fa n ta s y , id e n t i 

f ic a t io n  and p ro je c tio n , which every w r i te r  employs. Mr. 

DeVoto b e liev ed  th a t  th e  w r i te r  who co n cen tra te s  on id e n t i 

f ic a t io n  as a method su rrenders h im self to  h is  m a te r ia l ,  

whereas th e  more conscious a r t i s t ,  who r e l i e s  upon p ro je c t

io n  as a tech n iq u e , dominates and co n tro ls  h is  m a te r ia l :

^Warren, p. 121. ^Ibid., p. 132. ^Ibid.
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In  the  f i r s t  kind he says, ’I  am Napoleon,* and examines 
h im self to  see how he f e e l s .  In  th e  second k ind , he 
wonders how Napoleon f e e l s ,  and in s te ad  o f id e n tify in g  
h im self w ith  him, he t r i e s  to  d isco v er Napoleon’s neces
s i t i e s ,  I f  he i s  ex cess iv e ly  endowed w ith th e  f i r s t  
kind of fa n ta s y , he i s  l ik e ly  to  be a g en iu s . But i f  he 
le a rn s  to  u t i l i z e  th e  second kind in  th e  m anifold i n t e r ,  
r e la t io n s h ip s  of a novel he i s  c e r ta in  to  be an a r t i s t ,

Mr, DeVoto concluded th a t  people would stop c a l l in g  Wolfe

au to b io g rap h ica l i f  he gave h is  read e rs  more p ro je c tio n  and

le s s  empathie id e n t i f ic a t io n s  "And we could do w ith  a lo t
2

le s s  gen ius, i f  we got a l i t t l e  more a r t i s t , *

John Peale Bishop w rote in  "The Sorrows o f Thomas Wolfe* 

th a t  th e  au to b io g rap h ica l form which Wolfe employed was not 

""capable of g iv ing  shape and meaning to  h is  em otional exper

ien ce ,"^  The author could reco rd  but he could no t ev a lu a te  

since  th e re  was not e n o u ^  a r t i s t i c  d is tan ce  between h im self 

and h is  p ro ta g o n is t, Mr, Bishop co n tra s ted  Eugene Gant w ith  

Stephen Dedalus, commenting th a t  th e  read e r almost never 

th in k s  o f th e  l a t t e r  c h a ra c te r  "sim ply as th e  young Joyce, 

fo r  in s te a d  of being m erely Joyce’ s su b jec tiv e  image o f him

s e l f ,  Stephen i s  a conscious a r t i s t i c  c re a tio n  w ith  a l i f e  

com pletely independent of th e  au th o r’ s :

But in  Wolfe’ s novels i t  i s  im possible to  f e e l  th a t  th e  
c e n tra l f ig u re  has any ex is ten ce  ap a rt from th e  au th o r.
He i s  c a lle d  Eugene Gant, but th a t  does not deceive any ç 
one fo r  a moment; he i s ,  beyond a l l  doubt, Thomas W olfe,^

^DeVoto, pp, 146- 47 . ^ Ib id , , p , 147.

^Edmund Wilson ( e d , ) ,  The C ollec ted  Essays o f John Peale 
Bishop (New York: C harles S c rib n e r’ s Sons, X94o)T p . 'l3 lT ^

4 b id , ,  p, 135. 5%bid.
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Mr* Bishop, l ik e  Mr, W arren, be lieved  th a t  W olfe’ s f a i lu r e  

dem onstrates convincing ly  " th a t an a r t  founded so le ly  on th e  

in d iv id u a l, however s tro n g  h is  w i l l ,  however v iv id  h is  sen

s a t io n s ,  cannot be sound, o r whole, o r even p a ss io n a te , in  

a world such as o u rs , in  which ’th e  in te g r i ty  o f th e  in d iv id 

u a l consciousness has been broken dovm,’ ”^

Henry S eide l Canby was s l ig h t ly  more to le r a n t  of W olfe’ s 

au to b io g rap h ica l form in  Of Time and th e  River  than  th e  th re e  

c r i t i c s  who have a lread y  been m entioned, Mr. Canby commented

in  "The R iver o f  Youth" th a t  Wolfe’ s book was " h e ith e r  f i c t i o n
2

nor autobiography, but b o th ,” s ince  th e  in c id e n ts  in  th e  book

obviously  rep resen ted  more than  a jo u r n a l i s t ic  re n d itio n  of

W olfe’ s own experience:

But f i c t i o n  in  th e  s t r i c t  sense they  a re  n o t, nor s to ry , 
nor drama, but r a th e r  s p i r i tu a l  autobiography in  which 
th e  thousand in c id e n ts ,  many o f them t r i v i a l , ,  and th e  
dozens of c h a ra c te rs , many o f them ex tra o rd in a ry , have 
as t h e i r  excuse fo r  being th a t  a youth met them on h is  
way.3

Mr. Canby b e liev ed  th a t  t h i s  kind of s p i r i t u a l  au tobiog

raphy , w ith  th e  ego o f th e  au th o r-p ro tag o n is t as i t s  theme, 

was s ig n i f ic a n t ,  b u t he d id  no t f e e l  th a t  Wolfe as an a r t i s t  

had been e n t i r e ly  su ccessfu l in  illu m in a tin g  i t s  s ig n if ic a n c e . 

This re su lte d  from W olfe’ s in a b i l i t y  to  d is t in g u is h  c le a r ly  

enough between f i c t i o n  and f a c t ,  a confusion which fre q u en tly

l lb id . . p . 136.

^Henry S e id e l Canby, "The R iver of Y outh," The Enigma 
o f Thomas Wolfe, ed . W alser, p . 150.

^Ibid., p. 151.
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l e f t  th e  read er w ith th e  im pression ”'of being in  two worlds

a t  o n ce ,”^ In  Of Time and th e  Rive r  ̂ acco rd in g ly , In stead

of th e  re a d e r’ s en te rin g  " th a t crea ted  world o f th e  r e a l

n o v e lis t  which has i t s  own law s, i t s  own atm osphere, i t s  
2

own p eop le ,"’ Mr, Canby f e l t  th a t  th e  read er was too in 

volved w ith  Wolfe’ s a c tu a l  experience , "seeing  r e a l  people 

as he saw them, and o ften  recognizing  them "as w ith  George 

P ierce  Baker in  P ro fesso r H atcher, and many o th e rs )  not as 

crea ted  ch a rac te rs  but a s  l i t e r a l  t r a n s c r ip ts  front, l i f e , " ^

A fter th e  posthumous p u b lic a tio n  of The Web and th e  Rock, 

C lif to n  Fadiman in  h is  review  of th e  book commented th a t  

George Webber was no d i f f e r e n t  from Eugene Gant of th e  f i r s t  

two books, so a t  l a s t  one could " f re e ly  and sad ly  say th a t  

both  George Webber and Eugene Gant a re  Thomas W olfe."’̂  In  

a d d itio n , the  c r i t i c  b e liev ed  th a t  th e  c e n tra l  f a i lu r e  in  th e  

Wolfe novels was th a t t h i s  same au to b io g rap h ica l p ro ta g o n is t, 

"d e sp ite  the-hundreds of pages devoted to  him, d e sp ite  h is  

endless monologues, d e sp ite  a l l  th e  in tro s p e c tio n , never 

q u ite  becomes b e lie v a b le ."^  The personal pages were always 

the  most boring  to  Mr, Fadiman, and th e  most fa s c in a tin g  

ones were those  devoted to  scenes and people Wolfe remembered 

from h is  experience, but which he did not t r y  to  " in co rp o ra te

l l b id . Zi b id . 3lb id .

^ C lif to n  Fadiman, "The Web and th e  Rock,"' The Enigma 
of Thomas Wolfe, ed , W alser, p , 150,

^Ibid., p, 151.
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w ith in  h is  g ig a n tic  sense of s e l f W i t h  t h i s  o b serv a tio n  

in  mind, Mr. Fadiman f e l t  th a t  even though i t  was im possib le 

to  p re d ic t what Wolfe might have done had he l iv e d , h is  r e 

te n tio n  o f th e  au to b io g rap h ica l method in  h is  th i r d  novel 

c e r ta in ly  in d ic a te d  no expansion in  h is  a r t i s t i c  powers "save 

an in c re a se  in  confusion»^"

Mark Shorer in  "Technique as Discovery* wrote th a t  

Thomas Wolfe ap p a ren tly  b e liev ed  th a t  he could c re a te  a novel 

merely by th e  "d isgo rg ing  o f th e  raw m a te r ia ls  of h is  exper

ien ce ."^  To t h i s  c r i t i c  Wolfe ̂  s books were not novels but 

" 'jo u rn a ls , and th e  primary ro le  of h is  p u b lish e r in  t r a n s 

forming th ese  jo u rn a ls  in to  th e  semblance of novels i s  n o to r

ious . Mr ,  Shorer remarked th a t  i t  s t i l l  remained to  be 

dem onstrated w hether "Wolfe’ s conversa tions were any l e s s  

in te r e s t in g  as novels than h is  books, which i s  to  say th a t  

h is  books are w ithout in te r e s t  as n o v e l s , M r ,  Shorer 

concluded th a t  W olfe’ s f a t a l  d e fec t was th a t  h is  au to b io 

g rap h ica l method gave him no "p o in t of view beyond h is  own
7

which would se p a ra te  h is  m a te r ia l  and i t s  e f f e c t , "  The 

r e s u l t  was a ch ao tic  su b jec tiv ism  in  which th e  t a le n t  o f

l l b i d . Zi b i d . ,  p . 153,

^Mark S horer, "Technique As D iscovery ,"  Forms of Modern 
F ic t io n , ed, W illiam  T. O’Connor (M inneapolis; The U n iv e rs ity  
ot M innesota P re ss , 194&); p . 23, 4i b i d , ^I b id ,

6 <Shortly after the publication of Look Homeward, Angel,
Mark Shorer wrote a letter to Wolfe praising the novel "ih
the highest terms," (Nowell, p, 206) 'Shorer, p, 23.
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th e  n o v e lis t  was u n co n tro lled , th e  m a te r ia l d iso rg an ized , 

and th e  form unachieved, V/hat remained was ”simply th e  man 

and h is  l i f e .

W olfe’ s defenders a lso  admit th e  au to b io g rap h ica l na

tu re  of h is  f i c t i o n .  Maxwell Geismar i n  th e  "Diary of a Pro

v in c ia l"  remarked th a t  Wolfe’s c re a tio n  was h is  l i f e ,  and 

th a t  h is  novels re p re se n t a k ind  o f d ia ry  o r jo u rn a l, " t r e 

mendous, o f te n  in c h o a te , and very p o ss ib ly  unique in  our 

tim e, of th e  a r t i s t  in  America,"^ Nathan Rothman, another 

c r i t i c  sym pathetic w ith  Wolfe’ s in te n tio n , wrote in  "Thomas 

Wolfe and James Joycer A Study in  L ite ra ry  In flu en ce"  th a t  

th e  form o f Wolfe’ s f i c t io n  i s  obviously  au to b io g rap h ica l:

I t  should be remembered th a t  W olfe’ s work i s  not to  be 
regarded as a piecemeal p roduct, as a s e r ie s  of separ
a te  and su ccessfu l volumes, l ik e  o th e r  men’ s .  This i s  
th e  way h is  books were p u b lished , of course , but th a t  
i s  no t th e  way th e y  were conceived. I t  i s  w ell known 
by now th a t  Wolfe planned, from th e  very  beg inning , a 
g igan tico au to b io g rap h ic  work o f a r t  o f a t  l e a s t  s ix  
volumes,^

Mr, E, K. Brown, s t i l l  an o th er of Wolfe’ s su p p o rte rs , 

observed in  "Thomas Wolfe : R e a lis t  and Sym bolist" th a t  de

s p i te  th e  a u th o r’s o b je c tio n  to  th e  term  "au to b io g rap h ica l"  

being ap p lied  to  h is  f i c t i o n  " in  th a t  most genera l (and 

m eaningless sense) in  which, as  he th o u g h t, i t  might be

l lb i d ,

M axw ell Geismar, "Diary o f a P ro v in c ia l ,"  The Enigma 
of Thomas Wolfe, ed, W alser, p , 110,

^Nathan L, Rothman, "Thomas Wolfe and James Joyce: A 
Study in  L ite ra ry  In flu e n c e ,"  The Enigma o f Thomas W olfe, 
ed , W alser, p , 205,
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ap p lied  to  any c r e a t o r , i t  i s  in d isp u ta b le  th a t  Wolfe*s 

novels a re  au to b io g rap h ica l: "We know th a t  h is  f a th e r  was a 

s to n e c u tte r :  th a t  Wolfe * s l i f e  developed in  th e  same fash io n
2

as th a t  of th e  hero of th e  two l a t e r  n o v e ls , George Webber," 

Even more conclusive to  Mr, Brown fo r  accounting  th ese  fo u r 

novels au to b io g rap h ica l was th e  p a ten t connection  between 

th e  "temper of Wolfe* s mind**  ̂ and th a t  o f  th e  minds of h is  

p ro ta g o n is ts , Thomas Lyle C o llin s , one o f Wolfe*s most en

th u s ia s t i c  adm irers, commented in  **Wolfe*s Genius Versus? His 

C r i t i c s "  th a t  although Wolfe*s f i c t i o n  i s  unquestionably  

au to b io g rap h ica l, the  same " i s  tru e  in  v ary ing  degrees fo r  

a l l  novelists,**^ In  t h i s  c r i t i c * s  op in ion , what d is t in g u is h 

es Eugene Gant—Monk Webber as  a p ro tag o n is t i s  th a t  he i s  

"one o f th e  immortal au to b io g rap h ica l ch a ra c te rs  of f i c t i o n .

B e tty  Thompson in  "Two Decades o f C r itic is m "  observed 

th a t  th e  Wolfe e d it io n  o f th e  Southern Packet should be 

"dem onstration enough th a t  Thomas and Eugene were one,**^ M iss

Thompson d id  not mean by t h i s  remark th a t  she regarded Wolfe
7

as *^erely  a d ia ry  k eep er" ; in s te a d  she b e liev ed  th a t  he had 

been su c cessfu l in  g iv ing  a r t i s t i c  form to  h is  m a te r ia l even

^E, K, Brown, "Thomas W olfet R e a lis t  and S ym bolist,"  
The Enigma o f Thomas W olfe, ed, W alser, p . 209,

^I b id . ,  p , 210, 3lb i d .

Vphomas Lyle C o llin s , "Wolfe*s Genius Versus His C r i t 
i c s , "  The Enigma o f Thomas Wolfe, ed, W alser, p , l6 S ,

^Ibid. ^Thompson, p, 301, *̂Ibid., p. 300,
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though i t  so c le a r ly  had been l i f t e d  im m ediately from h is  

personal experience;

Eugene Gant v^as th e  son of a lu s ty ,  r h e to r ic a l  s tone
c u t te r  and a d r iv in g  a c q u is it iv e  m other, who kept a 
boarding house, D ix ie land . Like W illiam  O liv e r Gant,
W, 0 , W olfe, Tom*s f a th e r ,  was a monument shop p ro p rie 
t o r ,  who was bom  in  Pennsylvania and lik e d  to  quote 
Shakespeare and Gray’ s E legy. J u l i a  E liz ab e th  W esta ll 
Wolfe i s  hard ly  d is t in g u ish a b le  from E liz a  Pentland Gant 
by those  who know bo th  . . .  Eugene Gant and Thomas 
Wolfe were bom  on October 3> 1900. T heir p a ren ts  have 
been d escrib ed ; Eugene’ s hill-rim m ed c i ty  was Altamont, 
Tom’ s A sh ev ille . Eugene had tw in b ro th e rs  named Ben
jamin H arrison  and Grover C leveland. So d id  Tom.

Because h is  f i c t i o n  was based on h is  own l i f e .  Miss Thompson

believed  th a t  Wolfe’ s s e n s i t iv i ty  to  th e  charge o f being an

au to b io g rap h ica l n o v e l is t  had le s s  to  do w ith  th e  resentm ent

he f e l t  toward th e  c r i t i c s  than  w ith th e  very r e a l  concern

he experienced ’’’over th e  pain  h is  fran k  p o r t r a i t s  caused h is

f r ie n d s  and fam ily ."^

H erbert M uller in  h is  book Thomas Wolfe p resen ted  a 

sym pathetic in te rp r e ta t io n  o f Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n .  In  th e  open

in g  chap ter of th e  book, however, Mr. M uller s ta te d  th a t  

d e sp ite  Wolfe’ s o b je c tio n s  to  th e  term , he was an au tob io 

g rap h ica l n o v e lis t  whose books a re  t r a n s c r ip ts  o f  h is  own 

experience :

N a tu ra lly  he o m itted , a l te r e d ,  or fused  many d e t a i l s ;  
in e v ita b ly  he colored  or tra n s f ig u re d ; bu t th e  l i b e r t i e s  
he took a re  obvious or so unim portant th a t  i t  i s  hard ly  
p ro f i ta b le  to  study th e  d iffe re n c e s  between th e  s to ry  
of Eugene Gant and th e  l i f e  o f Thomas W olfe,^

l lb id . , p . 301. ^I b id . , p . 300.

^H erbert J .  M u lle r, Thomas Wolfe (N orfolk , Conn.: New 
D ire c tio n s , 1947)» p . 25.
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Mr. M uller concluded th a t  even i f  th e  c r i t i c  agreed w ith  

Wolfe*s defense th a t  a l l  se rio u s  f i c t i o n  i s  au to b io g ra p h ica l, 

i t  was s t i l l  im portant to  remember th a t  **hardly any o th e r 

n o v e lis t  has used h is  own experience so d i r e c t ly  and so ex

c lu s iv e ly ." ^  For t h i s  reaso n , i t  was Mr. M uller’ s opin ion

th a t  whatever u n ity  th e  c r i t i c  d iscovered  in  Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n
2

could not be regarded as " s t r i c t l y  a l i t e r a r y  achievement"' 

s in ce  i t  was in sep arab le  from th e  l i f e  and p e rs o n a lity  o f 

th e  a u th o r . On t h i s  p o in t Mr. M uller s ta te d  somewhat d is 

m ally th a t  th e  persona l n a tu re  o f  W olfe’ s w r i t in g  "might a l 

most be reduced to  th e  sta tem ent th a t  a l l  o f  W olfe’ s work 

was w r i t te n  by W olfe, and c h ie f ly  about W olfe; i t  might be 

found a s  w ell in  th e  volume o f h is  l e t t e r s  to  h is  m other,

Louis Rubin, ano ther c r i t i c  who w rote a book, Thomas 

Wolfe;: The Weather o f  His Youth, defending  Wolfe’ s s i g n i f i 

cance as a n o v e l is t ,  d id  not agree w ith  Mr, M uller th a t  

Wolfe’ s novels a re  t r a n s c r ip t s  o f th e  a u th o r’ s l i f e ,  s ince  

th e  f i c t i o n a l  reco rd  was q u ite  obviously  a l te r e d  in  many o f 

" th e  more im portant p a r t i c u l a r s ,”^ At th e  same tim e, Mr, 

Rubin adm itted th a t  Wolfe always remained f a i th f u l  to  h is  

experience in  th e  c ru c ia l a rea s  of h is  f i c t i o n ;

Thus Thomas Wolfe may have begun look  Homeward, Angel 
in  London, whereas Eugene Gant began h is  novel in  
F rance, bu t th e  au th o r’ s and th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s views

l l b i d . ,  p , 26 , Zi b i d . ,  p , 27. ^I b id .

^ o u i s  Rubin, Thomas Wolfe t: The W eather o f His Youth 
(New Yoricr C harles S c rib n e r’ s '3 6 n s , 19^6) , p ," l5 .
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on w ritin g  about home w hile l iv in g  in  a fo re ig n  country , 
and t h e i r  memories of th e  way they  f e l t  a t  th e  tim e, a re  
id e n t ic a l .  What i s  always au to b io g rap h ica l i s  th a t  th e  
p ro tag o n is t and th e  n a r r a to r ,  who are one and the ,sam e, 
th in k  and fe e l  th e  same about various s i tu a t io n s ,

Mr, Rubin d id  not b e liev e  th a t  t h i s  was th e  same th in g  as

a ffirm in g  th a t  every th ing  which Wolfe experienced ev en tu a lly

appeared in  what he w ro te . Even so , th e  c r i t i c  adm itted th a t

i t  was d i f f i c u l t  to  f in d  an im portant in c id e n t in  th e  novels

"Which cannot be somewhere along th e  l in e  s u b s ta n tia te d  as
2

having a c tu a l ly  happened" to  th e  au th o r. For t h i s  reason ,

" i t  i s  as an au to b io g rap h ica l w r i te r  th a t  Wolfe must be con

s id e re d ,"^

The rem ainder o f th i s  chap ter was n o t designed to  r e fu te  

th e  c r i t ic is m  th a t  th e  con ten t o f Wolfe* s f i c t i o n  i s  au tob io 

g rap h ic a l and th a t  as  a rom antic w r i te r  he f a i le d  in  h is  a t 

tem pt to  g ive each of h is  novels a s ig n if ic a n t  from. In s tead  

i t  was planned, to g e th e r  w ith  th e  preceding ch ap te r which in 

cludes th e  author* s personal views on th e  form o f h is  f i c t i o n ,  

to  in tro d u ce  th e  read e r to  Wolfe*s m u ltip le  ro le  as a c re a to r :  

in :o th e r  words, Wolfe as a psycho log ica l n o v e l is t  and arche

ty p a l a r t i s t  as w e ll a s  p u re ly  a rom antic w r i t e r .  Moreover, 

i t  i s  our assumption, th a t  th e o re t ic a l ly  i t  i s  p o ss ib le  in  th e  

same book fo r  i t s  au thor to  f a i l  as a rom antic w r i te r  and yet 

succeed, a t  l e a s t  in  p a r t ,  a s  an a rch e ty p al a r t i s t .

T his i s  t ru e  because th e  a rch e ty p a l a r t i s t  f i r s t  con

f ro n ts  h is  m a te r ia l on th a t  most prim ary le v e l  o f c r e a t iv i ty

llbid. Zibid., p, la, ^Ibid,
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in  which th e  conscious and subconscious workings o f th e  im agi

n a tio n  a re  fu sed . For t h i s  reason , th e  a rch e ty p a l a r t i s t  i s  

capable of g rasp ing  in tu i t iv e ly  th e  s ig n ific a n c e  o f h is  m ater

i a l  and g iv ing  i t  a m eaningful form in  h is  c re a tio n  w ithout 

being c r i t i c a l l y  aware of what he has done, except th a t  i t  has 

s a t i s f i e d  h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n  and seems to  have u n iv e rs a l i ty  

o f  meaning. Perhaps th i s  i s  what W olfe, as an arch e ty p a l 

a r t i s t ,  had in  mind in  many o f h is  comments, examined in  th e  

rem ainder o f t h i s  c h ap te r , on th e  form al s ig n if ic a n c e  of 

au to b io g rap h ica l f i c t i o n .

In  th e  p reface  to  Look Homeward, Angelt Wolfe f i r s t  a t 

tempted to  j u s t i f y  th e  in tim a te ly  personal n a tu re  o f  th e  ma

t e r i a l  he had used by a s s e r t in g  " th a t a l l  se rio u s  work in  

f i c t i o n  i s  autobiographical,**^ In  w ri tin g  from h is  own ex

p e rie n ce , th e re fo re ,  Wolfe in s is te d  th a t  he had employed a  

method common in  varying degrees to  a l l  w r i te r s ,  s ince  th e  

w r i te r ,  l ik e  every o th e r  man, i s  unable p sy ch o lo g ica lly  to  

escape h is  own p a s t :

But we a re  th e  sum of a l l  th e  moments o f our l iv e s — 
a l l  th a t  i s  ours i s  in  them: we cannot escape o r  con
c e a l i t .  I f  th e  w r i te r  has used th e  c lay  of l i f e  to  
make h is  book, he has only used what a l l  men m ust, what 
none can keep from u s in g .

According to  t h i s  view, th e  world o f o b je c tiv e  f a c t  

i s  never com pletely divorced from th e  su b je c tiv e  world o f  th e

iThomas Wolfe, look Homeward, Angel {New York: Charles
Scribner’s and Sbns, 1929), p.gVii, Hereafter, this book
will be referred to as LHA, Ibid,
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in d iv id u a l im agination  in  which th a t  f a c t ,  em otionally  and 

s p i r i tu a l ly ,  i s  g iven i t s  personal meaning. What i s  u su a lly  

re fe rre d  to  a s  th e  world of f a c t  in  th i s  contex t i s  m erely 

th e  most w idely accepted  i l lu s io n  o f r e a l i ty  which, f o r  th e  

sake of se c u r ity  and s e l f i s h  convenience, th e  m a jo rity  of 

people in  any given age u n c r i t i c a l ly  accept as th e  t r u th .

The g rea t w r i te r ,  however, re fu se s  to  rep re sen t th e  common

place view of th e  m a jo rity  in  h is  c re a tio n . In s tea d  as an 

a r t i s t  he t r i e s  to  arrange and in te rp r e t  th e  world o f ob

je c tiv e  f a c t  to  express h is  ovm s in g u la r  v is io n  o f l i f e :

to  wreak th e  v is io n  of h is  l i f e ,  th e  rude and p a in fu l 
substance o f h is  own ex p erien ce , in to  th e  congruence 
of b laz in g  and enchanted images th a t  are them selves th e  
core o f l i f e ,  th e  e s s e n t ia l  p a t te rn  whence a l l  o th e r 
th in g s  proceed, th e  k e rn e l o f  e te r n i ty ,^

Great f i c t i o n ,  th e re fo re , i s  in v a r ia b ly  " fa c t s e le c te d  and 

understood , . . arranged and charged w ith  purpose,*^ More

over, i t  i s  au to b io g rap h ica l in  th a t  th e  c re a tiv e  v is io n  o f 

th e  a r t i s t ,  which in s t in c t iv e ly  employs symbols and images 

to  impose i t s  unique p a t te rn  upon th e  world of f a c t ,  i s  a l 

ways em otionally  and p sy ch o lo g ica lly  conditioned by th e  

a r t i s t e s  most p r iv a te  experience .

In  Wolfe’ s l e t t e r s  th e  numerous comments which have to  

do w ith  th e  way he regarded h im self as an a r t i s t  depend 

h eav ily  upon two words—v is io n  and u n iv e rs a l i ty ,  Wolfe’ s

^Thomas Wolfe, Of Ttoe and the River (New York: Charles
Scribner’s and Sbns, 1935)% P.p550, Hereafter, this bookwill be referred to as OTR, LHA., p, vii.
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use o f th e  word v is io n  has ju s t  been examined: namely, th a t  

every a r t i s t  has a unique way of env ision ing  l i f e  which he 

attem pts to  embody in  h is  c re a tio n : ”I t  i s  a sim ple f a c t  o f

see in g ."^  Since th e  "'simple f a c t  of seeing*  i s  so im portan t, 

i t  i s  th e  f u l ln e s s ,  coherence, and im aginative  t r u th  o f th e  

se r io u s  w r i te r ’ s inform ing v is io n  which f i n a l l y  g ives h is  

work i t s  u n iv e rsa l s ig n if ic a n c e , not m erely i t s  a e s th e t ic  

conform ity  w ith  a s e t o f d o c tr in a ire  p r in c ip le s  w ith in  a 

s p e c if ic  l i t e r a r y  genre which th e  in d iv id u a l c re a tio n  i s  

consciously  supposed to  s a t i s f y .

Wolfe’ s use of th e  term  u n iv e r s a l i ty  a lso  emphasized 

h is  co n v ic tio n  th a t  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , given substance by th e  

au th o r’ s development of c o n tro ll in g  them es, might le g it im a te 

ly  serve as a s u b s t i tu te  f o r  a e s th e t ic  form* In  o th e r  words, 

Wolfe b e liev ed  th a t  th e  au to b io g rap h ica l w r i te r ,  in  s p i te  o f 

th e  su b jec tiv ism  of h is  method vrith regard  to  th e  s ig n i f ic a n t  

form of a p a r t ic u la r  p iece  o f f i c t i o n ,  can be su c cessfu l as 

an a r t i s t  i f  th e  v is io n  which s e le c ts ,  shapes, and in te rp r e t s  

th e  au to b io g rap h ica l m a te r ia l im presses th e  re a d e r  as being 

u n iv e rs a lly  t r u e .  In  th e  same manner, th e  more o b je c tiv e  

w r i te r ,  d e l ib e ra te ly  c o n tro ll in g  th e  d is ta n c e  between h im self 

and h is  c re a t io n , f a i l s  when th e  form of h is  work, unsupported 

by an adequate v is io n , does not e l i c i t  th e  same resp o n se . For

Thomas Wolfe, The Hills Beyond (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1943)» P* ZTWl Hereafter, this book will be referred to as THE,
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t h i s  reaso n , whether a w r i te r  succeeds o r f a i l s  can never be 

decided according  to  th e  a b s tra c t  assum ptions o f c r i t i c a l  

th eo ry  which a t ta c h  to o  g re a t an emphasis to  s ig n i f ic a n t  form . 

Always th e  f i n a l  co u rt of appeal i s  th e  d isc rim in a tin g  re a d e r  

who judges th e  success of what he reads by i t s  a e s th e t ic  r e l e 

vance to  h is  deepest and most moving em otional and s p i r i tu a l  

experience ,

Wolfe expressed t h i s  view in fo rm ally  in  a l e t t e r  (June 20,

1933) to  A lfred D a sh ie ll , e d i to r  o f Scribner*s M agazine, w ith

re fe ren ce  to  a l e t t e r  w r i t te n  to  th e  magazine by Donald ¥ ,

Chacey, p ra is in g  Wolfe*s s to r ie s :

While I  have never f e l t  th a t  a man could do h is  b es t 
work fo r  th e  huge p u b lic  and th a t  a l l  good w ritin g  i s  
in  a way lim ite d  to  a s p e c ia l and almost in d e fin a b le  
p u b lic , my f e e l in g  n e v e rth e le ss  i s  very strong  th a t  
th e  b e s t w r i t in g  i s  no t a p rec ious th in g  and no t lim ite d  
to  a l i t t l e  group o f ad ep ts  and p ro fe ss io n a l c r i t i c s .
In  o th e r  words, I  th in k  th e re  i s  s c a tte re d  throughout 
th e  world th e  kind o f p u b lic  which th i s  man re p re s e n ts ,  
which i s  th a t  lim ite d  and y e t h ea rten in g ly  numerous 
group of people of f in e  fe e l in g  and in te ll ig e n c e  and 
u n p ro fessio n a l a p p re c ia t io n . Somehow I  r e a l ly  f e e l  th a t  
th e  r e a l  mark o f  a w rite r* s  m e rit and th e  r e a l  measure 
of h is  success comes i n  th e  end f a r  more from th e s e  
people th an  from th e  p ro fe s s io n a l l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c ,  and 
th a t  i t  i s  r e a l ly  f o r  th e  re sp e c t and b e l ie f  o f t h i s  
unseen and unknown audience th a t  a man in s t in c t iv e ly  
does h is  wx>rk,

Wolfe*s i n i t i a l  s ta tem en ts in  th e  correspondence about 

th e  au to b io g rap h ica l n a tu re  o f h is  f i c t i o n  appear in  th e  l e t 

t e r  (March, 192Ô) which accompanied Look Homeward, Angel when 

th e  m anuscript was f i r s t  subm itted to  v ario u s p u b lish e rs  f o r

^Nowell, p, 37k.
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a read in g . In  t h i s  l e t t e r  Wolfe adm itted th a t  h is  book was 

au to b io g rap h ica l in  th a t  i t  was "hade out o f my l i f e ,  and i t  

re p re se n ts  my v is io n  o f l i f e  to  my tw en tie th  y ea r,"^  At th e  

same tim e, he did not b e liev e  th a t  i t  was au to b io g rap h ica l 

in  any " l i t e r a l  sense"' s in ce  " th e re  i s  sc a rc e ly  a scene th a t  

has i t s  base in  l i t e r a l  f a c t .* ^  By th i s  sta tem ent Wolfe 

meant th a t  he had used h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , o p e ra tin g  espe

c ia l ly  i n  th e  psycho log ica l a re a  o f th e  "buried  l iv e s *  o f h is  

c h a ra c te rs , to  tu rn  th e  raw m a te r ia l of experience in to  a 

f i c t i o n  w ith u n iv e rsa lly  convincing s ig n if ic a n c e :

The book i s  a f i c t io n —i t  i s  loaded w ith  in v e n tio n : s to ry , 
fa n ta sy , v is io n . But i t  i s  a f ic t io n  th a t  i s ?  I  b e lie v e , 
more tru e  than f a c t—a f i c t i o n  th a t grew out o f a l i f e  
com pletely d igested  in  my s p i r i t ,  a f i c t io n  which t e l e 
scopes, condenses, and o b je c t i f ie s  a l l  th e  random or in 
completed g es tu re s  o f  l i f e —which t r i e s  to  comprehend 
people, in  sh o r t, not by t e l l i n g  what people d id , but 
what they should have done. The most l i t e r a l  and au to 
b io g rap h ica l p a r t of th e  book, th e re fo re , i s  i t s  p ic tu re  
of th e  buried  l i f e .  The most exact th in g  in  i t  i s  th e  
fa n ta sy —i t s  p ic tu re  o f  a child^’s so u l,v

L a te r in  th e  l e t t e r  Wolfe added th a t  th e  p a r t ic u la r  v is io n  o f

American l i f e  which he had inco rpo ra ted  in to  h is  book was not

e c c e n tr ic  o r lo c a l  in  c h a ra c te r , but r e p re s e n ta tiv e :  *a s tran g e
L.

and deep p ic tu re  of American l i f e , . ’* At th e  same tim e, i t  

was a lso  o r ig in a l  in  th a t  Wolfe had never encountered a sim

i l a r  v is io n  in  any o th e r book he had re a d .

The two words p ic tu re  and v is io n  in  connection  w ith

^Ibid,, p, 131, Zlbid,, p, 130, ^Ibld.
^bid., p, 132,
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W olfe 's a r t i s t i c  purpose appear most fre q u e n tly  in  th e  l e t 

t e r s ,  although in  th e  same context th e  au tho r u su a lly  ex

pressed  h is  co n v ic tio n  th a t  d esp ite  th e  p ersona l na tu re  of 

h is  f ic t io n ,  i t  was not au tob iog raph ica l in  any narrow sense 

but had u n iv e rs a l i ty  of meaning. Look Homeward, Angel was 

published  October l 8 ,  1929? and a few weeks l a t e r  Wolfe 

wrote a l e t t e r  to  h is  mother (November 6, 1929) in  which he 

attem pted to  j u s t i f y  i t s  au tob iog raph ica l c o n te n t. He sa id  

th a t  what he had w r i t te n  was p la in ly  based on m a te ria l tak en  

"from human ex p erien ce—as a l l  se rio u s  f i c t i o n  is,**^ but 

th a t  th e  book s t i l l  "was f i c t i o n  and rep re se n ted  th e  w r i t e r 's  

own p ic tu re  of l i f e —th a t  he had taken  experience and shaped 

i t  in to  a world of h is  ovm making.* A ccordingly, h is  mother 

was not to  be deceived  by any v e rs im ilitu d e  between th e  f a c t s  

i n  th e  book w ith  th e  h is to ry  of her own fam ily , since what

ever im aginative l i f e  th ese  fa c ts  had in  th e  ch a ra c te rs  and 

scenes of th e  f i c t i o n  was W olfe 's a r t i s t i c  c re a tio n :

In  s h o r t, th e  ch a ra c te rs  and scenes in  my book a re  o f  
ray own im agining and my own making—th e y  have th e i r  ro o ts  
in. human ex p erien ce , but what l i f e  and being they  have,
I  gave to  them. There i s  no scene in  my book th a t  i s  
supposed GO be l i t e r a l ,  and I  w i l l  not ta lk  to  damned 
fo o ls  who ask me i f  so-and-so in  th e  book i s  meant to  
be such and such a person l iv in g  in  A sh ev ille ,^

Wolfe th en  explained  th a t  h is  n ovel, in s te a d  o f being 

w r it te n  about a sp e c if ic  group of in d iv id u a ls  l iv in g  in  a 

sm all town in  Nbrth C aro lin a , was concerned w ith  th e  u n i

v e rsa l experience o f mankind: ""people everywhere, N orth,

^Terry, p, 1Ü9. ^Ibid. ^Ibid, ^bid.
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South, E as t, and West . Af t er  Wolfe had f in ish e d  "The Web

of E arth ," ' he w rote a l e t t e r  to  h is  mother (May 29, 1932) in

which he again  defended h is  au to b io g rap h ica l method. In

th i s  l e t t e r  he reminded h is  mother th a t  her son had become

a w r i te r  because he wanted to  put "down a p a r t of h is  p ic tu re

of l i f e  as he sees i t ,  and to  do i t  as s in c e re ly  and h o n es tly  
2

as he can,"' In  o rder to  succeed in  t h i s  purpose, Wolfe, 

l ik e  every w r i te r ,  had been fo rced  to  "Use th e  m a te r ia l he 

has seen, and known, even though th e  n a tu re  o f th e  l i f e  he 

was d e p ic tin g —" i t s  web of fo r tu n e , m isfo rtu n e , joy and 

g r ie f  i s  th e  same everyw here,"^

D espite W olfe’ s defense of h is  au to b io g rap h ica l method, 

he could never d ism iss th e  t r u th  th a t  h is  f i c t i o n  was unusu

a l ly  p e rso n a l. For th i s  reaso n , h is  urge to  exp la in  to  h ie  

f r ie n d s  how h is  novels should be read  was almost com pulsive, 

Wolfe’ s form er E nglish  te a c h e r , Mrs, R oberts, had been upset 

by th e  au to b io g rap h ica l rea lism  o f h is  l i t t l e  s e le c tio n  "’An 

Angel on th e  P o rch ,"  which appeared in  th e  August, 1929» i s 

sue o f S c rib n e r’ s Magazine, In  W olfe’ s re p ly  to  M rs, R obert’ s 

l e t t e r  which took issu e  w ith  h is  r e a l i s t i c  method, he assured  

h is  te a c h e r  t h a t  th e  book from which th e  p iece  had been taken  

was "a work of f i c t i o n ,  and th a t  no person , a c t ,  o r event has 

been d e l ib e r a te ly  and consciously  d e sc rib ed ,

^Ibid. Zibid., p, 221, ^Ibid, ^Ibid.
^Nowell, p. 1 9 8 .
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Wolfe added th a t  a lthough he was unable to  ex p la in  th e  

c re a tiv e  a c t in  such a sh o rt l e t t e r ,  he knew th a t  " th e  world 

a w r i te r  c re a te s  i s  h is  own w o r l d , e v e n  though i t  i s  neces

s a r i ly  "molded out o f  th e  f a b r ic  of l i f e ,  what he has known 

and f e l t —in  s h o r t ,  out o f him self*"^ Several months l a t e r ?  

a f t e r  Look Homeward, Angel had a lread y  been pub lished , Wolfe 

w rote ano ther l e t t e r  to  M rs, R oberts (February 2, 1930) in  

which he t r i e d  to  ex p la in  more c le a r ly  why he f e l t  h is  f i r s t  

novel was au to b io g ra p h ica l only  in  a s u p e r f ic ia l  sen se . He 

sa id  th a t  th e  world which ex is te d  in  h is  f i c t i o n  was "fabu

lo u s"  r a th e r  th an  " f a c tu a l ," ' and th a t  i t s  r e a l i t y  d id  not 

depend upon th e  t r u t h  o f th e  experiences he had used, but 

r a th e r  upon h is  own p sy ch o lo g ica l and a r t i s t i c  in tu i t io n  

which had tak en  th a t  d iso rg an ized  experience and shaped i t  

in to  a m eaningful c r e a t io n :

The o th e r  th in g  I  want to  say i s  longer and more d i f f i 
c u l t ,  and I  must w rite  you about i t  l a t e r  a t le n g th , but 
here i t  i s  in d ic a te d  in  o u tl in e ;  th a t  a l l  c re a tio n  i s  to  
me fab u lo u s , th a t  th e  world o f ray c re a tio n  i s  a fabu lous 
w orld , th a t  experience comes in to  me from a l l  p o in ts , i s  
d ig e s ted  and absorbed in to  me u n t i l  i t  becomes a p a r t  of 
me, and th a t  th e  world I  c re a te  i s  always in s id e  me, and 
never o u ts id e  me, and th a t  what r e a l i t y  I  can g ive to  
what X c re a te  comes only  from w ith in . I t s  re la tio n , to  
a c tu a l  experience I  have never denied, but every th in k 
ing  person knows th a t  such a r e l a t io n  i s  in e v i ta b le ,  and 
could not be avoided u n le ss  men liv e d  in  a vacuum,^

In  t h i s  same l e t t e r  Wolfe emphasized th a t  every th ing  in  

h is  f i c t i o n  was com pletely h is  own: "hiy own w orld, my own 

f ig u re s ,  my own ev en ts  . . .  my own f a b le ," ^  He had begun

^Ibid. Zibid, ^Ibid., p. 220, ^Ibid.
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•writing Look Homeward, Angel in  London—th a t  adm itted ly  was 

t r u e —and he had f in ish e d  th e  book in  New York, bu t when he 

was a c tu a l ly  working on th e  m anuscrip t, he was l iv in g  in  

n e i th e r  London nor New York but in  th e  world o f h is  imagina

t io n ,  and he was th in k in g  of th e  people in  h is  book as c re 

ated  ch a rac te rs  and not as any "a c tu a l Sm iths, Jones, o r 

Browns; nor do I  see yet how such a th in g  i s  p o s s ib le . I f  

anyone th in k s  i t  i s ,  l e t  him take  no tes a t  s t r e e t  co rn e rs , 

and see i f  th e  r e s u l t  i s  a book,"^ Wolfe concluded th e  l e t 

t e r  by hoping th a t  Mrs, R oberts would f in d  more p leasu re  in  

h is  fu tu re  work than  she had in  th e  f i r s t  novel, although  he 

p red ic ted  th a t  in  w hatever he w rote, h is  a r t i s t i c  purpose

would remain th e  same: " I f  I  am to  be h onest, I  must c rea te
2

my v is io n  of l i f e  as I  see i t , *

S hortly  a f t e r  th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f Look Homeward, Angel, 

Wolfe advised  h is  f r ie n d  A lbert Coates (November 19, 1929) 

to  read th e  book " fo r  God’ s sake, A lbert ,  , , as i t  was 

meant to  be read —as a book, th e  w r i te r ’ s v is io n  o f l i f e , ’*̂  

Several weeks l a t e r  Wolfe wrote to  h is  s i s t e r  Mabel (January 5» 

1930) th a t  d e s p ite  th e  h o s t i le  re ce p tio n  which Look Homeward, 

Angel had been g iven in  h is  home town, as i f  h is  so le  purpose 

had been " to  say something mean about Smith and Jones and 

B r o w n , t h e  book had a c tu a l ly  been w r i t te n  because he f e l t  

i t s  s ig n if ic a n c e  was g en era l r a th e r  than  p a r t ic u la r r  ""it i s

llbld. Zibid., p, 221, ^Ibld., p. 209,
^bid., p, 216,
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as tru e  o f people in  London and Idaho as o f  people in  Ashe

ville,**^ Wolfe added th a t  th e  d iscourag ing  th in g  about th e  

c r i t ic is m  d ire c te d  a t  th e  book by h is  townspeople was not 

th a t  i t  revea led  th e y  had misunderstood th e  book* s s u p e r f i

c ia l  meanings, **but t h a t  they  do not know a t  a l l  what I  am
2

l ik e  o r what my v is io n  of l i f e  i s , *

Wolfe was in  P a r is  when he wrote to  h is  E ng lish  pub

l i s h e r ,  Frere-R eeves (June 23, 1930) th a t  he had ju s t  f i n 

ished  read ing  T olstoy*s War and Peace, and th a t  th e  g re a t 

R ussian’ s novel had im pressed him as ” â tremendous, m agnif

ic e n t book’*̂  w ith  ’’a lso  a g ra in  o f b iography”^ in  i t ,  Wolfe 

commented th a t  he s t i l l  was convinced th a t  th e  b es t w r i te r s ,  

such as T o lstoy , made use of t h e i r  own experience in  t h e i r  

f i c t i o n ,  although in  t h i s  statem ent he was no t a ttem pting  to  

d ism iss th e  im portance of th e  im agination in  help ing  th e  

w r i te r  transfo rm  h is  su b je c tiv e  m a te r ia l in to  a c re a tio n  

w ith  u n iv e rsa l meaning:

I t  seems to  me th a t  a l l  good w ri te r s  draw h eav ily  on 
th e i r  own experience , but I  suppose most bad ones do 
a lso : not so much, though—the bad ones g rind  out 
’ f ic t io n * ’ A ll good w ritin g , I  am su re , i s  in  some 
measure au to b io g ra p h ic a l, but i t  i s  th e  r ig h t  use o f 
t h i s  w ith  th e  im agination  which makes a good book,^

About a mbnth l a t e r  Wolfe wrote to  h is  e d i to r ,  Maxwell

P erk ins (Ju ly  17, 1930), th a t  w ith  regard  to  h is  new f i c t i o n

he believed  he was ’’a t  l a s t  beginning to  have a p roper use

^Ibid, ^Ibid,, 233. ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid,
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of a w rite r* s  m a te r ia l:  fo r  i t  seems to  me he ought to  see 

in  what has happened to  him the elem ents of th e  u n iv e rsa l 

experience,**^ Wolfe l a t e r  commented th a t  in  h is  next book 

he planned to  make use of h is  persona l experience , **things 

I  have knovm and f e l t ,  as th e  f i r s t  one d id , **̂  b u t, in  ad d i

t io n ,  he hoped to  employ ’’fa b le s  and legends’* to  transcend  

im ag ina tive ly  the  au tob iog raph ica l n a tu re  of h is  m a te r ia l .

In  ano ther l e t t e r  to  Frere-Reeves (August, 1930) Wolfe r e 

marked th a t  l ik e  every w rite r  he was w it t in g ly  faced w ith
3

the problem of weaving ”out b lo o d ily  h is  own v is io n  of l i f e , ” 

N everthe less, as an a r t i s t  he d id  not b e liev e  th a t  he had 

any ’’hew id e a s”’ o r ’’any new fe e lin g s  about life**^ to  commu

n ic a te  in  h is  f i c t i o n —merely a d i f f e r e n t  i l lu m in a tio n  of 

experiences and fe e l in g s  which a re  u n iv e rs a lly  t ru e  fo r  a l l  

people,

Wolfe w rote to  h is  b ro th e r  Fred (Ju ly  19, 1931) th a t  

he supposed th e  townspeople in  A shev ille  would never be ab le  

to  understand th a t  as a w r i te r  he was p r im a rily  " in te re s te d  

n e ith e r  in  gossip  o r making money• ’*5 In s tead  he regarded 

him self as an a r t i s t  whose ch ie f  d e s ire  was to  "c rea te  some

th in g  th a t  w i l l  s a t i s f y  him and hold  in  i t  h is  v is io n  of 

l i f e , " ^  In  a l e t t e r  to  h is  Uncle Henry We s t a l l  (January ,

1932) Wolfe commented th a t  th e  reason  he w rote was "because 

X want to  do th e  b e s t t h a t ’ s in  me, to  c re a te  my v is io n  o f

l l b l d . ,  p , 241. ^I b id . , p . 245» ^I b ld . , p , 256,

S ib id . ,  p . 255. S ib ld .,  p . 303. ^I b id .
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l i f e  as I  have seen and known i t ,  and to  leav e  something, 

someday, th a t  may have, I  hope, some enduring value*

Next he t r i e d  to  ex p la in  to  h is  uncle why he d id  not 

th in k  Look Homeward, Angel had been w r i t te n  about s p e c if ic  

in d iv id u a ls  in  h is  home town, bu t about people in  g en e ra l, 

" liv in g  on th i s  e a r th  as I  had known them, and what I  sa id  

was as t ru e  o f P ittsb u rg h  o r  Boston o r  Brooklyn, as of Ashe

v i l le ," '^  Wolfe adm itted th a t  in  th e  book obviously  he had 

made use o f  in c id e n ts  from h is  own life ,.- "o f experience as?

I  had known i t b u t  he b e liev ed  th a t  " th i s  i s  what a l l  men 

must d o ."^  As a se rio u s  a r t i s t ,  however, he den ied  th a t  he 

had worked w ith  t h i s  personal m a te r ia l " e i th e r  to  p ra is e ,  

wound, i n s u l t ,  o r  g lo r i f y  p a r t ic u la r  people"';^ he had worked 

w ith  i t  " in  o rd er to  c re a te  some kind o f  l iv in g  t r u th  which 

;d .l l  be t r u e  f o r  a l l  men everyw here,"^

Wolfe wrote to  h is  A shev ille  f r ie n d  George McCoy 

(March 22, 1932) th a t  h is  a r t i s t i c  in te n t io n  in  Look Homeward, 

Angel had beeni "simply to  r i g  ou t a p a r t  o f  my v is io n  of l i f e
7

as I  had seen and in  p a r t  known i t , "  I t  was Wolfe*s op in ion  

th a t  even most of th e  c r i t i c s  voho had x v rittsn  about th e  book 

had m isunderstood th i s  in te n t io n , and when t h e i r  review s f i r s t  

began to  appear, h is  im pulse f re q u e n tly  had been "to  tak e  pen 

and paper a t  once and make some kind  o f a hot answer o r ira- 

passioned d e fe n se ,"  As a w r i te r ,  however, he r e a l iz e d  th a t

llbld., p. 317f Zibid. ^Ibld. 4bid, ^Ibid.
^Ibid, "̂Ibid,, p. 331. *Ibid.
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th e  proof o f w hether he had succeeded o r f a i le d  was always

h is  work, and fo r  t h i s  reason  he had "decided never to  w rite

a word i f  I  could help  i t  in  answer to  any c r i t ic is m , whether

in  th e  form o f a p erso n a l l e t t e r  o r  in  th e  p re s s , which

seemed to  me u n fa ir  and u n ju s t.* ^  I f  i t  were r e a l ly  tru e
2

th a t  *Tiis in te n tio n  and meaning" had not been rev ea led  c le a r 

ly  in  h is  f i r s t  n ovel, he s ta te d  th a t  h is  defense would be 

th a t  which every se rio u s  w r i te r  employs: "To possess h is  soul 

w ith  p a tien c e , and s t ic k  to  h is  job r e s o lu te ly  u n t i l  he has 

revea led  himself*"'^

Wolfe had expected th a t  h is  second novel would re fu te  

th e  c r i t ic is m  th a t  h is  f i c t i o n  was l i t t l e  more th a n  th e  a r 

t i s t i c  jo u rn a l o f h is  l i f e *  % en he r e a l iz e d  th a t  th e  new 

book would be no d i f f e r e n t  in  kind from Look Homeward, Angel » 

he became a c u te ly  s e n s i t iv e  to  th e  charge of being an au to 

b io g rap h ica l n o v e l is t .  He had ju s t  f in ish e d  "The Web o f 

E arth"  when he w rote to  Ju lia n  Meade "A pril 21, 1932) th a t  

as an a r t i s t  he would "not be driven  in to  some obscene j a r 

gon of l i t e r a r y  competiteion ag a in st any man o r woman l iv in g ,
4The only man I  w i l l  compete w ith i s  m y se lf ,"  In. ano ther 

l e t t e r  to  J u lia n  Meade (Ju ly  7, 1932) Wolfe commented, w ith  

regard  to  th e  au to b io g rap h ica l form o f h is  f i c t i o n ,  t h a t  he 

believed  "every man has h is  own sp e c ia l problem and h is  own 

c o n f l ic t  w ith  h is  m a te r ia l and , . ,  th a t  each man has got

llbid. Zibid. 3ibid. ^Ibid., p, 333.
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to  le a rn  i t  in  h is  own way f o r  h im se lf."^  In  W olfe’ s mind 

th e re  was no o ther choice i f  th e  w r i te r  accepted h is  convic

t io n  th a t  % man’ s work and th e  way he does i t  i s  more th a n  

any th in g  on ea rth  a unique p ossession , and h is  e n t i r e  r e l a 

t io n  to  i t  is  a p rocess of constan t and e n t i r e ly  personal 
2

d isc o v e ry .”' For th i s  reason  Wolfe s ta te d  th a t  he should 

l ik e  h is  ’’work to  be of one p iece w ith  a l l  my l i f e ,  and th a t  

to  me th e  la b o r of w r i tin g  does seem to  be u n ited  to  a man’ s  

whole v is io n  of l i f e . ”5

Wolfe’s re fe ren ces  to  v is io n  and u n iv e rs a l i ty  to  j u s t i 

fy  h is  a r t i s t i c  method continue to  appear throughout th e  r e 

mainder of h is  correspondence, Wolfe’ s s to ry  ""A P o r t r a i t  of 

Bascom Hawke”’ appeared in  th e  A p ril„ 1932, is su e  of S c rib 

n e r’ s Magazine, and sev e ra l weeks a f t e r  i t s  p u b lic a t io n , h is  

cousin  E laine W estall Gould wrote him a b i t t e r l y  c r i t i c a l  

l e t t e r  in  which she mentioned th a t  she had " d e l ib e ra te ly  r e 

f ra in e d ” from read ing  th e  s to ry  because she had been warned 

th a t  i t  contained ”an u n fa ir  and ru th le s s  p o r tra y a l of h er 

p a re n ts , Mir. and Mrs. Henry A. W e s ta ll ,”^ In  Wolfe’ s re p ly  

(Ju ly  15» 1932) he a s se r te d  th a t  h is  cousin had been m istak 

en in  b e lie v in g , s o le ly  on th e  b a s is  of hearsay  o p in io n , th a t  

th e  s to ry  had been w r it te n  to  expose th e  ru th le s sn e s s  o f  h er 

p a ren ts :

llbid., p. 343. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
^ Ib id .„  p. 344.
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The s to ry  was not about ru th le s sn e s s  nor about a ru th 
le s s  man. Someday I  w i l l  t r y  to  t e l l  you what I  wanted 
th e  s to ry  to  be abou t, I  should no t be deeply d is tu rb ed  
i f  I  thought your o b jec tio n  to  th e  s to ry  was based on 
th e  f a c t  th a t  you though t I  had made a h ero ic  f ig u re  
out of the  man , , , T hat, a f t e r  a l l ,  i s  a m atte r of 
personal v is io n , and in  th a t  re sp e c t th e  w ri te r  must 
be tru e  to  h is  own—he can do no th ing  e ls e  but be tru e  
to  h is  own whether i t  co incides w ith  th a t  of h is  f r ie n d s  
or n o t , l

Wolfe remarked th a t  he had been e s p e c ia lly  upset by 

th e  a l le g a tio n  in  h is  c o u s in 's  l e t t e r  th a t  pu re ly  from v in 

d ic tiv e n e ss  he had t r i e d  to  p o rtra y  h er mother as "a weak
2and r id ic u lo u s  f ig u r e ,” fo r  i t  was th i s  kind of ir re s p o n s i

b le  a t ta c k , c re d itin g  h is  a r t i s t i c  purpose w ith  m alice and 

th e  d e s ire  fo r  p erso n a l revenge, which had been ty p ic a l  of 

th e  c r i t ic is m  d ire c te d  a t him by th e  people in  h is  home town 

a f te r  th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f h is  f i r s t  no v el:

Now in  re fe ren ce  to  a l l  t h i s  I  want to  say th a t  th e  b u s i
ness of answers and v in d ic a tio n s  o r of g e t t in g  revenge 
o r of ' showing them up' has never yet been th e  motive 
behind anything I  w ro te , a lthough  I  was savagely accused 
of doing th i s  and th re a te n e d  w ith  anonymous l e t t e r s  and 
denounced from p ress  and p u lp it  in  A sh ev ille , North 
C aro lina , two years ago because of my f i r s t  book.^

Wolfe observed th a t  although  he "was th e  most su r

p rised  and b i t t e r l y  wounded person about th e  f a te  of th a t  

book in  my n a tiv e  t o w n , h e  s t i l l  could not improve upon 

th e  defense which he had expressed to  h is  f r ie n d s  s h o r tly  

a f te r  th e  book appeared: " th a t th e  w r i te r  i s  c re a tin g  a world 

of h is  own v is io n in g  and th a t  in  so doing he c re a te s  a new 

kind o f r e a l i t y  and a new s e t  o f v a lu e s , and th a t  h is  work,

^Ibid,« p. 345. ^Ibid,, p. 346. ^Ibld, ^Ibid.
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in  so f a r  as i t  has l iv in g  v a lu e , i s  not concerned in  e x a lt

ing  or degrad ing  a p a r t ic u la r  Jones, o r Brown, o r Smith, but 

ra th e r  in  f in d in g  in  any p a r t ic u la r  Jones, o r  Krown, o r Smith 

th e  th in g s  th a t  u n ite  him to  th e  whole fam ily  o f th e  e a r th .

Wolfe explained  to  h is  cousin  th a t  when she mentioned 

th e  names of her own f a th e r  and m other, th a t  aroused one se t 

o f memories in  h is  mind, "but when you speak o f a man and a 

woman in  one o f my s to r ie s ,  th a t  awakens an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r 

en t s e t of memories and a d i f f e r e n t  kind of r e a l i t y . " ^  In 

s tead  o f consciously  in ten d in g  an in ju s t ic e  to  th e  mother in  

"A S tory  o f Bascom H aw ke,W olfe  commented th a t  h is  f a u l t ,  

i f  any, had re s u l te d  from h is  being  too  " l i t t l e  concerned 

w ith  th a t  p a r t ic u la r  c h a ra c te r  a t  a l l , " ^  That, in  h is  opin

io n , was ty p ic a l  of th e  way th e  w rite r* s  im agination  in v a r

ia b ly  functioned::

What X am here saying to  you i s  th a t  I  co ncen tra ted  in  
th a t  s to ry  upon th e  p o r t r a i t  of a man: th a t  I  t r i e d  to
show him as he looked, as he spoke, as he d re sse d , and
as he walked along th e  s t r e e t ,  and th a t  w hatever scenes 
o r persons were in troduced  in to  th e  s to ry  were in t r o 
duced fo r  th i s  purpose. The so le  example o f th e  ru th 
le ssn e ss  of which you speak co n s is ted  of r u th le s s ly  c u t
t in g  away every th ing  I  d id  no t f in d  im m ediately u se fu l 
to  th e  purpose of t h i s  s in g le  p o r t r a i t :  i f  I  had com
p le te d  th e  s to ry  o f th e  man*s l i f e  in  i t s  connections 
w ith  a l l  th e  o th e r l iv e s  about him, I  should no lo n g er 
have had a s to ry , I  should have had a novel o f very  con
s id e ra b le  le n g th . Now l e t  me rep ea t a g a in :—i f  I  was 
u n fa ir  to  your m other, a s  you say I  was, i t  came not 
because I  was m ed ita tin g  her p o r t r a i t .  And n e i th e r ,  
l e t  me say , was I  m ed ita tin g  th e  p o r t r a i t  of your f a th e r ,  
because th a t  i s  no t th e  way. th e  w r i te r  works—a t  le a s t
th a t  i s  not th e  way I  work,^

^Ibid. Zibid, ^Ibld,, p. 347. T̂bld.
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Wolfe concluded th a t  he knew h is  cousin  would f in d  i t  

d i f f i c u l t  to  b e liev e  th a t  he did not regard  th e  c e n tra l  char

a c te r  in  h is  s to ry  "to  be even a c lose  approxim ation o f your 

f a th e r ,  a lthough I  would not deny th a t  we both know where 

much o f  th e  c lay  th a t  shaped th a t  f ig u re  came frora,"^  He 

could inform  h is  cousin , however, where a g re a t dea l o f the  

shaping v is io n  behind th e  c re a tio n  o f th a t  p a r t ic u la r  char

a c te r  did no t come from: "of sources, ex p e rien ces , and ac tu a l

moments of my own l i f e  and seeing of which you know no th ing ,
2

but which went in to  th e  making o f th e  s to r y ."

W olfe 's comments in  t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  l e t t e r  to  h is  cous

in  help  exp lain  why he believed  the read e r was m istaken who 

id e n t i f ie d  th e  members of Eugene Gant’ s fam ily  in  Look Home

ward» Angel w ith  th e  au th o r’ s own p a ren ts  and b ro th e rs  and 

s i s t e r s .  In  o th e r  words, the  people in  th e  book must be 

viewed as c rea ted  ch a rac te rs  r a th e r  than  au to b io g rap h ica l 

f ig u re s  since t h e i r  v i t a l i t y  as re p re se n ta tiv e  ty p es d id  not 

sp rin g  from Wolfe’ s r e te n tiv e  memory, but was a c re a tiv e  

achievem ent, involv ing  h is  deepest in s ig h ts  and given mean

ing and form by h is  a r t i s t i c  v ision*

A line B ernste in  had w r it te n  a book, Three Blue S u i ts , 

in  which Wolfe suspected th a t  both her husband and he had 

appeared as f i c t io n a l  c h a ra c te rs .^  A fter Wolfe had read the

llbid. ^Ibid.
^ r s .  B ernste in  has denied th a t  any c h a ra c te r  in  th e  

book was p a tte rn ed  a f t e r  h er husband. (Nowell, p . 394i
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book, he wrote a long l e t t e r  to  Mrs* B ern ste in  (December 11,

1933) expressing  h is  d isapp roval o f  th e  way she had portrayed

these  two men:

I  d o n 't  b e liev e  th a t you r e a l ly  th in k  o f your husband 
and me as you have portrayed  us in  these  s to r ie s .  I  am 
so rry  th a t  you sa id  some o f th e  th in g s  you d id , and th a t  
you have been w ill in g  to  give out to  th e  world th e se  
p o r t r a i t s  as rep re se n tin g  your own estim ates o f u s ,

Wolfe commented th a t  he hoped he had learned  a valuab le  l e s 

son from Mrs, B e rn s te in 's  book in  h is  own attem pts "to  be as 

f a i r  and comprehensive"^ as p o ss ib le  in  h is  f i c t i o n .  He ad

m itted  th a t  in  th e  p as t he had w ith  re g re t  w ritte n  too nakedly 

from h is  own experience , and w ithout paying enough a t te n t io n  

to  th e  consequences o f what he had c rea ted  upon th e  l iv e s  o f 

th e  people who had helped provide him w ith h is  m a te r ia l .  At 

th e  same tim e, he emphasized th a t  he d id  not th in k  he had 

"ever w ilfu lly  and m alic io u sly  d is to r te d  what I  b e liev ed  and 

knew to  be t ru e  about people, in  o rder to  s a t is f y  a personal 

grudge,

Wolfe explained to  Mrs. B ern ste in  th a t  i t  was t h i s  kind 

of ir re sp o n s ib le  w ritin g  which a c tu a l ly  was f i c t i o n  from an 

a r t i s t ' s  po in t of view. Moreover, i t  was th i s  kind of f a l s e  

c re a tio n  which was damaging, and not th a t  so -c a lle d  au to b io 

g raph ica l w ritin g  which, no m a tte r how personal in  i t s  use of 

d e t a i l ,  was a t  l e a s t  tru e  in  a f in a l  sense . Most peop le , of 

course, f a i le d  to  understand th i s  d if fe re n c e , and Wolfe ob

served th a t much o f th e  c r i t ic is m  which had plagued him

^Nowell, p, 393. ^Ibid., p, 394. ^Ibid,
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sin ce  th e  p u b lic a tio n  of Look Homeward, Angel had been th e  

r e s u l t  of th e  read er* s in a b i l i t y  to  d is t in g u is h  "between the  

a r t i s t ’ s po in t o f v iew , which i s  concerned w ith th e  genera l 

t r u th  drawn from h is  personal experience , and th e  p o in t of 

view of people which i s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  i f  th ey  a re  in  your 

book, concerned w ith  making id e n t i f ic a t io n  from something 

which i s  in tended  as a genera l t r u th .

Wolfe concluded h is  remarks by s ta t in g  th a t  n a tu ra l ly

every good w r i te r  had to  rev ea l some kind o f "p assio n a te  b ia s"

in  h is  c re a tio n , in  th a t  he could no t keep from expressing

"the  in d ig n a tio n , th e  co n v ic tio n , th e  c e r t i tu d e ,  th e  sense

of c o n f l ic t ,  w ith  which i t  seems to  me everyone who c re a te s
2

something must have,** Such an a r t i s t i c  b ia s ,  however, was 

an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  th in g  from th e  w r i te r ’ s "’s ta c k in g  th e  

cards ag a in s t someone**^ in  o rd er to  j u s t i f y  h im se lf , Mrs, 

B e rn s te in ’ s m istake had been th a t  she c rea ted  au tob iograph

i c a l  c h a ra c te rs  who were id e n t i f ia b le ,  and th en , on th e  b a s is  

of a m alic ious in te rp r e ta t io n  o f t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  had in 

volved th ese  c h a ra c te rs  in  f a l s e  s i tu a t io n s  and c o n f l ic ts :

"You gave some of th e  f a c t s ,  bu t th e  o th e r  f a c ts  which were 

v i t a l  to  an understand ing  o f th e  s i tu a t io n  you suppressed , 

and in  doing t h i s ,  I  th in k  you have been th e  lo s e r ,

In  a l e t t e r  to  J ,  G, S tik e le a th e r  (Ju ly  B, 1935), Wolfe 

a s se r te d  once aga in  th a t  Look Homeward, Angel had n o t been

llbid. Zibid, ^Ibid, 4ibid,, p, 395.
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w ritte n  ”'as a savage and v i t r i o l i c  a t ta c k  upon th e  c i t iz e n s  

o f A sh ev ille , North C aro lina , bu t as a young man’s v is io n  o f 

h is  childhood and h is  youth and th e  world from which he 

came—a world vdiich in  i t s  genera l humanity could have been 

as tru e  o f P eo ria  o r Spokane or B e r lin  o r any p lace as i t  >ras 

o f A sh e v ille ,”^ The June 24, 1936, is s u e  of The New Republic 

contained  an a r t i c l e  by Hamilton Basso p ra is in g  Wolfe’ s f i c t 

io n . Wolfe wrote a rep ly  (June 24, 1936) in  which he sa id  

th a t  he c e r ta in ly  hoped Basso was r ig h t  in  h is  sta tem ent th a t  

he had been "ab le  to  tak e  m a te r ia ls  o f  lo c a liz e d  re ig io n a l  

experience and give them communication o f u n iv e rsa l i n t e r 

e s t ." ^  Wolfe added th a t  he supposed " th a t  i s  what every w r i t 

e r ,  w ith h is  own s p e c ia l  m a te r ia l , would l ik e  to  do ."^

In  an o th er l e t t e r  to  Hamilton Basso (Ju ly  31, 1937) 

composed a f t e r  Wolfe had made h is  r e tu rn  pilgrim age to  Ashe

v i l l e ,  he w rote th a t  he now b e liev ed  he had come to  th e  end 

o f one c re a tiv e  ro a d , and th a t  h is  fu tu re  work would be w r i t 

te n  "from a d i f f e r e n t  p o in t, another v is io n  and, I  hope, w ith
4

a deeper p u rp o se .’" He expressed th e  same view in  a l e t t e r  

to  Edward Aswell (December, 1937), when he observed th a t  a l 

though he had begun l i f e  as a l y r i c a l  w r i te r ,  he no lo n g er 

regarded h im self as a young man and h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n  had 

changed acco rd in g ly : " I  am th ir ty - s e v e n  years o ld—and I  must

^Ibid., p. 475. ^Ibid.. p. 531. ^Ibid.
4lbid., p. 628.
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t e l l  you th a t  my v is io n  of l i f e  has changed since I  began to

w rite  te n  years ago, and th a t  I  s h a ll  never w rite  the k ind

of book th a t  I  wrote th e n ."^  In  th e  correspondence th e  l a s t

sta tem ent about th e  importance which Wolfe a ttach ed  to  h is

c re a tiv e  v is io n  was made in  a l e t t e r  to  M argaret Roberts

(A pril 6, 1932), only a few days before th e  au thor l e f t  New

York C ity  on h is  f in a l  t r i p  Westr

I t  i s  hard enough fo r  me to  get anything done anyway, 
because every th ing  comes out w ith such a tremendous 
su p e rflu x , and c a l l s  fo r  such in f i n i t e  b o ilin g  down 
and rearrangem ent—but i t  seems to  me th e  b es t course 
fo r  me is  to  s t ic k  a t i t  somehow, somehow by th e  grace 
o f God to  get i t  done, somehow to  g e t i t  a l l  wrought 
in to  a s in g le  and coherent v is io n  of l i f e ,  no t lu s t  
as a s e r ie s  of exp lo sive  and is o la te d  p r o te s ts .

Throughout most of 1937 Wolfe had been s tru g g lin g  to  

b u ild  up enough courage to  make a form al severance from 

Scribner*s and Maxwell P e rk in s , During th ese  months the  

ju s t i f i c a t io n  he made to  h is  f r ie n d s  fo r  h is  d e s ire  to  change 

p u b lish e rs  was th a t  th e  people a t  S c rib n e r’ s were unw illing  

to  p r in t  h is  m a te ria l in  th e  form he had w ritte n  i t ,  Wolfe 

f e l t  th a t  t h i s  rep resen ted  a censorsh ip  over h is  a r t i s t i c  

v is io n  which as a se rio u s  w r i te r  he could no longer t o l e r a t e .  

In  a l e t t e r  to  Sherwood Anderson (September 22, 1937)j a f t e r  

Wolfe had d e f in i te ly  made up h is  mind to  secure a new pub

l i s h e r ,  he wrote th e  fo llo w in g :

My tro u b le s  w ith  S cribners a re  deep, g rievous, and, I  
f e a r ,  i r re p a ra b le :  I ’l l  have to  t r y  to  fin d  someone e l s e ,  
i f  anyone w il l  have me. I  can’t  t e l l  you th e  anguish

l lb id . ,  p, 699. Zib id . ,  p. 732.



th i s  th in g  has co s t me: th e se  th in g s  get a deep hold 
of me, and th i s  has been almost l ik e  d ea th . But I  
w ill  be pub lished , i f  I  can: I*ve got to  be—and I  
w ill  have ray own p ic tu re  of l i f e ,  my own v is io n  of 
so c ie ty , o f th e  world a s , thus f a r ,  I  have^been ab le  
to  l iv e ,  sweat, f e e l  and th in k  i t  throughi

Wolfe p rev io u sly  had expressed h is  g rievances to  Max

w ell P erk in s, no tab ly  in  the  long ’’personal l e t t e r ^  which 

was w r i t te n  December 15» 1936, and m ailed January 10, 1937.

In  th is  l e t t e r  Wolfe also  reviewed h is  a t t i tu d e s  toward 

au tob iog raph ica l f i c t i o n :

But to  go back to  th i s  sim ple, fundam ental, inescapab le  
n ec e ss ity  of a l l  a r t ,  which I  have p a t ie n t ly ,  lab o rio u s
ly ,  co h e re n tly , explained  a thousand tim es , in  such 
language th a t  no one can m isunderstand i t ,  to  a l l  th e  
people who fo r  some strange and ex tra o rd in a ry  reason , 
i n  America and nowhere e lse  th a t  I  have ever been on 
e a r th , keep harp ing  fo rever,, w ith a kind o f id io t  per
t in a c i ty ,  upon th e  word ’autobiography*—you can’t  make 
something out o f n o th ing .^

Wolfe d ec lared  th a t  when faced w ith  th e  question  o f au tob io 

g rap h ica l f i c t i o n ,  you a c tu a l ly  had but two ch o ices : e i th e r  

you could "say th e re  i s  no such th in g  as au tob iog raph ica l 

w r itin g , or you can say th a t  a l l  w ritin g  i s  au tob iog raph i- 

c a l ,"  but he emphasized c a te g o r ic a lly  th a t  "you cannot and 

must not say th a t  one novel i s  an au to b io g rap h ica l novel and 

another novel i s  not au to b io g rap h ica l. Because i f  you say 

th e se  th in g s , you are  u t te r in g  falsehood  and palpab le non

sen se ,"^

Wolfe explained to  Perkins th a t  he considered h is  own 

novels "h e ith e r  more nor le s s  au to b io g rap h ica l than"5T olstoy’ s

llbid,, p, 655. ^Ibid., p , 592, ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid.



War and Peace. He b e lieved  th a t  th e y  were le s s  au tob io 

g ra p h ic a l, i f  a c r i t i c a l  judgment had to  be made, because 

T o lstoy  had succeeded more th an  h im self in  making "a p er

fe c t  u t i l i z a t i o n  of a l l  th e  means, a l l  the  m a te r ia ls  a t  h is  

d is p o s a l ,”^ Wolfe m ain ta ined , n e v e r th e le s s , th a t  both  he

and T o lstoy , "and every man who ever w rote a book, a re  au to - 
2b io g ra p h ic a l,"  although , of co u rse , th e  end of t h i s  au to b io 

g rap h ica l im pulse, under th e  c re a t iv e  d ire c tio n  o f th e  a r t 

i s t ,  was in v a r ia b ly  f i c t i o n .  For th i s  reason , Wolfe was 

s t i l l  convinced th a t  what he had w ritte n  in  h is  own books, 

d e sp ite  th e  ex ten t to  which i t  seemed to  be m erely a jo u r

n a l i s t i c  rep ro d u ctio n  of h is  p ersona l experience , was ac tu 

a l ly  an independent c re a tio n  g iven  i t s  r e a l i t y  by th e  shap

ing  and u n ify in g  power of h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n :

And a s  you know very w e ll, I  don’t  ’w rite  abou t’ people:
I  c re a te  l iv in g  ch a ra c te rs  o f my own—a whole un iverse  
of my own c re a tio n . And any c h a ra c te r  th a t  I  c rea te  
i s  so unm istakably my ovm. th a t  anyone fa m il ia r  w ith  
ray work would know in s ta n t ly  i t  was my own, even i f  i t  
had no t i t l e  and no name,-^

C r i t ic s  have se ized  upon s ta tem en ts , such as th e  ones 

th a t  Wolfe made in  h is  "personal l e t t e r " ’ to  P erk in s, to  prove 

th a t  h is  conception  o f "au to b io g rap h ica l f ic t io n "  s t r ip s  th e  

term  of any s ig n i f ic a n t  c r i t i c a l  meaning. On th i s  p a r t ic u 

l a r  is s u e , however, th e  r e a l  c o n f l ic t ,  or perhaps confusion , 

between Wolfe and h is  c r i t i c s  seems to  be one which, su r

p r is in g ly  enough, has never been se r io u s ly  examined: namely.

^Ibid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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th a t  when th e  c r i t i c s  r e f e r  to  th e  au tob iog raph ica l n a tu re  

of Wolfe^ s f i c t i o n  they  have in  mind i t s  v e rs im ilitu d e  w ith 

th e  f a c ts  of th e  a u th o r’ s l i f e ,  but th a t  Wolfe in  h is  de

fense was th in k in g  o f th e  psycho log ica l and a rch e ty p a l b a s is  

o f h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n  which transform ed the  raw experience 

in to  s ig n i f ic a n t  f i c t i o n .  In  o th e r words, Wolfe and th e  

c r i t i c s  have v a s t ly  d i f f e re n t  psycho log ica l in te rp re ta t io n s  

o f th e  im portant word ex p erien ce , e s p e c ia lly  when q u a lif ie d  

by th e  somewhat ambiguous a d je c t iv e  au to b io g ra p h ica l. In  

a d d itio n , Wolfe’ s views on th i s  m atte r were connected w ith  

h is  th eo ry  of th e  determ in ing  in flu en ce  which memory e x e rts  

upon th e  im agination  of every p erson , whether he i s  a w r i te r  

or n o t ,

Wolfe made use of th i s  argument in  a l e t t e r  to  J u lia n  

Meade (February 1 , 1932) in  which he attem pted to  defend h is  

conv iction  " th a t nowhere can you escape autobiography when

ever you come to  anyth ing  th a t  has r e a l  o r  l a s t in g  value in  

l e t t e r s , W o l f e  remarked th a t  in  h is  own work he a c tu a l ly  

liv e d  two l iv e s r  "one which i s  in te n s e ly  conscious o f th e

world around ms, and one which l iv e s  w ith equal in te n s i ty  
2in  th e  p a s t ,"  With regard  to  th e  p e r s is te n t  in flu en ce  o f 

th e  p as t in  th e  c re a tio n  of o th e r w r i te r s ,  Wolfe mentioned 

how C oleridge, when he composed "The Ancient M arin e r," ’ had 

been unaware o f th e  ex ten t to  which he drew upon memories 

s to red  in  h is  subconscious, "a thousand elem ents of

l l b i d . ,  p. 321, Zi b i d . ,  p, 323,
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apparen tly  u n re la te d  experience , to  c re a te  something th a t  

was h is  own and th a t  was b e a u tifu l and r e a l  and in  th e  high

e s t sense of th e  word o r ig in a l ." ^  Wolfe emphasized th a t  

C o leridge’s example was not ex c e p tio n a l, but th a t  th i s  use 

of m a te r ia l ”which i s  sunken in  th e  w ell o f unconsciousness,

o r which is  only half-rem em bered, i s  a ty p ic a l  use of th e
2c re a tiv e  f a c u l ty ” w ith a l l  w r i te r s ,  Wolfe concluded th a t  

such an a r t i s t i c  method had to  be regarded  as autobiograph

i c a l ,  d e sp ite  th e  v a r ie ty  of sources from which d if fe re n t  

w r i te r s  ob ta ined  th e  subconscious experience which f i n a l l y  

appeared in  t h e i r  books :

Now what i s  t h i s ,  Meade, except th e  most d ir e c t  and 
n a tu ra l use of autobiography, and how could C oleridge 
have w r i t te n  d i f f e r e n t ly  from th e  way he d id  w r i te , 
and how could Joyce have w ritte n  d i f f e r e n t ly  from th e  
way he w ro te , and how could P roust have w r i t te n  d i f 
f e r e n t ly  from the way he w ro te ; C o leridge’ s ex p eri
ences came m ainly from th e  pages of books and Joseph 
Conrad’ s experiences came m ainly from th e  decks of 
sh ip s , but can anyone t e l l  you th a t  one form of ex p e ri
ence i s  l e s s  r e a l  and le s s  personal th an  an o th er, or 
th a t  C o lerid g e’ s books had le s s  r e a l i t y  fo r  him than  
Conrad’ s sh ip s ; and f i n a l l y ,  could anyone t e l l  you 
th a t  Joyce and Proust are e i th e r  more o r  le s s  au tob io 
g rap h ica l th an  Coleridge or S w ift, and i f  th ey  do t e l l  
you so, would you th in k  th e i r  words any longer had 
meaning o r were worthy o f se rio u s  co n s id e ra tio n .^

P rev io u sly  J u lia n  Meade had in q u ired  i f  Wolfe looked

"upon w ritin g  as an escape from r e a l i t y . " ^  Wolfe’ s answer

was th a t  " in  no sense of th e  word does i t  seem to  me to  be 

an escape from r e a l i t y :  I  should say r a th e r  th a t  i t  i s  an

llbid., p. 3 2 1 . Zibld. Îbid. ^IMd.
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attem pt to  approach and p en e tra te  r e a l i t y , ”^ Wolfe added 

th a t  w ith a t r u ly  g re a t w r i te r  such as James Joyce, " th e  e f 

f o r t  to  apprehend and to  make l iv e  again  a moment in  lo s t  

tim e i s  so tremendous th a t  some of us f e e l  Joyce r e a l ly  d id  

succeed, a t  l e a s t  in  p la ce s , in  p e n e tra tin g  r e a l i t y  and in  

so doing, c re a tin g  what i s  almost another dimension of r e a l -  

i t y , "  Moreover, Wolfe believed  th a t  th i s  e x tra  dimension of 

r e a l i ty  owed i t s  im aginative ex is ten ce , not p r im a rily  to  

Jo y c e 's  a r t i s t i c  method, but to  th e  i llu m in a tin g  v is io n  which 

had enabled him to  "p en e tra te  r e a l i t y ” su c c e ss fu lly  in  th e  

f i r s t  p lace , and which l a t e r  h is  form al method had been de

veloped to  su p p o rt.

Wolfe in  h is  f i c t i o n  had obviously used a method q u ite  

d if f e re n t  from Jo y c e 's , but th e i r  a r t i s t i c  goals had been 

th e  same: to  c rea te  "a new dimension of r e a l i t y ” in  which 

”a moment in  lo s t  tim e”  might l iv e  fo re v e r . Wolfe was ce r

t a in ,  th e re fo re , th a t  whether he had succeeded o r f a i le d  as 

an a r t i s t  could never be decided on the b a s is  of a c r i t ic is m  

d ire c te d  c h ie f ly  a t  th e  inadequacies o f h is  c re a tiv e  method. 

In s te a d , the  f in a l  d ec is io n  had to  be made according to  th e  

a e s th e t ic  re levance  and t r u th  of th e  im aginative world which 

had i t s  unique ex is ten ce  only in  h is  so -c a lle d  autobiograph

ic a l  novels,

^Ibid.. p. 322, Zibid.



CHAPTER IV 

WOLFE AS A PSYCHOLOGICAL NOVELIST

In  a system where th in g s  a re  fo re v e r  changing, where 
i s  th e  f ix e d , immutable, unchanging p r in c ip le  to  be 
found? That i s —where i s  th e  A bsolute? Moreover, by 
th e  very ex igencies o f t h i s  v a s t ,  m echanical c i v i l i z a 
t io n  we have b u i l t ,  l i f e  becomes bew ildering  and over
powering in  i t s  com plexity . In  th e  l a s t  ch ap te r o f 
th a t  rem arkable book, *The Education o f Henry Adams,* 
Adams voices t h i s  sentim ent when he re tu rn s  to  New York 
a f t e r  a long absence and looks a t  th a t  t e r r i f i c  and 
chao tic  sk y lin e . C iv i l iz a t io n  has exploded. In  t h i s  
chaos of fo rc e  and d is o rd e r , where i s  to  be found th a t  
p r in c ip le  o f u n ity , o rd e r , which h is  s p i r i t  seeking 
education (which i s  but knowledge o f u n ity )  i s  on th e  
hunt f o r .  He goes to  W ashington, and f in d s  h is  f r ie n d ,  
John Hay, a man o f sp lend id  a b i l i t y ,  a lread y  d ra ined  
and sapped o f h is  v i t a l i t i e s  by th e  demands of t h i s  
monstrous new w orld . Now, as I  in te r p r e t  i t .  Hay 
rep re se n ts  th e  f in e s t  we have to  o f fe r  th e  demands o f 
our p resen t l i f e .  But he i s  no t adequate , (L e tte r  from 
Thomas Wolfe to^George P ie rce  Baker, September o r  
O ctober, 1922,

The c r i t i c s  of th e  f i c t i o n  o f Thomas Wolfe have had

l i t t l e  to  say about th e  author* s ro le  as a psycho log ica l 
2n o v e l is t .  This i s  a cu rious o v e rs ig h t m erely on th e  b a s is

^ b i d , ,  p , 36,

^The c r i t i c  Monroe S tea rns i s  an exception  to  t h i s  
s ta tem en t, Mr. S te a rn s , in  h is  sh o rt a r t i c l e  **The Meta
physics o f Thomas W olfe," inc luded  a psycho log ica l i n t e r 
p re ta t io n  o f th e  more rom antic themes in  Wolfe*s f i c t i o n ,

93
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of W olfe’ s psycho log ica l trea tm en t of th e  Gant fam ily  in  

Look Homeward» A nsel. The o v ersig h t i s  even more s u rp r is 

in g , however, in  l i g h t  o f  th e  t i t l e .  Of Time and th e  R iv e r, 

which he s e le c te d  f o r  h is  second n ovel. Wolfe has w r i t te n  

th a t  in  t h i s  t i t l e  Memory might e a s i ly  be s u b s t i tu te d  fo r  

Time, and Change f o r  R i v e r The s u b s t i tu te  t i t l e ,  of Mem

ory and Change, i s  p r a c t ic a l ly  a bald sta tem ent th a t  seme

kind of connection  e x is ts  in  th e  novel between th e  a u th o r’ s

fre q u e n tly  expressed  p h ilo so p h ica l in te r e s t  in  f lu x  and h is  

alm ost as f re q u e n tly  s ta te d  psycho log ica l th e o ry  o f memory.

The rem ainder o f  th i s  chap ter w i l l  dea l w ith  th e  im p li

ca tio n s  suggested by such a connection , xvith an attem pt being 

made to  show th a t  Wolfe in  h is  f i c t i o n  was o r ig in a l ly  a ttem p t

ing to  provide a p sycho log ica l answer, not on ly  to  th e  d i s 

tu rb in g  p h ilo so p h ic a l question  o f how to  f in d  meaning in  a 

contemporary world o f  end less n a tu r a l i s t i c  change, but t o  th e  

more persona l question  as w e ll, o f  why so many people in  t h i s  

s p i r i tu a l ly  confused w orld , in c lu d in g  th e  a u th o r, a lso  f e e l  

em otionally  d riv en  to  waste t h e i r  l i v e s .  M oreover, W olfe’ s 

a ttem pt to  use th e  psychological experience o f h is  p ro tago

n i s t  to  answer t h i s  l a t t e r  q u estio n  would le a d  him in  h is

f i c t i o n  to  a c e n tr a l  d isco v ery , supported by both  h is  psycho

lo g ic a l  and s p i r i t u a l  in tu i t io n ,  of th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  f o r  mod

ern  man o f th e  ag e-o ld  dualism  between good and e v i l ,

^Nowell, p, 279.
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During h is  l ife t im e  Wolfe was o f te n  accused of being  a

n o n - in te l le c tu a l  w r i te r  "who got a t  l i f e  through h is  senses

ra th e r  than  h is  b ra in s ." ^  Wolfe was aware o f t h i s  c r i t i c i s m ,

and in  You Can*t Go Home Again attem pted  to  re fu te  i t .  A fte r

the  p u b lic a tio n  of h is  novel, Home to  th e  M ountains, th e

same charges were d ire c te d  a t Wolfe^s p ro tag o n is t,. George

Webber, bu t he f e l t  th a t  i f  they  were t r u e  a t  a l l ,  th ey  re p -
2

re sen ted  only a "kind of l i f e l e s s  h a l f - t r u t h , "  The weakness 

o f most in te l l e c tu a l s  w ith  regard  to  m a tte rs  invo lv ing  emo

t io n a l  and s p i r i t u a l  t r u th ,  he b e lie v e d , was th a t  t h e i r  form al 

knowledge was too  consciously  detached from th e i r  su b je c tiv e  

experience . For t h i s  reaso n , th e  o b je c tiv e  view point in  which 

th ey  took  c r i t i c a l  p r i d e l a c k i n g  an in te g ra t in g  focus in  

t h e i r  personal l iv e s ,  u su a lly  degenerated  u n t i l  i t  became 

"d is p a ra te , a r b i t r a r y ,  spo rad ic , and confused"^ in  o th e r  a rea s  

as w e ll . The p ro tag o n is t d id  not b e lie v e  th a t  h is  more imme

d ia te  psycho log ica l approach was v u ln e rab le  to  q u ite  th i s  

kind o f con fusion . I f  in  h is  f i c t i o n ,  th e re fo re ,  he had c re 

ated  th e  im pression  o f being a m ind lesa  rom antic, i t  was 

c h ie f ly  th a t  on th e  b a s is  o f p r in c ip le  he d if fe re d  w ith  h is  

c r i t i c s ,  s in ce  he was u n w illin g  to  d ism iss th e  confirm ing 

t r u th  o f p e rso n a l experience whenever he r e f le c te d ;

The most s t r ik in g  d if fe re n c e  between Webber*s mind and 
th e  mind o f th e  average ’ in te l le c tu a l*  was th a t  Webber

^Muller, p, 6 4 ,
^Thomas Wolfe, You Can’t Go Home Again (New York:

Harper and Brothers, 1940),oP, 409, Hereafter, this book will
be referred to as YCGHA, Ibid,
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absorbed experience l ik e  a sponge, and made use of ev
ery th in g  he absorbed. He r e a l ly  learn ed  c o n s ta n tly  from 
experience* But th e  * in t e l l e c tu a l s ’ o f  h is  acquaintance 
seemed to  le a rn  no th ing . They had no ca p ac ity  f o r  rumi
n a tio n  and d ig e s tio n . They could not r e f l e c t . 1

The c r i t i c  H erbert M uller f in d s  a passage such as th i s  

unconvincing, and he has emphasized th a t  no m a tte r  how Wolfe 

regarded h im se lf , ”he was c e r ta in ly  no t an in t e l l e c tu a l ,  and 

stood o u ts id e  th e  in te l le c tu a l  movements o f h is  t im e ,”^ Even 

so , Mr, M uller q u a l i f ie s  h is  c r i t ic is m  by adding th a t  Wolfe’ s  

"C areer was a continuous se lf-e d u c a tio n , an uncommonly stub 

born, h o n est, arduous e f f o r t ,  r e l ig io u s  in  in te n s i ty ,  to  

d i s t i l l  th e  t r u th  and value of h is  experience ,"^  According 

to  th e  c r i t i c ,  th e  advantage of Wolfe’s approach "was th a t  

i t  enabled him, w ith in  th e  l im i ts  of h is  in te l l e c tu a l  reach , 

to  l iv e  and w rite  as a whole man."^

We would agree w ith  Mr, M uller’ s c r i t ic is m  i f  th e  word 

in te l l e c tu a l  were supplemented by the  word em otional so th a t  

h is  statem ent would read : "The advantage o f W olfe’ s approach 

was th a t  i t  enabled him, w ith in  th e  l im its  of h is  i n t e l l e c 

tu a l  and em otional reach , to  l iv e  and w rite  as a whole man,"' 

Such a change seems necessary  in  l ig h t  o f W olfe’ s success* 

as w ell a s  h is  p a r t i a l  f a i l u r e ,  as a n o v e lis t,, which we be

lie v e  had le s s  to  do w ith  h i s  in te l l e c tu a l  l im ita t io n s  than  

w ith  h is  em otional shortcom ings which had an alm ost d e te r 

mining in flu en ce  on h is  s e le c t io n  o f a su b je c tiv e ly  o rien te d

llbid, ^Muller, p. l62, ^Ibid,
^Ibid.* p. 1 6 6 ,
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form fo r  h is  f i c t i o n ,

Ifhen Wolfe a ttended  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f North C aro lina , 

he was a b r i l l i a n t  s tuden t in  th e  philosophy courses of 

P ro fesso r Horace H, W illiam s, T his p ro fe sso r , who, accord

ing to  Floyd W atkins, suggested P la to  Grant in  W olfe’ s f i c 

t io n ,^  was an H egelian in  h is  te a ch in g . A fter Hegel h is  own

philosophy was "a t b e s t ,  a to r tu o u s  and patched up scheme of
2

o th e r  men’ s id e a s ,"  What he d id  supply fo r  h is  s tu d en ts
3

was "the  in s p ira t io n  o f a q u estion ing  in te l l ig e n c e ," ' He 

t r i e d  to  te ach  them "not to  be a f ra id  to  th in k , to  q u es tio n , 

, • • And th e  seed he p lan ted  grew—long a f t e r  H egel, ’con

c e p t s , ’ ’moments o f n e g a tio n ,’ and a l l  th e  r e s t  o f i t  had 

vanished in to  th e  limbo of fo rg o tte n  th in g s ," ^

Wolfe was obviously a f a v o r i te  s tuden t of th e  p h ilo so 

phy te a c h e r , f o r  he not only won th e  philosophy p r iz e  during  

h is  ju n io r  y ea r, bu t l a t e r ,  in  a l e t t e r  of recommendation 

supporting  Wolfe’ s a p p lic a tio n  fo r  a teach in g  p o s i t io n  a t 

New York U n iv e rs ity , P ro fesso r W illiam s w roter " ’I  consider

Thomas C. Wolfe one o f s ix  rem arkable s tu d e n ts  in  my th i r t y
5

years experience h e r e , ’ "  A fte r Wolfe had l e f t  th e  Univer

s i t y  of North C aro lina  to  do g raduate work a t  H arvard, he

^Floyd C. W atkins, Thomas Wolfe’ s C haracte rs  (Norman, 
Oklahoma: U n iv ers ity  o f Oklahoma P ress , 1957), p . 132,

^YCGHA, p , 710, ^I b id , ^ b i d .

^Thomas C, Pollock and Oscar C a rg i l l ,  Thomas Wolfe a t  
Washington Square (Washington Square : New York U n iv e rs ityPriiiTlltnrpr*l6.
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continued to  correspond in te rm it te n t ly  w ith  P ro fesso r 

W illiam s, and in  a l e t t e r  from Cambridge, M assachusetts 

(September 9» 1921), he t r i e d  to  ex p la in  to  h is  form er te a c h 

e r th e  d ir e c t io n  in  which h is  in t e l l e c tu a l  c u r io s i ty  th en  

seemed to  be p o in ted :

Mr» W illiam s, a t  imes ray h e a rt sicknes and s in k s  a t  
th e  com plexity  of l i f e ,  I  know I  haven^t looked through 
yet:: I  am enmeshed in  th e  w ild ern ess  and I  h ard ly  know 
where to  tu r n .  Tour words keep haunting  me alm ost even 
in  my dream sr *How can th e re  be u n ity  in  th e  m idst o f  
e v e r - la s t in g  change?’ In  a system where th in g s  f o r 
ever pass and decay , what i s  th e re  f ix e d , r e a l ,  e te rn a l?
I  search  fo r  an answer but i t  must be dem onstrated to  
me. M erely saying a th in g  i s  n o t enough,^

From t h i s  q u o ta tio n  i t  Would appear th a t  W olfe’s in t e r e s t  in

p h ilo so p h ic a l q u es tio n s , even a t  t h i s  e a rly  d a te , was a lread y

d is tin g u ish e d  by a need fo r  a re v e la tio n  o f th e  t r u th  in

term s o f h is  p e rso n a l experience .

S everal months l a t e r  Wolfe w rote ano ther l e t t e r  to  Pro

fe s s o r  W illiam s (February, 1922) in  which he commented th a t  

•^philosophy i s  gnawing me a g a i n . M a n y  o f th e  passages in  

th i s  l e t t e r  a re  in te r e s t in g ,  bu t th e  fo llo w in g  q u o ta tio n  

seems e s p e c ia lly  s ig n i f ic a n t  in  th a t  i t  a n t ic ip a te s  W olfe’ s  

r e - d e f in i t io n  o f th e  p h ilo so p h ica l problem of how to  d iscover 

u n ity  in  a world o f  constan t change as th e  psycho log ica l 

problem of how to  f in d  an exp lan a tio n  fo r  th e  inexcusab le  

w aste in  peop le’ s l iv e s :

Most everyone seems to  w aste h is  l i f e  in  f a l s e  attem pts: 
a show o f f in e  energy fo u lly  m isp laced . Time a f t e r  tim e

^Nowell, p. 18. ^Ibid., p. 27*
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i t  has seemed as i f  mankind was about to  come upon th e  
Absolute: to  plunge in to  and d isco v er th e  u ltim a te , im
p ene trab le  m ystery; and then th ey  q u i t ,  o r tu rn  to  -, 
something e l s e ,  to  b a f f le  and fo u l them selves anew,

Wolfe was v i t a l l y  concerned w ith  t h i s  problem: f i r s t ,  because 

he d id  not w ish to  waste h is  c re a tiv e  l i f e ;  and second, be

cause he was an in q u ire r  a f te r  th e  t r u t h .

In  th e  same l e t t e r  to  P ro fesso r W illiam s, Wolfe ob

served th a t  what makes p h ilo so p h ica l m a tte rs  so d i f f i c u l t  to  

d ea l w ith i s  in v a r ia b ly  th e i r  a p p lic a tio n  in  one’ s own l i f e ,  

since ”i t  i s  com paratively easy to  imagine a k in sh ip  w ith  

th e  p e rfe c t and d iv in e  essence i f  we a re  fo re v e r handling  

and seeing  and read in g  b e a u tifu l th in g s , but we’re  put to  

i t  to  fin d  t h i s  r e la t io n  in  th a t  which outw ardly, a t  l e a s t ,  

i s  u g ly .”^ To i l l u s t r a t e  th i s  view Wolfe mentioned th e  d is 

illu sionm en t he had experienced re c e n tly  when read ing  th e  

poetry  o f  Walt Whitman, A fter f in is h in g  one o f Whitman’ s: 

poems, he would i n i t i a l l y  be f i l l e d  w ith  enthusiasm  "about 

th e  n o b i l i ty  and d ig n ity  o f lab o r and th e  u n iv e rsa l b ro th e r

hood, where Walt a f fe c t io n a te ly  c la sp s  each a r t i s a n  on th e
3

back and c a l l s  him ’ camerado,’ " l a t e r  when Wolfs went in to  

th e  Boston s t r e e t s ,  " f i l l e d  w ith  a g re a t d e s ire  to  c la sp  

mankind in  my arms, th e  subway guard , o r th e  man behind th e  

coun ter, can, by a few i l l - t im e d  rem arks, change my d e s ire  

to  c a l l  him ’ camerado’ to  a d e s ire  to  punch him on th e  jaw .

l%bid, Zibid,, p, 29. ^Ibid.
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So much fo r  th e  u n iv e rsa l brotherhoodI

W olfe 's d is illu s io n m en t w ith  th e  idealism  of p h ilo so 

phy d ivorced from personal experience d id  not mean th a t  he 

had suddenly l o s t  h is  in te l l e c tu a l  c u r io s i ty .  Quite th e  con

t r a r y ,  but i t  does help  exp la in  why h is  c u r io s i ty  g rad u a lly  

became more psycho log ica l during  h is  y ea rs  a t  Harvard, and 

why, because of h is  in c re as in g  d is t r u s t  o f formal in t e l l e c tu 

a l  a b s tra c t io n s , he came to  b e liev e  th a t  th e  p h ilo so p h ica l 

(o r  c r i t i c a l )  approach to  a l l  i n te l l e c tu a l  questions should 

remain sp e cu la tiv e  r a th e r  th an  dogm atic. In  th e  same l e t t e r  

to  P ro fesso r W illiam s which contained  h is  remarks about 

Whitman's p o e try , Wolfe observed:

The very  n a tu re  o f  a philosophy, to  me, i s  sp e c u la tiv e . 
I t  must ever be on th e  h u n t. Show me a man who has 
evolved a philosophy which, he say s, has solved th e  
problem of h is  l i f e ,  and I .b e l ie v e  y o u 'l l  f in d  a man 
who has su rrendered  to  i t .

The p sycho log ica l b ia s  in  W olfe 's th in k in g , r e f le c t in g  

h is  d i s t r u s t  o f  th e  in te l l e c tu a l  g e n e ra liz a tio n  tak in g  p r i 

o r i ty  over th e  concre te  fa c ts  o f experience , had been r e 

in fo rced  by th e  work he was doing f o r  P ro fesso r George P ie rce  

Baker in  th e  47 workshop. Wolfe had been adm itted as a s tu 

dent in  P ro fe sso r B aker's  Workshop in  th e  f a l l  of 1920, and 

in  October of th e  fo llow ing  year h is  one-ac t p lay  "The Moun

t a in s ’*' was inc luded  in  th e  program of s tu d io  perform ances. 

T his p lay  was u n su ccessfu l c h ie f ly  because he had s tre s s e d

^Ibid. ^Ibid., p. 2B.
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d isc u rs iv e  d ia logue as a s u b s t i tu te  f o r  dram atic a c tio n ,^  

Although Wolfe was d is t re s s e d  by th e  f a i lu r e  of h is  p lay , 

i t  made him r e a l iz e  th a t  he would have to  modify h is  technique 

i f  he hoped to  succeed ev e n tu a lly  as a p layw righ t.

When Wolfe a ttended  th e  U n iv ersity  of North C a ro lin a , 

he had s tu d ied  English under P ro fesso r Edwin Greenlaw, and, 

according to  Richard Kennedy, i t  was from t h i s  te ach e r  th a t  

Wolfe ob ta ined  h is  a r t i s t i c  th e o ry  o f " l i t e r a tu r e  as a t r a n 

s c r ip t  of life."2 Wolfe f e l t  th a t  he had been unsuccessfu l 

in  apply ing  t h i s  theory  because he had l e t  h is  in te r e s t  in  

a b s tra c t  ideas d iv e r t h is  a t te n t io n  from th e  concre te  re p re 

se n ta tio n  so e s s e n t ia l  to  g iv in g  th e se  ideas convincing d ra 

m atic v e r is im ili tu d e  in  th e  in d iv id u a l p lay . For t h i s  r e a 

son, he w rote to  P ro fesso r Greenlaw (March, 1922) th a t  he 

was a ttem p ting  in  h is  new w ritin g  to  have a more immediate:

grasp on th e  f a c ts  of l i f e .  When I  a ttended  philosophy 
le c tu re s  (and I  r a te  th e se  le c tu r e s  h igh ly ) I  was to ld  
th a t  th e re  was no r e a l i t y  in  a wheelbarrow, th a t  r e a l 
i t y  re s te d  in  th e  concept o r p lan  o f th e  wheelbarrow, o 
But th e  wheelbarrow i s  th e  th in g  you show on th e  s ta g e ,

Wolfe * s re sp e c t fo r  th e  f a c t  was accompanied by h is  

in c re a s in g  concern w ith  th e  symbol as an a r t i s t i c  c a r r i e r  

o f th e  f a c t ’ s p sycho log ica l and s p i r i tu a l  m eanings. In  th e  

same l e t t e r  to  P ro fesso r Greenlaw, Wolfe mentioned th e  legend 

of th e  m edieval monks, who "by th e  very in te n s i ty  o f t h e i r

^Richard S, Kennedy, "W olfe’s Harvard Y ears," ' The 
Enigma o f  Thomas Wolfe, ed , W alser, p .  24.

^Ibid«, p. 32, ^Nowell, p, 30,



102

r e f le c t io n ,  could b rin g  out upon t h e i r  fo reh ead s and hands

th e  s ig n  o f th e  c ro s s , th e  nail-w ounds o f th e  C ru c if ix io n .”^

Then he added th a t  in  h is  w ritin g  he was beginning to  f e e l

"deeply th e  n e c e s s ity  of symbols l ik e  th e se  to  t i e  t o , "  and
2

th a t  t h i s  was "no mere windy t a l k .^

Wolfe* s p r a c t ic a l  experience in  th e  47 Workshop was 

teach in g  him th e  n e c e s s ity  of adequate dram atic re p re se n ta 

t io n  o f th e  f a c t  in  h is  w r i t in g , w h ile , a t  th e  same tim e,

h is  im agination  was being tu rned  to  th e  symbol as a means

of g iv ing  th e  is o la te d  f a c t  some kind of u n iv e rs a l s i g n i f i 

cance. D espite th e se  developm ents, he s t i l l  r e ta in e d  h is  

former i n t e l l e c t u a l  c u r io s i ty  in  th e  p h ilo so p h ica l problem 

of how to  f in d  th e  ab so lu te  in  a world of unceasing f lu x .  

This problem , as he explained  in  a l e t t e r  to  P ro fe sso r Baker

(September, 1922), was c e n tra l to  th e  meaning o f th e  p lay
3

which he was w ritin g  a t  th a t  tim e:

This i s  my f i r s t  attem pt a t  what i s  c a lle d  th e  * prob
lem play .*  But th e  p lay , as I  conceive i t ,  d ea ls  w ith
a s p i r i tu a l  and human problem, r a th e r  th an  w ith  a so c ia l
o r economic problem fo r  which I  have sm all u se . I  w il l  
s ta te  i t ,  as I  see i t ,  and i t  i s  u n fo rtu n a te  i f  th e  
language seems involved and com plicated . In  a system 
where th in g s  a re  fo re v e r  changing, where i s  th e  f ix e d , 
immutable, unchanging p r in c ip le  to  be found? That i s — 
where i s  th e  A bsolute?

The te ach e r a t  Harvard who suggested to  Wolfe th a t  t h i s  

l l b i d . 2%bid.

^E lizab e th  Nowell has noted  th a t  th i s  p a r t ic u la r  p lay  
rem ains u n id e n tif ie d .

^bid., pp. 35-36.



103
problem might le g itim a te ly  be examined from a psycho log ica l 

v iew point, as a s u b s t i tu te  fo r  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  p h ilo so p h ica l 

approach,: was P ro fesso r John L iv ingston  Lowes,

During W olfe 's f i r s t  y ea r a t  Harvard he had taken  Pro

fe s s o r  Lowes' course , "S tud ies in  th e  Poets of th e  Romantic 

P e r io d ,”^ At th a t  tim e P ro fe sso r Lowes was working on The 

Road to  Xanadua h is  exhaustive  study of th e  c re a tiv e  process 

in  which he was to  dem onstrate how C o le rid g e 's  v a s t read in g , 

s to red  in  h is  subconscious memory, was l a t e r  u t i l i z e d  in  th e  

c re a tio n  o f "The Ancient M ariner"' and "TCubla Khan"t

The co n ten ts  of myriad books la y  fo r  years in  Coler
idge ' s  'deep  w ell o f  unconscious c e re b ra tio n ' (Lowes 
ta k e s  t h i s  phrase from Henry Jam es); and l a t e r ,  is o 
la te d  words, p h rase s , images and id eas  ro se  fronr. th e  
chaos o f  tw il ig h t  memory to  be shaped in to  b r i l l i a n t  
p o e try ,^

Although The Road to  Xanadu was not pub lished  u n t i l  

1927) even by 1920-21, when Wolfe was a s tuden t in  th e  Ro

m antic Poetry  course. P ro fesso r Lowes had a lread y  f in ish e d  

enough o f th e  book to  read  se c tio n s  of i t  to  h is  c la s s ,

Wolfe was e x c ite d  by th e  im p lica tio n s  o f Lowes' approach, 

and in  th e  p rev io u sly  mentioned l e t t e r  to  P ro fesso r Green

law (March, 1922), he d esc rib ed  th e  s tim u la tin g  e f f e c t  which 

th e  C oleridge book had a lread y  had upon h is  read in g :

P ro fesso r Lowes' book on C oleridge (not published  
y e t ,  I  b e liev e ) which he read  to  th e  c la s s  l a s t  y ea r, 
had a g re a t e f fe c t  upon me. In  th a t  book he shows 
co n c lu siv e ly  how r e te n t iv e  of a l l  i t  reads i s  th e  mind

^Ibid., p. 30, Kennedy, p, 20,
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and how, a t  almost any moment, th a t  mass of m a te r ia l
may be fused  and re su rre c te d  in  new and magic forms*
That i s  w onderful, I  th in k . -So I^m read in g , not so 
a n a ly t ic a l ly  as v o rac io u sly .^

Various c r i t i c s  have commented on th e  p a ten t connec

t io n  between Wolfe*s work under P ro fe sso r Lowes and h is  in 

d isc rim in a te  read ing  in  th e  Widener L ib ra ry  a t  Harvard* Rich

ard  Kennedy wrote th a t  Wolfe, " fa sc in a te d  by Lowes' f in d in g s  

, . . s tro v e  to  stock h is  memory w ith  a prod ig ious s to re  o f

bookish tu rm o il from which g rea t p o e try  might emerge when
2

th e  im aginative fa c u l ty  summoned"'; w hile Oscar C a rg ill  made 

th e  s a rc a s t ic  observa tion  th a t  P ro fesso r Lowes "may have 

been p a r t i a l ly  resp o n sib le  f o r  s t a r t in g  Wolfe o f f  on h is  

exaggerated o rg ie s  o f read ing  in  th e  Widener L ib ra ry  and fo r  

h is  l a t e r  b o as ts  o f  omnivorousness, b u t th e re  i s  no in d ic a 

t io n  th a t  he stim u la ted  in  Wolfe a d e s ire  fo r  th a t  organ

ized  and c o n s is te n t stu d y  which i s  genu inely  f r u i t f u l  o f 

knowledge*"

S u rp r is in ^ y  enough, both o f th e se  c r i t i c s  f a i le d  to  

mention th e  l a s t in g  in flu en ce  of P ro fe sso r Lowes' work upon. 

W olfe 's c re a tiv e  im agination:: th a t  i t  l e f t  him w ith an in 

creased  awareness o f the  im portant r o le  o f th e  subconscious 

memory in  a l l  a rea s  of l i f e .  This meant th a t  b efo re  Wolfe 

could sa lv e  th e  p h ilo so p h ica l problem o f how to  f in d  a u n i

fy in g  p r in c ip le  in  th e  f lu x  o f th e  p re se n t moment, he f i r s t

^Nowell, p* 30* K ennedy, p . 20, 

^Pollock and C a rg i l l ,  p* 23.
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had to  understand th e  p sycho log ica l connections between th a t  

constan t f lu x  and th e  determ in ing  subconscious memory; th a t  

i s ,  he had to  understand , in  a l l  i t s  d is tu rb in g  im p lica tio n s , 

th e  theme o f tim e,

Wolfe*3 in te r e s t  in  tim e appears throughout h is  f i c 

t io n ,  but from i t s  t i t l e  obviously th e  novel in  which he 

d e a ls  most d i r e c t ly  w ith  t h i s  theme i s  Of Time and, th e  Riv e r ,  

The au thor^s statem ent th a t  "'Time and the  R iver' • * , 

means 'Memory and Change'"^ has a lread y  been commented upon. 

In  th e  same l e t t e r  to  Maxwell Perkins (December 9» 1930) in  

vdiich th i s  statem ent was made, Wolfe explained th a t  in  h ie  

new book he wanted to  communicate "the  idea  o f tim e, th e  lo s t  

and fo rg o tte n  moments o f  p e o p le 's  l i v e s , b e c a u s e  th e  book 

was supposed to  be about America, and h is  psychological ap

proach to  memory had convinced him " th a t a n a tiv e  has th e  

whole consciousness of h is  people and n a tio n  in  him; th a t  he 

knows every th ing  about i t ,  every s ig h t ,  sound and memory of
3

th e  p eo p le ,"  According to  W olfe 's th e o ry , what made you 

p e c u lia r ly  an American was what you kept perm anently s to red  

in  both your conscious and subconscious memory from your 

a c tu a l experience: " th e  ten  m illio n  seconds and moments of 

your l i f e ,  th e  shapes you see , th e  sounds you h ea r, th e  food 

you e a t ,  th e  colour and te x tu re  o f  th e  e a r th  you l iv e  on,"^ 

I f  passages such as th e se  were to  be used as th e  f in a l

^Nowell, p. 279. ^Ibid, ^Ibld, Îbid., p. 230.
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d e f in i t io n  o f W olfe 's  a t t i tu d e  toward tim e and memory, h is  

views would seem h o p e less ly  rom antic* When Wolfe w rote t h i s  

l e t t e r  to  h is  e d i to r ,  however, he was ju s t  beginning h is  

second book, and th e  various ra m if ic a tio n s  o f h is  psycho

lo g ic a l  theo ry  were s t i l l  beyond h is  g ra sp . L a te r  in  th e  

completed novel Wolfe has h is  p ro ta g o n is t, Eugene Gant, com

ment on th e  puzz ling  n a tu re  o f  t h i s  problem* When Eugene 

was in  P a r is ,  he v is i te d  th e  American L ib rary  and read what 

W illiam James had to  say about tim e and memory. According 

to  th e  n o te s  which Eugene made in  h is  jo u rn a l, W illiam 

James believed  th e  fo llo w in g :

James 'The O bject of Memory i s  only an o b jec t imagined 
in  th e  p a s t to  which th e  emotion o f  b e l i e f  a d h e re s , ' 

Temporal experience d iv ided  in to  th r e e  q u a l i ta t iv e ly  
d is t in c t  in te r v a ls :  th e  remembered p a s t ,  th e  perce ived  
specious p re se n t, and th e  a n tic ip a te d  fu tu re —By means 
o f th e  t r i p a r t i t e  d iv is io n  we a re  able to  in je c t  our 
p resen t se lv es  in to  th e  tem poral stream  o f our own ex
p e rien ce .

By arrangem ent o f  tem poral o rd e rs  o f  p a s t w ith  tem
p o ra l o rd e rs  o f f u tu re —we can c o n s tru c t a tem poral 
o rder o f  our specious p re sen ts  and t h e i r  c o n te n ts .

Thus tim e has i t s  ro o ts  in  experience and y e t appears 
to  be a dim ension in  which experiences and t h e i r  con
te n ts  a re  to  be a rran g ed .

Thus th e  s tu f f  from w hich-tim e i s  made i s  o f  th e  
natu re  o f  experienced  d a ta , ’*’

The most im portant o f  th e s e  n o te s , w ith  regard  to

W olfe 's a r t i s t i c  developm ent, a re  th e  fo llo w in g : f i r s t ,  th a t

a memory o b je c t " i s  only an o b je c t imagined in  th e  p a s t to

which th e  emotion o f  b e l i e f  adheres* ; second, th a t  "the

s tu f f  from which tim e i s  made i s  th e  n a tu re  o f  experienced

^OTR, p. 671.
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da ta*  o p era tin g  w ith in  a ^perceived  specious p re s e n t.*  These 

id eas a c tu a l ly  provided support fo r  Wolfe*s psychological 

trea tm en t o f tim e in  h is  f i c t i o n .

In  th e  l i t t l e  au to b io g rap h ica l t r e a t i s e ,  The S tory of 

a Novel, Wolfe explained th a t  th re e  tim e elem ents were " in 

heren t in  th e  m a te ria l"^  he used to  c rea te  Of Time and th e  

R iv e r. The f i r s t  tim e element was th e  a c tu a l p re se n t, in  

which th e  n a r ra tiv e  moved ahead and "which rep resen ted  char

a c te rs  and events as l iv in g  in  th e  p resen t and moving fo r -
2

ward in to  an immediate fu tu re ." ' Wolfe r e a l iz e d , of course , 

th a t  t h i s  approach to  tim e was common to  most l i t e r a t u r e .

The second tim e element was p sycho log ica l and revea led  

" th ese  same c h a ra c te rs  as a c tin g  and as being ac ted  upon by 

a l l  th e  accumulated impact of man’ s experience so th a t  each 

moment of t h e i r  l iv e s  was cond itioned  not only by what they  

had experienced in  th a t  moment, bu t by a l l  th a t  th ey  had
3

experienced up to  th a t  moment," In  American f i c t i o n  t h i s  

psycho log ica l th e o ry  of tim e , r e la te d  to  th e  c o n tro ll in g  

dualism  between th e  m asculine and fem inine p r in c ip le s  cen

te re d  in  th e  in d iv id u a l’ s childhood a t t i tu d e s  toward h is  

p a re n ts , was o r ig in a l  w ith  W olfe. The th i r d  tim e element 

was " th e  tim e of r iv e r s ,  m ountains, oceans and th e  e a r th ; 

a kind o f e te rn a l and unchanging un iverse of tim e a g a in s t

^Thomas Wolfe, The Story of a Novel (New Yorks Charles
Scribner’s Sbns, 1936), p. 51. ffSreiîter, this book will be
referred to as SN.

^Ibid. 3lbid.
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which would be p ro jec ted  th e  tra n s ie n c e  of man*s l i f e ,  th e

b i t t e r  b r ie fn e s s  of h is  day ."^  The c r i t i c  Louis Rubin has

observed th a t  t h i s  th i r d  tim e, "which did  not change and

seemed to  mock a l l  o f m ortal ex is te n c e , lim ited  as th a t  ex-
2

is te n c e  was by change and d e a th ,"  provided Wolfe w ith  a 

b a s is  fo r  h is  t r a g ic  v is io n  of human d e s tin y . Perhaps t h i s  

i s  t r u e ,  a lthough we b e liev e  th a t  too  fre q u en tly  th e  th i r d  

tim e element was used by Wolfe as a kind of unconvincing 

p a s to ra l j u s t i f i c a t i o n  fo r  h is  rom antic pessimism. I t  was 

th e  conception of psychological tim e, supporting  h is  in 

forming a r t i s t i c  v is io n , which we f e e l  enabled Wolfe to  

un ify  th e  vario u s themes in  h is  f i c t i o n .

At th e  beginning o f h is  a r t i c l e  "Time as U nity in  

Thomas W olfe,"■ W, P. A lbrecht commented: " I t  i s  la rg e ly  

through h is  e f f o r t  to  fin d  permanence in  f lu x  th a t  th e  nov

e ls  of Thomas Wolfe may be considered 'modern* in  th e i r  

trea tm en t of tim e ,"^  A few paragraphs l a t e r  th e  c r i t i c  

added th a t  in  W olfe 's f i c t io n  " th e  fe e l in g  of tim e—of f lu x  

and permanence—u n if ie s  each o f th e  completed novels and 

th e  fo u r novels considered as one."^  M argaret Church ex

pressed th e  same opinion more ro m an tica lly  in  her a r t i c l e  

"Dark Time," when she wrote th a t  " the  fo u r novels of W olfe 's 

te tra lo g y  echo th e  voice of tim e . Like th e  g rea t r a i l ro a d

^Ib id . , p . 52. % ubin , p . 29.

^W, P . A lbrecht, "Time as Unity in  Thomas W olfe," The 
Enigma of Thomas Wolfe, ed, W alser, p . 239, ^ I b id . , p .
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sheds, they  harbor i t s  s o u n d . T h e  a r t i c l e  by Miss Church 

i s  c h ie f ly  in te r e s t in g ,  however, because of th e  c ro s s - r e fe r 

ences to  Bergson and P ro u s t, In  th e  view point o f th e  c r i t i c ,  

Wolfe n e c e s s a r ily  r e l ie d  h ea v ily  upon h is  a r t i s t i c  in s ig h t 

in  dea ling  w ith  th e  problem of tim e , fo r  th e  American au th o r, 

"un like  P ro u st, was no p h ilo so p h er, and would w ithout ques

t io n  have been confused by an a rra y  o f Bergsonian metaphys- 
2i c s , "  Since t h i s  c r i t ic is m  i s  p e r t in e n t ,  a b r ie f  summary 

w il l  now be given of W olfe’ s use of p sycho log ica l in tu i t io n ,  

as a s u b s t i tu te  fo r  th e  more t r a d i t io n a l  p h ilo so p h ica l ap

proach, in  h is  f i r s t  n o v e l.

When Wolfe was a g raduate  s tuden t a t  H arvard, h is  

c re a tiv e  w ritin g  te a c h e r . P ro fesso r Baker, adv ised  h is  s tu 

den ts th a t  th e  a b i l i t y  to  p r o f i t  from in te l l i g e n t  c r i t ic is m  

u su a lly  made th e  d if fe re n c e  between "a seco n d -ra te  a r t i s t
•5

and a g rea t a r t i s t , ” Wolfe d id  not ag ree  w ith  h is  te ach e r  

on th i s  m a tte r , and du ring  th e  period  o f h is  f in a l  d isen 

chantment w ith  th e  47 Workshop, ifro te a l e t t e r  to  P ro fesso r 

Bhker (summer or e a r ly  f a l l  o f 1923) which contained  a de

fen se , co n s is te n t w ith h is  own rom antic temperament, of th e  

connection between genius and in tu i t io n r

You, or no man e l s e ,  can make me a g re a t a r t i s t ,  or a 
second-ra te  a r t i s t ,  o r  any kind of a r t i s t  , , , That 
p a r t of our d e s tin y , b e lie v e  me, i s  f ix e d , and noth ing

^M argaret Church, ”Dark_Tlme,” The Enigma o f Thomas 
Wolfe, ed , W alser, p , 260, I M d , , pp. 249-50,

^Nowell, p, 47,
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save death  or madness can check or change i t .  And 
w orldly wisdom on l i f e ,  from th e  experienced t r a v e l 
l e r ,  i s  of no a v a i l .  I f  th e re  i s  g en iu s , th e  th in g  
i s  a m arvellous i n tu i t io n ,  l i t t l e  dependent on obser
v a tio n . I f  th e re  i s  no g en ius, I*d a s  soon draw wages 
from one form of hackery as an o th e r.

I t  was th i s  fa c u l ty  o f in tu i t io n  to  which Wolfe tu rn e d , h is  

choice p r a c t ic a l ly  determ ined by the  s in g u la r  demands of 

h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , to  g ive form and meaning to  h is  begin

ning novel. Look Homeward. Angel.

Before Wolfe began w ritin g  t h i s  novel he had a lread y  

re -d e fin ed  th e  p h ilo so p h ica l problem of f in d in g  permanence 

in  f lu x  as th e  more in tim a te  p sycho log ica l problem o f d i s 

covering  th e  fo rc e s  in  American l i f e  th a t  r e s u l te d  in  n a r

c i s s i s t i c  i s o la t io n ,  u su a lly  accompanied by such a need less 

w aste o f p o te n t ia l ly  c re a tiv e  human re so u rc e s . T h is prob

lem would in e v ita b ly  le ad  Wolfe in  h is  f i c t i o n  to  an exam

in a tio n  o f s p i r i t u a l  e v i l .  At th i s  tim e , however, h is  c u r i

o s i ty  was p sycho log ica l, and h is  approach to  th e  problem 

was no t too d i f f e r e n t  in  i t s  human a sp e c ts  from Helen Gant^ s 

d is tu rb ed  rev ery  in  Of Time and th e  R iver about th e  lone

l in e s s  and f r u s t r a t io n  so p a in fu lly  v is ib le  in  th e  l iv e s  of 

th e  people she knew in  Altamont:

’What i s  wrong w ith  people? . . . Why do we never ge t 
to  know one another? . . .  Why i s  i t  t h a t  we get born 
and l iv e  and d ie  here in  t h i s  world w ithou t ever f in d 
ing out what any one e ls e  i s  l ik e ?  . . . N o ,  what i s  
th e  s tra n g e s t th in g  o f a ll~ w h y  i s  i t  th a t  a l l  our e f 
f o r t s  to  know people in  t h i s  world le ad  only to  g re a te r  
ignorance and confusion than  before? We g e t together* 
and t a l k ,  and say we th in k  and f e e l  and b e liev e  in  such

^Ibid., pp. 47-48.
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a way> and y e t what we r e a l ly  th in k  and f e e l  and be
lie v e  we never say a t  a l l .  . . .

*Why a re  we a l l  so f a l s e ,  cowardly, c ru e l ,  and d is 
lo y a l toward one ano ther and toward o u rse lv es?  Why 
do we spend our days in  doing u se le ss  th in g s , in  f a ls e  
p re ten se  and t r i v i a l i t y ?  Why do we w aste our l iv e s — 
exhaust our energy—throw  everyth ing  good away on f a l s e 
ness and l i e s  and em ptiness? Why do we d e l ib e ra te ly  
d es tro y  ou rse lves t h i s  way, when we want joy and love 
and beauty and i t  i s  a l l  around us in  th e  world i f  we 
would only tak e  i t ?  Why a re  we so a f r a id  and ashamed 
when th e re  i s  r e a l ly  no th ing  to  be a f r a id  and ashamed 
of? Why have we wasted every th ing , thrown our l iv e s  
away, what i s  t h i s  h o r r ib le  th in g  in  l i f e  th a t  makes 
us throw  ou rse lves away—to  hunt out dea th  when what 
we want i s  l i f e ?  Why i s  i t  th a t  we a re  always s tra n g e rs  
in  t h i s  w orld, and never come to  know one an o th e r, and 
a re  f u l l  of f e a r  and shame and h a te  and f a ls e n e s s , when 
what we want i s  love? Why i s  i t ?  Why? Why? Why?

A few pages e a r l i e r  Helen had complained to  Hugh 

McGuire, W. 0 . Gant*s d o c to r, about how m iserab le  she f e l t ,  

e s p e c ia lly  s in ce  she re a l iz e d  her f a th e r  was so near to  

d ea th . Wolfe*s p sycho log ica l b ia s  in  t h i s  novel i s  unmis

ta k ab le  from th e  answer which he had th e  docto r give th e  

unhappy woman. Dr. McGuire explained  to  Helen th a t  ”i t * s

no t th e  dea th  of th e  dying th a t  i s  t e r r i b l e ,  i t  i s  th e  death  
2

o f th e  l iv in g ,*  and th a t  p sy ch o lo g ica lly  ’’We always d ie  

th a t  d ea th  f o r  th e  same reason—because our f a th e r  d ie s .* ^  

This i s  t r u e  because "when th e  f a th e r  goes,, th e  whole s t ru c 

tu re  o f  th e  fam ily  l i f e  goes w ith  him—and u n less  h is  c h ild 

re n  have th e  w i l l ,  th e  s t u f f ,  th e  courage to  make something
kof t h e i r  own, th ey  d ie ,  too.**^ In  Wolfe’ s a r t i s t i c  v is io n , 

what com plicates th e  d ea th  of th e  f a th e r  f o r  th e  ch ild re n

^OTR, pp. 228-30. 2lbld., p. 215. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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i s  th a t  th e  disappearance o f th e  " s tru c tu re  of l i f e *  a s so c i

a ted  w ith  h is  p e rso n a lity  does no t n e c e ssa r ily  have to  co

in c id e  w ith  h is  physica l d ea th . His psychological death  i s  

adequate,

I I

Purely  as l i t e r a r y  c re a tio n s , th e  f a th e r  and mother of 

Eugene Gant are  very much a l iv e  throughout Look Homeward» 

Angel, and in  th i s  regard  th ey  i l l u s t r a t e  Wolfe*s unusual 

success in  c re a tin g  th ree -d im ensiona l ch a ra c te rs  whenever he 

d e a lt  w ith  m a te r ia l contemporaneous em otionally  w ith  h is  

l i f e  a t home, Gant and E liz a , however, rep re sen t much more 

than  two rem arkably v iv id  ch a ra c te rs  in  a book whose genera l 

meaning i s  supposed to  be lim ite d  by i t s  au to b io g rap h ica l 

form. They a re  also  re p re se n ta tiv e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  ty p es , 

and on t h i s  le v e l ,  t h e i r  l iv e s  have u n iv e rsa l s ig n if ic a n c e . 

This was c le a r ly  p a rt of Wolfe * s a r t i s t i c  in te n tio n  in  making 

a psycho log ica l in te rp r e ta t io n  o f th e  "buried  l iv e s *  o f a l l  

th e  members o f th e  Gant fam ily  so th a t  he could rev ea l th e  

connections between th e  n eu ro tic  p e rs o n a li t ie s  o f th e  par

en ts  and th e  lo n e lin e ss  and em otional waste in  th e  l iv e s  o f 

th e  c h ild re n ,

Gant and E liz a  have a t  l e a s t  f iv e  d if fe re n t  psycholog

ic a l  ro le s  in  th e  novel, a l l  of them colored by th e  b i t t e r  

dom estic s tru g g le  in  which th ey  have been engaged as hus

band and w ife throughout most of t h e i r  m arried l i f e .  F i r s t ,
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they  appear as r e a l  people. In  t h i s  r o le  Gant i s  th e  ego

t i s t i c a l  s to n e c u tte r  from Pennsylvania, alm ost a com ic-opera 

m ixture of th e  drunken le c h e r  and V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  f a th e r ;  

yet trem endously v i t a l ,  w ith  h is  p assio n  fo r  th e  r i t u a l  o f 

l i f e  w ith in  th e  p rivacy  o f a home in  which he i s  so le  lo rd  

and m aster, h is  love o f ro a rin g  f i r e s ,  abundant food, and 

m elodram atic, comical in v e c tiv e , E liz a  i s  th e  possessive 

boarding house owner from th e  mountains o f North C aro lin a , 

an in fu r ia t in g  com bination of th e  m arty r and m orally  immacu

la te  mother o f  a la rg e  fam ily ; y e t indom itably  w ille d , w ith  

her m iserly  contempt f o r  almost every th ing  in  l i f e  th a t  

f a i le d  to  make money, her obsessive  l u s t  fo r  r e a l  e s ta te ,  

her S c o tc h -Ir ish  c la irvoyance  and in c re d ib ly  eg o -cen trib  

memory, and h e r smug, s e lf - r ig h te o u s  r e s p e c ta b i l i ty .

The second ro le  in  which Gant and E liz a  appear i s  th a t  

of em otionally  r e je c t in g  p a re n ts , and i t  i s  in  th i s  ro le  th a t  

they  e x e r t an alm ost determ ining in flu en c e  in  help ing  e s ta b 

l i s h  a sense o f  n a r c i s s i s t i c  e x ile  in  each o f t h e i r  c h ild re n , 

a l th o u ^  most n o tic ea b ly  in  Ben and Eugene, I t  must be r e 

member sd th a t  Gant and E l is a ,  e a r ly  in  t h e i r  m arried l i f e ,  

revealed  n e i th e r  th e  cap ac ity  nor th e  in c l in a t io n  to  under

stand  each o th e r  as  husband and w ife . In s tea d  they  soon r e 

garded each o th e r  as s tra n g e rs  whose m arriage provided a 

le g itim a te  arena  fo r  savage dom estic s t r i f e .  A ll o f  th e  

Gant c h ild re n , th e re fo re ,  when q u ite  young were exposed to  

th e  em otional antagonism which e x is te d  between th e i r  p a re n ts .
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and th e  most damaging r e s u l t  of t h i s  c la sh  of p a re n ta l ego

tism s was th e  fe e l in g  o f r e je c t io n  which i t  produced in  th e  

c h ild re n . On t h i s  sco re , th e  ch ild re n  f e l t  l ik e  unwanted 

s tra n g e rs , e x i le s  in  a fam ily  th a t  r e f le c te d  th e  "confusion , 

antagonism , and d iso rd e r"^  in  th e  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  o f  t h e i r  

p a re n ts . In  ad d itio n ^  th e  emotions of th e  c h ild re n  were d i 

vided in  t h i s  deadly co n te s t between f a th e r  and m other, and 

because of t h e i r  ambiguous a lle g ia n c e  to  each p a re n t, th e  

ch ild re n  had strong  f e e l in g s  of resen tm ent, g u i l t ,  and be

t r a y a l ,  For them th e  f ig h t  was h o p e less , e s p e c ia lly  when 

they were used s e l f i s h ly  by Gant and E liz a  as weapons to  

prove which paren t was r i g h t .

Gant and E lia a  were a lso  r e je c t in g  p a re n ts  in  th a t  

t h e i r  n e u ro tic  egotism fo rced  them to  remain b lin d ly  in sen 

s i t iv e  to  th e  r e a l  em otional needs o f  t h e i r  c h ild re n . In 

stead  o f  responding w ith  sym pathetic in s ig h t and u n s o lic ite d  

lo v e , th e  p a ren ts  im pressed upon th e i r  c h ild re n  th a t  under

stand ing  and a f fe c t io n  never came unbidden; th ey  had to  be 

deserved—th a t  i s ,  th e  ch ild re n  had to  prove th rough  what 

they  accom plished th a t  somehow th ey  had earned th e  r ig h t  

to  be lo v e d . This was tru e  because th e  world was a h o s t i le  

p lace in  which every in d iv id u a l had to  f ig h t  f o r  a t te n t io n  

and success;.

The c h ild re n , su ffe r in g  from a la ck  o f  u n s e lf is h  a f 

fe c t io n  from th e i r  p a re n ts , e a s ily  found th i s  n e u ro tic  view

^LHâ, p . 246 .
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of l i f e  convincing, and a f t e r  having made a necessary  r e 

t r e a t  in to  th e i r  n a r c i s s i s t i c  s h e l l s ,  soon were able to  look 

upon them selves as is o la te d  l i t t l e  cen te rs  in  an a n ta g o n is tic  

u n iv e rse , and w ith  a s e l f - p i ty  which ev en tu a lly  would r iv a l  

th e  in f le x ib le  egotism  o f Gant and Eliza® In  t h i s  unrespon

s iv e , ca lloused  w orld, love was indeed tre a ch e ro u s , and th e  

shrewd person—th a t  i s ,  th e  em otionally  re je c te d  ch ild  v4io 

was n e u ro tic a lly  convinced of th e  ju s tn e s s  o f h is  e x ile  from 

warm human r e la t io n s h ip s —t r i e d  to  avoid entanglem ents w ith  

o th e r people as he grew o ld e r  which might involve an inva

sion  of h is  s e c re t  p e r s o n a li ty . He was no t in te re s te d  in  

sh a rin g  h is  l i f e  w ith  ano ther person  but in  d isco v erin g  com

p le te  s e lf - s u f f ic ie n c y ,  s in ce  i f  he d id  not r e a l ly  need th e  

a f fe c t io n  of o th e r  people, he could never be se r io u s ly  hu rt*  

In  an in secu re  p resen t exaggerated by an u n p red ic tab le  fu 

tu r e —which fo r  him, a t l e a s t ,  would always remain emotion

a l ly  th re a te n in g —he was an e x i le  simply because n a r c i s s i s t i c  

i s o la t io n ,  so long as he was no t d is i l lu s io n e d  w ith  h is  s e l f -  

lo v e , seemed p re fe rab ly  to  in e v ita b le  b e tra y a l .

The th i r d  ro le  in:w hich Gant and E lis a  appear i n  Look 

Homeweurd, Angel i s  th a t  of re p re s e n ta tiv e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  

p a re n ts .  E liz a  i s  p r a c t ic a l ly  th e  archetype of the  V ic to r

ia n  p u r ita n  m other, in v in c ib ly  secure behind th e  pale  o f  her 

own moral s u p e r io r i ty .  Moreover, she ta k e s  a s e l f - s a t i s f i e d  

d e lig h t in  her s u p e r io r i ty ,  b u ttre s s e d  by th e  f a t a l i s t i c  

con v ic tio n  th a t  h e r l i f e  i s  " u t t e r ly  beyond any personal
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defea t or r u i n , i n  m alic ious com bination w ith  her compla

cent prophecies o f  s ick n ess , f a i lu r e ,  and death  fo r  o ther 

peop le•

The name o f E liz a ’ s fam ily , th e  Pentlands (th e  name 

i t s e l f  suggesting  th e  "ben t-up”' f e e l in g s  o f th e  ty p ic a l  p u r i

ta n ) ,  i s  c o n s is te n t w ith  th e  em otional re p re ss io n  in  her own 

p e rso n a lity ; h er sexual f r i g i d i t y ,  her m asoch istic  devotion 

to  work, h er constan t nagging, her m is e r lin e s s , and her s e l f -  

cen tered  in d iffe re n c e  to  th e  human needs o f o th e r  people, 

E liz a  b e lie v e s  th a t  i f  only sex, l i c k e r ,  and p ro fa n ity  might 

be e lim ina ted  from l i f e ,  t h i s  would be th e  b es t o f  a l l  p o ss i

b le  w orlds, provided, o f course , th a t  ch ild re n  fo rev e r r e 

mained d u t i f u l  to  th e  o b lig a tio n s  th ey  owe th e i r  p a re n ts , 

E liz a  a lso  i s  a pragm atic p u r ita n  who b e liev e s  th a t  money 

and success alm ost always go to g e th e r . F in a lly , she i s  a 

sen tim en ta l o p tim is t who a tta c h e s  an exaggerated importance 

to  fam ily  l i f e ,  d e sp ite  th e  obvious lack  o f  a f fe c t io n  and 

understanding  among i t s  members in  her own home,

Gant seems to  be much le s s  convincing a model o f the 

V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  type than  h is  w ife , I t  i s  t ru e  th a t  Gant 

i s  a ”good fam ily  man” \/dien sober, and th a t  he m aintains 

u su a lly  th e  appearance o f V ic to rian  r e s p e c ta b i l i ty  whenever 

he i s  downtown working in  h is  marble shop. In  th e  sm all 

town of Altamont, however, h is  re p u ta tio n  as a d e c e n t- liv in g

loTR, p , 352,



117
middle c la ss  c i t iz e n  has been h o p e less ly  compromised by h is  

no to rious d rink ing  bouts and sham eless whore-mongering. This 

s ide  of G antts n a tu re  re p re se n ts  h is  r e b e l l io n  a g a in s t th e  

narrow moral standards o f th e  community, but u n d isc ip lin ed  

as h is  re v o lt  may seem, i t  i s  s t i l l  la rg e ly  s u p e r f ic ia l .  

A ctually  th e  s to n e -c u t te r ’ s d rin k in g  and lech e ry  a re  bu t 

th e  in v e rted  side  of h is  w ife ’s p u r i ta n ic a l  d i s t r u s t  o f  de

s i r e ,  Gant, l ik e  both E l i%  and h is  more decorous neigh

b o rs , a lso  i s  convinced th a t  p h y s ic a l d e s ire  i s  wicked, and 

he is  th e  drunken anim al in  h is  love-making c h ie f ly  because 

he has never been ab le  to  connect a f f e c t io n  w ith  d e s ire ,  

love w ith  sex . The rep ro b a te  Gant, d e sp ite  h is  scandalous 

behavior, a t  h e a rt remains a conven tional V ic to rian  p u r ita n  

f a th e r ,

Gant i s  c e r ta in ly  a ty p ic a l  p u r ita n  in  preaching the  

v ir tu e s  o f t h r i f t ,  hard work, and se lf-d en y in g  am bition to  

h is  ch ild re n . As a s to n e -c u tte r  he p rese rv es th e  h e a r t ie s t  

contempt fo r  any man who has never done what he c a l l s  a 

”hard  day’ s work in  h is  l i f e , " '  and he ta k e s  sp e c ia l p rid e  

in  eu lo g iz in g , f o r  th e  m oral e d i f ic a t io n  of h is  ch ild ren*  

h is  own ro le  as th e  self-m ade man who has worked long and 

hard  to  support an u n g ra te fu l fam ily . In  th e se  moods he 

c o n tra s ts  th e  p r iv a tio n s  o f  h is  youth w ith th e  pampered 

ex istence  o f h is  c h ild re n , charging th a t  th ey  a re  l i t t l e  

more than  economic p a r a s i te s ,  whose very l iv e s  depend upon 

th e  bounty provided by h is  own s e l f l e s s ,  uncomplaining to i l*
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E liza  ag rees w ith  th e  views o f h er husband in  th e o ry , 

fo r  both Gants assume th a t  ch ild re n , fo r  th e  p r iv i le g e  o f 

having been born and rea red  by t h e i r  p a re n ts , no m a tte r  how 

in d i f f e r e n t ly ,  have mortgaged perm anently t h e i r  em otional 

independence* In  a d d it io n , Gant and E liz a  ag ree th a t  c h i l 

d ren , so long as th e y  a re  f in a n c ia l ly  dependent in  th e  home, 

r ig h t f u l ly  should f e e l  g u i l ty  about any kind of s e l f - in d u l 

gence (going to  school re p re se n ts  a fonn o f indulgence to  

the  V ic to rian  p u r i ta n ) , and th a t  e s p e c ia lly  th ey  have no 

r ig h t  to  c r i t i c i z e  th e  views of th e  p a ren ts  who a re  u n s e lf 

is h ly  provid ing  t h e i r  economic su p p o rt. I f  t h i s  l a t t e r  r ig h t  

ever e x i s t s ,  th e  c h ild re n  a re  e n t i t l e d  to  i t  only a f t e r  th ey  

have l e f t  home and have proven t h e i r  w orth by becoming f in a n 

c i a l l y  su ccessfu l on t h e i r  own*

From th e  summary which has ju s t  been g iv en , an argu

ment can be made t h a t  Gant and E liz a  used th e  mythology of 

V ic to ria n  pu ritan ism  to  provide a moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  

t h e i r  ro le  as em otionally  r e je c t in g  paren ts*  In  o th e r  words, 

by a ttach in g  a  moral s ig n if ic a n c e  to  what t h e i r  c h ild re n  

might le g it im a te ly  expect from l i f e ,  supported by an a tta c k  

upon em otional sp o n tan e ity  and d e s ire  as symptoms o f an  un

s ta b le  weakness in  c h a ra c te r , Gant and E liz a  attem pted  to  

camouflage t h e i r  own se lf ish n ess*  The r e s u l t ,  o f  co u rse , 

m erely in te n s if ie d  th e  fe e l in g s  of lo n e lin e ss ; and e x i le  which 

a lread y  e x is te d  in  t h e i r  ch ild ren*

The fo u r th  ro le  i n  which Gant and E liz a  appear i n
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Look Homeward» Angel re v e a ls  th e i r  determ ining  in flu en ce  over 

the  l iv e s  o f t h e i r  ch ild re n  so le ly  in  terras of th e  Oedipal 

s i tu a t io n .  Gant as th e  F reudian  f a th e r  i s  a h a te fu l image 

of p a ren ta l a u th o r i ty  and v in d ic tiv e  w rath to  each o f h is  

sons. The o ld e s t son, S teve , d e sp ise s  him, y e t a t  th e  same 

tim e i s  com pulsively d riv en  to  waste h is  own l i f e  in  im ita 

t i o n  of h is  f a th e r ’ s l i b e r t i n e  ex cesses . E ven tua lly  t h i s  

p a r t ic u la r  son, who d e sp ite  h is  weakness rem ains h is  m other’ s 

f a v o r i te ,  leav es hcxae fo r  good, Luke, th e  second son, a t 

tem pts to  d isg u ise  h is  f e a r  and jea lo u sy  of Gant by b rin g 

ing  him g i f t s  and p lay in g  iç> to  h is  van ity»  T his son’ s com

pu lsive  s tu t te r in g ,  however, in  com bination w ith  th e  d is 

ordered ex tro v e rs io n  and s e l f - p i ty  in  h is  p e rs o n a li ty , i s  

a more re v e a lin g  in d ic a t io n  of th e  way he r e a l ly  regards h is  

f a th e r .  The em bitte red  son Fen f e e l s  h o s t i le  toward both 

p a re n ts , but h is  a t t i tu d e  toward Gant i s  one of contemptuous 

resentm ent mixed w ith  f e a r ,  w hile h is  b i t te r n e s s  toward 

E liz a  stems from th e  in f u r ia t in g  conv iction  th a t  h is  mother 

has somehow betrayed  him, Ben f e e l s  th a t  h is  p a re n ts , s e l f 

is h ly  e x p lo itin g  t h e i r  c h ild re n ’ s in s t in c t iv e  lo y a l t i e s  and 

g u i l t s ,  have a lso  destroyed  any chances th ey  might have o f 

fin d in g  happiness in  th e  f u tu r e .  The daughter Helen d i f f e r s  

from her b ro th e rs  in  th a t  she i s  env iously  r e s e n tfu l  o f h er 

m other, not o f  Gant, and th e  s tre n g th  o f th i s  em otional bond 

between daughter and f a th e r ,  from th e  time Helen was a sm all 

g i r l  brushing her l i p s  a g a in s t th e  rough b r i s t l e s  of G an tts
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mustache, might serve as a textbook example of th e  E lec tra  

complex. At th e  same tim e, Helen i s  an unhappy, f ru s t r a te d  

woman who r e a l iz e s  th a t  th e  m a rty r-lik e  a t te n t io n  she has 

lav ished  on her f a th e r  has never r e a l ly  been ap p rec ia ted , 

and she fe e ls  th a t  her l i f e  i s  a f a i lu r e .

In  Look Homeward , Ang e l th e  Oedipal s i tu a t io n  i s  given 

i t s  most ex tensive trea tm en t in  Eugene’ s re la t io n s h ip  w ith 

h is  f a th e r  and m other, E liz a , i t  must be remembered, was a 

f r ig id  wife who never seemed to  q u estion  th a t  her body had 

been crea ted  fo r  any o th e r sexual fu n c tio n  than  to  bear and 

nurse c h ild re n . For t h i s  reason , she was w ill in g  to  submit 

w ith d isg u s t to  h er husband as a b ed -p a rtn e r u n t i l  she 

reached th e  end o f c h ild b ea rin g . When th a t  tim e a r r iv e d , 

she re tr e a te d  to  h er own bedroom and never again  d id  she and 

Gant share th e  same room a t  n ig h t. Because she was so s e l f -  

r ig h te o u s ly  o b liv io u s o f  her complete sexual n a tu re , E liz a  

saw nothing out of th e  o rd in ary  in  re fu s in g  to  wean her 

youngest son u n t i l  he was alm ost fo u r years old o r in  p e r

m ittin g  him to  sleep  in  her bed, n e s tl in g  warmly ag a in s t her 

back and f la n k s , u n t i l  he had reached puberty*

The em otional consequences f o r  Eugene o f such an i n t i 

mate re la tio n s h ip  w ith  h is  mother were in e v ita b ly  deep-seated  

and la s t in g .  By con tinu ing  to  s le ep  in  th e  same bed w ith  

h is  mother u n t i l  ado lescence, th e  son, in  a very re a l  sense, 

had usurped the  sexual ro le  of h is  f a th e r ,  e s p e c ia lly  in  

th e  l ig h t  o f  E liz a  and Gant’ s continence a f t e r  Eugene’ s
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b i r th .  In  th i s  r e s p e c t ,  Eugene was a c tu a l ly  a sexual p a r

t ic ip a n t  in  th e  n eu ro tic  w arfare  between h is  p a re n ts . The 

ho rro r o f  in c e s t ,  th e re fo re ,  ^vith the rev en g e fu l, tremendous 

f ig u re  o f  Gant in  th e  background, was no t fo re ig n  to  th e  

p ro ta g o n is t 's  childhood im agination , and i t  made him even 

more dependent upon th e  em otional s e c u r ity  a ffo rded  by h is  

mother*

E liza  as th e  F reudian  mother wanted h er son to  love her 

and to  h a te  h is  f a th e r ,  t h e i r  mutual enemy. In  a d d itio n , 

E liz a  was an extrem ely p o ssessiv e  woman who wished to  keep 

her youngest son a "baby boy" e te rn a lly  so t h a t  he would 

never outgrow h is  em otional dependence upon h is  mother* To 

succeed in  t h i s  goal she c a p ita liz e d  upon h er so n 's  f e a r s  

and employed her own s tre n g th , not to  help Eugene develop 

h is  l a te n t  s e lf -c o n f id e n c e , but co n s tan tly  to  undermine h is  

f a i t h  in  h im se lf . This kind o f c a s tra t in g  po ssessiv en ess  

on the p a r t  o f th e  m other, re - in fo rc in g  th e  so n 's  Oedipal 

f e a r s ,  g u i l t s ,  and resen tm en ts, could only have d e s tru c tiv e  

e f fe c ts  upon h is  p e rso n a lity  a f t e r  he had grown up and l e f t  

home. In  W olfe 's f i c t i o n  th e  word used to  c h a ra c te r is e  th e se  

u n co n tro llab le  and damaging emotions i s  fu ry *

The conclusion  to  be drawn from th e  a u th o r 's  psycho

lo g ic a l in v e s tig a tio n  of th e  "buried l iv e s "  o f th e  Gants i s  

th a t  although th e  sense o f is o la t io n  in  th e  ch ild re n  was 

produced o r ig in a l ly  by em otional r e je c t io n  on th e  p a r t o f  

th e  p a ren ts , th e  s e l f - d e s t ru c t iv e  waste in  t h e i r  l iv e s
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a f te r  th ey  had become men and women was connected w ith  th e  

determ ining p a t te rn  o f r e s id u a l  em otions, s t i l l  h o p elessly  

confused, su rv iv in g  from th e i r  Oedipal re la t io n s h ip s  w ith  

a n eu ro tic  f a th e r  and m other.

The f i f t h  ro le  in  which Gant and E liz a  appear in  

Look Homeward, Angel i s  th a t  o f a rc h e ty p a l p a ren ts  in  th e  

im agination o f t h e i r  c h ild re n : th a t  i s ,  th e  s tru c tu re  o f th e  

f a th e r ’ s l i f e ,  m etaphorica lly  rep resen ted  by th e  house on 

Woodson S t r e e t ,  symbolizfes th e  m asculine p r in c ip le  in  th e  

ch ild re n ’ s im ag ina tion ; and th e  s t ru c tu re  o r  image of th e  

mother’ s l i f e ,  m etaphorica lly  rep resen ted  by D ix ie lan d , sym

b o lizes  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le .  Although we do not b e liev e  

th a t  Wolfe had an adequate g rasp  of th e  s ig n ific a n c e  o f t h i s  

symbolic dualism  when he was w ritin g  h is  f i r s t  novel, i t  

s t i l l  unm istakably belonged to  h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n  during

those y e a rs , and fo r  th i s  rea so n , i t s  p o te n t ia l  s ig n if ic a n c e
1

i s  both expressed  and im p lic i t  in  th e  f i c t i o n .  The problem,

^Richard Chase, Quest f o r  Myth (Baton Rouge: L ou isiana 
S ta te  U n iv e rs ity  P re ss , 1949). In  t h i s  book Richard Chase 
has emphasized th a t  myth i s  l i t e r a t u r e  before i t  i s  c u l tu ra l  
phenomenon, and th a t  as l i t e r a t u r e  "must be considered as 
an a e s th e t ic  c re a tio n  of th e  human im ag in a tio n .*  (p . 73)
Chase a lso  has suggested th a t  w ith  th e  mythopoeic imagina
t io n ,  th e  m etaphorica l experience in v a r ia b ly  precedes the  
conscious symbolic a b s tra c t io n , (p» 26) C e rta in ly  t h i s  seems 
to  have been t r u e  of the  way W olfe’ s im ag in a tio n  fu n c tio n ed , 
and perhaps i t  helps ex p la in  why th e  a rch e ty p a l dualism  in  
Look Homeward» Angel, which cannot be divorced from th e  
book’ s form , i s  not rep resen ted  co n sc io u sly  enough by th e  
c o n tro ll in g  symbolism which Wolfe used in  h is  l a t e r  f i c t i o h .  
In s tea d  th e  dualism  i s  rev ea led  c h ie f ly  through th e  a c tu a l 
experiences of Gant and E liz a , in te rp re te d  m e tap h o rica lly , 
to g e th e r w ith  th e  houses a s so c ia te d  w ith  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .
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th e re fo re , which Wolfe faced as an a r t i s t  a f t e r  f in is h in g  

Look Homeward, Angel was to  gain  a more conscious understand

ing of th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  a rch e ty p a l ro le  o f  th e  p aren ts  

as re la te d  to  th e  o th e r  themes in  th e  book which he had r e 

p resen ted  and in te rp re te d  p rim a rily  as a p sycho log ica l novel

i s t .

I t  was not easy f o r  Wolfe to  d isco v er a so lu tio n  to

th i s  problem since  i t  a c tu a l ly  meant th a t  he had to  f in d  a

c o n tro ll in g  form f o r  h is  new f ic t i o n  which would u n ify  and

illu m in a te  h is  psycho log ica l in te r e s t s  in  f lu x , em otional

r e je c t io n ,  V ic to ria n  p u ritan ism , and th e  Oedipal s i tu a t io n ,
2as w ell as th e  themes o f lo s t  innocence and p a s to ra lism . To 

solve th i s  problenr Wolfe s h if te d  h is  p sycho log ica l approach 

to  a more primary a rch e ty p a l v is io n  which embraced th e  r e a l 

i t y  of a dualism  between good and e v i l  a t  th e  s p i r i tu a l  cen

t e r  o f man’ s ex p erien ce .

Before a ttem p ting  any summary of th e  a rch e ty p a l dualism  

in  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n ,  e s p e c ia lly  as  a f fe c te d  by h is  growing 

awareness o f s p i r i t u a l  e v i l ,  i t  i s  f i r s t  necessary  to  examine 

Look Homeward, Angel s p e c if ic a l ly  in  terras o f th e  a u th o r’ s  

psycho log ica l and p a s to ra l v is io n  a t  th e  beginning o f h i s  

c re a tiv e  c a re e r  as  a n o v e lis t*  In  th e  nex t e ig h t ch ap te rs  o f 

th i s  d i s s e r t â t io n y th e re fo re ,  an attem pt w i l l  be made to  show 

how Wolfe used th e  s e t t in g  o f a V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  fam ily  in

^The im portant themes o f l o s t  innocence and p as to ra lism  
in  Look Homeward, Angel w il l  be examined in  d e ta i l  l a t e r  in  
th e  d i s s e r ta t io n .
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small town America, dominated by p aren ts  ty p ic a l  enough to  

symbolize th e  m asculine and fem inine p r in c ip le s  of a con

t r o l l i n g  psycho log ica l dualism , to  rev ea l and in te rp r e t  how 

th e  p a s to ra l v is io n  o f l i f e ,  a r e f le c t io n  o f th e  re je c te d  

ch ild * 8 d e s ire  f o r  i s o la t io n  coupled w ith  h is  em otional nos

t a lg ia  fo r  lo s t  innocence, was formed in  th e  p e rso n a lity  of 

th e  n a r c i s s i s t ic  p ro ta g o n is t, Eugene Gant*



CHAPTER V 

THE HOUSE ON WOODSON STREET

’Come to  u s , F a th e r, in  the watches of th e  n ig h t, 
come to  us as you always came, b ring ing  to  us th e  in 
v in c ib le  sustenance of your s tre n g th , th e  l im i t le s s  
tre a su re  of your bounty, th e  tremendous s tru c tu re  o f 
your l i f e  th a t  w i l l  shape a l l  lo s t  and broken th in g s  
on ea rth  again  in to  a golden p a tte rn  o f exultancy  and 
joy .*

W illiam O liver Gant was born in  1S50 in  Dutch Pennsyl

v an ia , and during  h is  childhood he acquired  a love fo r  th e  

tremendous barns and w e ll-k ep t farm lands of th a t  coun try ,

" th e  r ip e  bending of golden g ra in , th e  p le n ty , th e  o rd e r ,
2 'th e  clean  t h r i f t  of th e  p e o p le ." '’ At th e  same tim e, from 

h is  wandering f a th e r ,  who had journeyed to  Pennsylvania from 

England, Gant in h e r i te d  "a passio n a te  and obscure hunger fo r  

voyages,"^ which sen t him fo o tlo o se  to  B altim ore a t  th e  age 

of f i f t e e n .  While in  Baltim ore th e  d r i f t in g  boy stopped in  

f ro n t o f  a stone mason’ s shop, and suddenly was possessed by 

nameless excitem ent as he observed th e  carved tom bstones in  

th e  showcase window. He f e l t  th a t  more than  anything in  th e  

world he wanted to  c re a te ,  to  carve d e l ic a te ly  w ith  a c h is e l ,

I pTR, p. 233. L̂HA. p. 6. 3lb id . ,  p. 4.
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" to  wreak something dark  and unspeakable in  him in to  cold
1

s to n e . He wanted to  carve an angel*s head,® Gant never 

succeeded in  carv ing  an angel* s head, bu t a f t e r  f iv e  years 

ap p ren tice sh ip , he d id  m aster th e  stone mason*s t r a d e ,  and 

spent th e  next few years in  B altim ore , working, d r in k in g , 

and o ften  a t  n ig h t, f re q u en tin g  th e  th e a te r  o f Booth and 

S a lv in i , where h is  pow erful memory absorbed th e  rh e to r ic  o f 

th e  p la y s , e s p e c ia lly  th o se  o f Shakespeare,

By th i s  tim e Gant had a t ta in e d  h is  f u l l  manhood. He 

was s ix  f e e t  fo u r , possessed  o f tremendous physica l and sen

sua l powers, and was see th in g  on th e  in s id e  w ith  d e s ir e ,  fu ry  

and u n re s t. Soon he l e f t  Baltim ore to  continue h is  aim less; 

d r i f t  down th e  c o n tin e n t, alone and l o s t ,  hoping to  f in d  in  

a l ie n  lan d s th e  o rd e r and estab lishm en t o f h is  childhood 

w orld . He s e t t le d  f i r s t  in  Sydney, a sm all town in  th e  e a s t 

e rn  p a r t of th e  s t a t e  o f Old Catawba, where he d id  stone 

mason*s work on th e  new S ta te  P e n ite n t ia ry , Here Gant l iv e d  

a so b er, in d u s tr io u s  l i f e  u n t i l  he had to  m arry a young woman 

from th e  town, Maggie S f ir d ,  whom’ he had g o tte n  in to  t ro u b le ,  

Gant d ivorced  Maggie as soon as i t  was conven ien t, bu t w ith in

a few months he had g o tten  an o th er woman pregnant whan he was
2

again  ob liged  to  m arry . This woman, Cynthia Masom, was a  

gaun t, tu b e rc u la r  s p in s te ry  te n  y ea rs  o ld e r  th an  h er husband,

l l b id ,

^Wolfe was not always c o n s is te n t im d e t a i l s  connected
w ith  h is  minor c h a ra c te rs ,  Maggie E fird  does not appear in  
Look Homewsu*d, Angel by name, and Gant * s second w ife,, Gynthi 
i s  c a lle d  Lydia Mason in  "The Web of Earth,®
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who had a n e s t egg and a sm all m il lin e ry  shop in  th e  town.

Gant now gave f u l l  vent to  h is  fu ry , and e ig h teen  

months of wedded h e l l  w ith  a how ling, drunken maniac of a 

husband proved too  much fo r  C ynthia’ s p recario u s h e a lth ; she 

d ied  suddenly one n ig h t a f t e r  a hemorrhage, bu t no t befo re  

Gant had s ta r te d  an a f f a i r  w ith  h er s is te r - in - la w , E lle r  

B eals, who had come to  Sydney to  v i s i t  in  t h e i r  home. T his 

a f f a i r  continued a f t e r  Cynthia’ s death  u n t i l l  E l l e r ’ s hus

band, g e t t in g  wind of th e  s i tu a t io n ,  wrote a th re a te n in g  

l e t t e r  to  h is  w ife , o rdering  h e r to  re tu rn  home by th e  next 

t r a i n  or he was prepared to  come to  Sydney and leave  behind 

damned dead Yankee.”^ In  t h i s  fash ion  E l le r  Beals d r i f te d  

in  and out o f Gant’ s l i f e , ,  and th e  rep robate  Yankee s to n e

c u t te r ,  s ick  w ith  f e a r  and p en iten ce , h is  h e a lth  wasted by 

h is  tremendous d rin k in g , decided i t  was time f o r  him a ls o  

to  leave  th e  l i t t l e  Southern town where h is  e v i l  fame was 

so w ell known. He packed h is  to o ls  and belong ings, and took 

th e  t r a i n  fo r  Altaraont, a sm all town in  th e  w estern  p a r t  of 

th e  s t a te  n e s tle d  in  th e  f o r t r e s s  of th e  Blue Ridge M ountains,

Gant was th ir ty - tw o  y ea rs  o ld  when he a r r iv e d  in  A lta -  

mont one grey-golden  day in  l a t e  O ctober. He had managed to  

save tw elve hundred d o lla r s  from th e  wreckage of C jm thia’ s  

e s ta te ,,  and w ith  t h i s  money he ren te d  a s to re  a t  one edge 

o f th e  town’ s pub lic  square , acq u ired  a sm all stock  o f

^Thomas W olfe, F!rom Death to  Morning (Hew Yorks C harles
S cr ib n er ’ s  Sons, 1935), p . 2/+/+I h e r e a f te r , t h i s  book w i l l  be
r e fe r r e d  to  a s  DM,
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m arbles, and s e t  up b u s in e ss . To th e  townspeople o f A lta -  

mont, Gant was a s tra n g e r  from th e  N orth, lodging  in  a 

boarding house, but even so, h is  t a l l  scarecrow  f ig u re  soon 

became th e  o b je c t o f fa m il ia r  g o ss ip , G anf's h e a lth  r e 

tu rn ed  w ith  th e  spring» to g e th e r  w ith  h is  old eagerness fo r  

l i f e ,  and he made th e  acquain tance of E liz a  Pen tland , a na

t iv e  woman se v e ra l y ears  younger th a n  h im self and a member 

o f one of th e  tovm’ s o ld e s t and most p r o l i f i c  f a m il ie s . Some

how th e  p e n ite n t s to n e c u tte r  managed model behavior f o r  a 

y e a r , and he and E liz a  were m arried  th e  fo llow ing May*

The house th a t  th e  newlyweds moved in to  on Woodson 

S tre e t had been b u i l t  by Gant w ith  h is  own hands, and i t  r e 

f le c te d  th e  "k'ioh m odelling of h is  f a n t a s y . I t  was lo ca ted  

on a q u ie t ,  h i l l y  s t r e e t ,  had p le n ty  o f warm rooms, and ai 

h i ^  embracing veranda in  f r o n t .  Sbon "Whatever he touched
2in  th a t  r ic h  f o r t r e s s  o f h is  sou l sprang in to  golden l i f e , *  

Behind th e  house was a long yard th a t  s tre tc h e d  fo u r hundred 

f e e t ,  and here  Gant had p lan ted  an o rchard , grape v in e a , a n d ’ 

a garden:

as th e  y ea rs  passed , th e  f r u i t  t r e e s —th e  peach , th e  
plum, th e  ch e rry , th e  app le—grew g rea t and ben t be
n ea th  t h e i r  c lu s te r s .  H is grape v in e s  th ickened  in to  
brawny ropes o f  brown and c o ile d  down th e  h igh  w ire  
fences of h is  l o t ,  and hung in  a dense f a b r ic ,  upon 
th e  t r e l l i s e s ,  roping h is  domain tw ice around. They 
climbed th e  porch end o f th e  porch_and house and framed 
th e  upper windows im  th ic k  bow ers,^

Gant and E liz a  liv e d  to g e th e r  in  t h i s  house frorni 1884 to  

^LHA, p . 16 ,  Zib id .  3l b id .
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190Ô, and during th e se  y ea rs  E liz a  bore him f i f t e e n  ch ild rem , 

of whom seven liv e d  p as t th e  f i r s t  y e a r : Steve ( th e  o ld e s t ) ,  

Daisy, Helen, Grover and Ben (th e  tw in s ) , Luke, and Eugene 

(the baby). During th e se  years th e  house on Woodson S t r e e t ,  

g ird led  by i t s  g re a t c lu s te r in g  v in e s , remained f o r  Gant 

"the p ic tu re  of h is  s o u l ,  th e  garment of h is  w i l l ,*

Gant’ s union w ith  E liz a , however, was not a happy one: 

they  were opposite  ty p e s , w ith  l i t t l e  cap ac ity  or w illin g n e ss  

to  understand th e  views of th e  o th e r ; bo th  were ag g ressive  

e g o t is ts ,  and bo th  soon regarded t h e i r  m arriage as a le g a l 

ized  arena fo r  savage domestic w arfare :

For from th e  f i r s t ,  deeper th an  lo v e , deeper th an  h a te , 
as deep as th e  unfleshed  bones of l i f e ,  an gbscure and 
f in a l  w arfa re  was being  waged between them.

When E liz a  m arried  Gant,, she was ju s t  a young country  woman

of tw en ty -f iv e , igno ran t o f l i f e ,  hungry fo r  a f f e c t io n ,  and

com pletely innocent o f th e  r e a l  p e rso n a lity  of her husband,

Gant, although  only n ine years o ld er th an  h is  w ife , seemed

much o ld e r  than h is  y ea rs : "he looked o ld —h is  wavs were

o ld --h e  had liv ed  so much among o ld  p eop le ,"^  In  ad d itio n »

Gant was a s tra n g e r  from th e  remote and a l ie n  N orth, and he

preserved t h i s  d is ta n c e  in  h is  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h is  w if e .

For th e  n ex t f o r ty  y e a rs  E liz a  only addressed her husband

by h is  f i r s t  name tw ic e ,  "He was—and remained th e r e a f t e r —

’M is te r’ Gant

l lb id .  Zib id . ,  p. 18. 3qtr, p . 252, p. l 8 .
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For h is  new m arriage Gant a lso  p reserved  th e  em bitte red  

egotism  which la y  behind th e  c ru e l ty  and drunken abuse of h is  

l i f e  in  Sydney, and he was no t lo r^  in  rev e a lin g  th a t  ug ly  

s id e  of h is  n a tu re  to  h is  young w ife* E l le r  Heals had con

tin u e d  to  correspond w ith  Gant, even a f t e r  h is  m arriage , and 

th e  l e t t e r s  kept a r r iv in g  u n t i l  E liz a  considered  i t  her du tjr 

to  w r i te  John Beals and inform  him of th e  misconduct o f h i s  

w ife* When Gant d iscovered  what E liz a  had done, he was f u r 

io u s , He came home in  a m aniacal rag e , cursed  h is  w ife* and 

warned her never to  fo rg e t th a t  she was s i t t i n g  a t h is  t a b le  

only because E l le r  Heals was m arried to  an o th er man and had 

l e f t  him. In  "The Web of E arth "  E liz a  t e l l s  of her re a c t io n  

to  Gant* s abusive a t ta c k :

*I got up and went out onto th e  porch and I  wanted to  go 
ou t and leav e  him then  and th e r e ,  b u t I  was ca rry in g  my 
f i r s t  baby around in s id e  me, and i t  had ra in ed  and I  
could sm ell th e  f lo w ers , th e  ro se s , and th e  l i l i e s ,  and 
th e  honeysuckle v in e s , and a l l  o f th e  grapes a -g e ttin *  
r ip e ,  and i t  was growing dark , and I  could hear th e  peo
ple ta lk in g  on th e i r  porches, and I  had nowhere to  go»
I  could not leave him, and *Lord Godl? X s a id , *What 
s h a l l  X do? What s h a l l  X do?*̂ -*-

Gant a lso  had begum to  d rin k  h eav ily  ag a in , and h is  

savage sp re e s , which occurred alm ost p u n c tu a lly  every two 

or th re e  months, u su a lly  la s te d  se v e ra l days* As th e  years  

passed , se v e ra l o f th e se  sp re e s  leng thened  in to  an  unbroken 

drunkenness th a t  continued f o r  weeks, and each tim e E liz a  

had to  send her husband to  tak e  th e  cure f o r  alcoholism  a t

^DM, p. 2%6.
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Richmondo Gant was com pletely in c o n s id e ra te  o f o th e rs  in  

h is  d rin k in g . On one o f h is  extended drunks, E liz a  and 

fou r of h e r ch ild ren  were s ic k  a t  th e  same tim e w ith  typhoid  

fe v e r . G antts most d ev a s ta tin g  drunk, however, occurred  dur

ing  th e  months preceding th e  b i r t h  of Eugene, f o r  Eliza*s- 

f in a l  pregnancy had p a r t ic u la r ly  in fu r ia te d  him. A ll o f  

t h i s  b ru ta l  in to x ic a tio n  was accompanied not only by th e  

abuse and c ru e l ty  Gant i n f l i c t e d  on h is  w ife and fam ily , but 

by h is  re c u rre n t v i s i t s  to  a house o f p r o s t i tu t io n  in  Eagle 

C rescen t, a  neighboring v i l l a g e .  Q uite obv iously , such be

hav io r became n o to rio u s in  A ltam ont, and Gant * s drunkenness; 

soon was a c la s s ic  myth fo r  th e  c h ild re n  o f th e  town* On 

t h i s  s c o re , th e  in tem perate s to n e c u tte r  e i th e r  could not or 

d id  not wish to  reform . U n til h is  d ea th , G an t's  anim al ego

tism , as r e f le c te d  in  h is  d r in k in g , remained v u lg a r, uncon

t r o l l e d ,  and com pletely s e l f i s h *

Gant was excessive not only  in  h is  d rin k in g  ; he was 

excessive in  every th ing  connected w ith  th e  R a b e la is ian  sweep 

o f h is  enormous a p p e t i te s .  To b eg in  w ith , Gant was a man o f 

unusual p h y sica l s tre n g th  and v i t a l i t y .  His f r ie n d  Fagg 

S luder s a id  th a t  th e  s to n e c u tte r  had more r e a l  s tre n g th  and 

v i t a l i t y  th an  any two men he had ever known y and even E liz a  

had to  admit th e  ex tra o rd in a ry  v ig o r o f her husband:

'L o rd t I 'v e  seen him do enough to  k i l l  a hundred tre e s )--  
th e  th in g s  he*s done and managed to  get over would k i l l  
th e  s tro n g e s t t r e e  th a t  ever liv e d

^Ib id . ,  p . 247.
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I t  was not th a t  Gant was an ex cep tio n a lly  la rg e  man, 

f o r  d e s p ite  h is  h e ig h t, he was never f le sh y ; h is  fram e, how

ev e r, was big-boned, and h is  le an  muscles seemed charged w ith  

a dynamic kind o f energy. His tremendous s tre n g th  became 

alm ost as  legendary around th e  town as h is  w ild  d rink ing  

sp re e s , and Gant’ s f r ie n d s  l ik e d  to  t e l l  how th ey  would go 

in to  h is  shop and fin d  th e  s to n e c u tte r  l i f t i n g  one end of 

an eigh t-hundred  pound block of marble w hile h is  two b ig  ne

gro h e lp e rs  s tra in e d  a t  th e  o th e r end, hard ly  ab le  to  budge 

i t ,  Gant’ s ready indulgence of h is  overpowering a p p e t i te s  

was based on h is  e x tra o rd in a ry  p h y sica l v i t a l i t y .

With Gant, u n fo rtu n a te ly , every th ing  was on th e  same 

le v e l  o f animal a p p e t i te ;  hunger, d e s ire ,  lo v e . He e s p e c ia l

ly  demanded abundance in  h is  food, and he d e lig h ted  in  de

s c r ib in g  th e  g rea t s to red  barns and th e  groaning  p iea t y  of 

th e  farm s in  Dutch Pennsylvania he had known as a boy, Gant’ s 

own e a tin g  h a b its  were Gargantuan, and E liz a  t e l l s  o f a ty p 

i c a l  meal f o r  Gant, even a f t e r  h is  g rea t frame was w asted  by 

can ce r:

’R ight up to  th e  end he could sa t a meal th a t  would put 
most people in  th e  grave, two dozen raw o y s te rs , a whole 
f r ie d  cM cken, an apple p ie , and two o r th re e  p o ts  of 
c o ffe e , s i r .  Why I ’ve seen him do i t  tim e and again !
With a l l  s o r ts  of v e g e ta b le s , corn on th e  cob and sweet ] 
p e r ta te r s ,  s t r in g  beans and spinach and a l l  such as th a t , ’

Gant was as much th e  animal in  h is  love making as he 

was in  h is  e a t in g . The so rd id  h is to ry  o f h is  l i f e  in  Sydney

^Ibid., p, 257.
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has a lread y  been mentioned, and a lso  h is  drunken v i s i t s  to  

E liz ab e th ’ s house of p r o s t i tu t io n  in  Eagle C rescen t, E liz a  

c e r ta in ly  had no i l lu s io n s  about th e  g o a tish  fa sh io n  in  

which her husband made lo v e . She im plied t h i s  i n  "The Web 

of Earth  when she mentioned f i r s t  le a rn in g  about Gant’ s d i

vorce from Maggie E f i rd ,  Gant had kept t h i s  a f f a i r  s e c re t ,  

but when faced w ith  th e  proof o f th e  f i n a l  divjorce papers in  

E liz a ’ s hands, he m aintained sheep ish ly  th a t  he and Maggie 

had never s le p t to g e th e r  as husband and w ife , E liz a  was un

convinced t

*I know you, and I  know you couldn’t  have kep t away from 
h e r . You’d ’a ’got a t  h er somehow.’ I  s a id , ’i f  you had 
to  bore a hole t h r o u ^  th e  w all I ’

Gant, o f course , alm ost never d isp lay ed  any open a f 

f e c t io n  f o r  h is  w ife , e sp e c ia lly  in  f ro n t of h is  c h ild re n .

On th e  few occasions when he did  attem pt to  fo n d le  E liz a  by 

p u ttin g  h is  arm s t i f f l y  around her w a is t , she would become 

p a in fu lly  em barrassed, te a r s  would come to  h er eyes, and she

would b r id le  away clum sily ,, say ing : ’’’Get away I Get away
2

from rael I t ’ s too l a t e  f o r  th a t  now,’ ”  The c h ild re n  a lso  

were em barrassed by th e se  r a r e ,  u n n a tu ra l e x h ib itio n s  of a f 

f e c t io n .  Gant’ s love-making remained an ex tension  o f h is  

lu s ty  and a f t e r  Eugene’ s b i r th ,  th e  s to n e c u tte r  and E liz a  

s ta r te d  sleep in g  in  se p a ra te  rooms.

In  a d d itio n  to  h is  le c h e ry , h is  v u lg a r i ty ,  h is  perio d s

^I b id . ,  p, 237. %HA, p. 65.
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of v io le n t drunkenness, and h is  tremendous p h y sica l v i t a l i t y ,  

what e ls e  was Gant l ik e  du rin g  th o se  years when he b reathed  

th e  heated l io n -b re a th  o f h is  d e s ire  and fu ry  over th e  grow

ing fam ily  on Woodson S tre e t?  To begin  w ith , Gant was a wan

d ere r who had been fa sc in a te d  by th e  romance o f u n v is ited  

lands from th e  tim e he was a boy in  Dutch Pennsylvania* This 

accounted f o r  h is  i n i t i a l  t r i p  to  Old Catawba, and although 

h is  m arriage w ith  E liza  t ie d  him down, i t  d id  n o t e lim in a te  

h is  love fo r  s h ip s , t r a i n s ,  h o te ls ,  c i t i e s ,  voyages, anything 

th a t  promised r e l i e f  from th e  d rabness of sm all town l i f e  in  

America a t  th e  tu r n  o f th e  c e n tu ry , E liz a  always regarded 

her husband a s  a r o l l in g  stone who would never have amounted 

to  any th ing  i f  she had l e t  him c a rry  out h is  rom antic day

dreams :

*Lord Godl I  never saw a man l ik e  th a t  f o r  wanderin** 
1*11 vowl a r o l l i n ’ s to n e , a wanderer—th a t* s  a l l  he’d 
a-been , o h l C a lifo rn ia , China, anywheres—fo re v e r  
w an tin ’ to  be up and gone,*'

Gant’ s eagerness to  t r a v e l  r e f le c te d  more than  ju s t  h is  

rom antic d e s ire  and hunger. At f i r s t  i t  involved a  kind o f 

search  based on h is  own fe e l in g s  o f lo n e lin e ss  and e x i le ,

Gant was th e  lo s t  American, seek in g  to  get some meaning out 

of th e  confusion  and b ru ta l  chaos o f  experience . S ure ly ,

Gant f e l t ,  i f  he wandered b lin d ly  long enough he might stum

b le  onto **h l i g h t ,  a door, a dw elling  p lace of warmth and 

c e r t i t u d e . Gant, o f co u rse , never succeeded, and he made

^DM, p .  2 5 0 , ^OTR, p , 254 .
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h is  l a s t  voyage to  C a lifo rn ia  in  th e  f a l l  of 1906, On h is  

re tu rn  home he r e a l iz e d  th a t  he was f in a l l y  caught in  th e  t r a p  

of l i f e  and f ix i ty j -  and he resigned  h im self p e tu la n tly  to  

f a te  and to  th e  cancer which was a lread y  beginning to  s t i r  

in  h is  tremendous fram e. The l a s t  voyage fo r  Gant, th e  F a r-  

Wanderer, was to  be h is  d ea th ,

Gant had come to  Altamont a s tra n g e r  from th e  N orth, 

and d e sp ite  h is  d r in k in g , he preserved th a t  s tra n g e n ess , to 

gether w ith a sense o f V ic to rian  d ig n ity  and re se rv e , in  h is  

re la tio n s h ip s  w ith  th e  people o f th e  town* I t  has been men

tio n ed  th a t  E liz a  never addressed her husband as anything but 

"Mr, G ant," f o r  i f  she ever had c a lle d  him by one of h is  f i r s t  

names, " th e i r  angu ish  o f shame and im proprie ty  would have 

been so g re a t  th a t  th e y  could hard ly  have endured i t , " ^  The 

w ife ’ s add ressing  her husband as "M ister" was not an uncom

mon p ra c t ic e  of th e  tim e , b u t th e  s to n e c u tte r  a lso  remained 

"M ister Gant"' even to  h is  c lo s e s t  f r ie n d s .  There was some

th in g  s in g u la r  about Gant, a kind o f sombre m ournfulness and 

detachment most c l e a r ly  seen in  h is  fa c e , which held  o f f  any 

in tim ate  advances, Qn Eugene’ s f i r s t  t r i p  to  Harvard, one 

of th e  men in  th e  smoking c a r ,  Mr, C andler, to ld  th e  son o f 

h is  f i r s t  im pression  o f Gant:

’I  was going back to  work a f t e r  d in n er and had ju s t  
tu rned  th e  co rner a t  th e  Square th e re  from Academy 
S tre e t  when I  saw your f a th e r ,  X remember stopping

Îbid. , p, 251,
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to  watch him fo r  a moment because th e re  was something 
about h is  appearance—X d o n 't  know what i t  was, bu t i f  
you saw him once you 'd  never fo rg e t him—th e re  was some
th in g  about th e  way he looked and ta lk e d  and worked 
th a t  was d i f f e r e n t  from any one I 'd  ever seen#

Gant re - in fo rc e d  h is  re se rv e  ju s t  by th e  way he dressed# 

Hfe not only was m eticu lous about h is  c lo th e s—h is  s u i t s  were 

always made o f expensive b lack  b ro ad c lo th , s p o tle s s ,  f a u l t 

le s s ly  p ressed , and he c a rr ie d  h im self i n  them as s t r a ig h t ’ as 

an arrow—but Gant even wore h is  good c lo th e s  when he d id  

manual labor#  On a ty p ic a l  weekday Eugene might climb th e  

veranda lead in g  to  G an t's  s to r e ,  walk through th e  d usty  in 

t e r i o r  o f th e  d isp lay  room w ith  i t s  s lab s  o f marble and 

masses o f  Vermont g r a n i te y and f in d  h is  f a th e r  in  th e  work

room', bending over a t r e s t l e  and using  th e  heavy wooden mal

l e t  w ith  d e l ic a te  ca re  as he guided th e  ch ise l th rough th e  

l e t t e r s  of an in s c r ip t io n ,  Ghnt would be dressed  in  h is  w e ll-  

brushed garments of b lack  b ro ad c lo th , bo iled  s h i r t ,  wing co l

l a r ,  s i lk  t i e ?  s ta rch ed  c u f f s , and h is  coat removed so th a t  

a long s tr ip e d  apron  could cover a l l  h is  f ro n t *

Gant was no common workman, and to  h is  young so n  he 

seemed a m aster craftsm an , ne was " b e t te r  a t  th i s  than  any ons 

in  a l l  th e  w orld#* G ant's  opin ion o f h im self was s l ig h t ly  

as e lev a ted  as th a t  o f  h is  so n 's?  f o r  he always re g re tte d  

th a t  he had never been ab le  to  study  th e  law# Even so, Ghnt 

was not a f r a id  o f  physica l la b o r , and he had rig h teo u s  con

tempt fo r  th o se  people who he f e l t  had never done a hard d ay 's

l l b i d . , p . 56# ^LHA# p . 1 0 1 ,
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work in  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  Gant * s own in te g r i ty  was uncompromising 

w ith  regard  to  any work th a t  he did w ith h is  hands, and fo r  

th a t  reason , G ant's  hands seemed to  sym bolise th e  very b es t 

in  h is  p e rs o n a li ty . To Eugene th ey  were "the l a r g e s t ,  most 

pow erful, and somehow th e  most shapely hands he had ever 

seen ,"^  A fter h is  f a t h e r 's  death  when G an t's  body, em aciated 

by h is  s tru g g le  w ith cancer, la y  in  the  c a s k e t ,  h is  hands 

s t i l l  re ta in e d  th e i r  g ra n ite  power and symmetry, and evoked, 

as noth ing  e ls e  could have done, " the  s tre n g th , th e  s k i l l ,  

a l l  th e  hope, hunger, fu ry , and u n res t th a t  had lashed  and 

d riv en  on through l i f e  th e  gaunt f ig u re  o f  th e  s to n e c u tte r .

Eugene once observed th a t  Gant was a g re a t man, and 

not a s in g u la r  one, "because s in g u la r i ty  does no t hold l i f e  

in  uny ie ld ing  devotion to  i t , " ^  By th i s  Eugene meant th a t  

G an t's  v i t a l i t y ,  h is  passion  fo r  o rd e r, h is  sense o f decency 

and d isp a tc h , h is  love of c lean n ess , ro a rin g  f i r e s ,  abundant 

food, gardens,, good c lo th e s  of b lack  b ro ad c lo th , h o te ls ,  

sh ip s , t r a in s ,  and new c i t i e s ,  even h is  fo u l drunkenness and 

howling fu ry , were not is o la te d  from experience , since in  h is  

house on Woodson S tre e t ha had a c tu a l ly  c rea ted  f o r  h is  ch il=  

d ren th e  "enchanted s tr u c tu re "  o f a "goldmi l i f e , "

The c re a tio n io f  a  "golden l i f e "  by th e  rep ro b ate  Gant 

i s  no t paradoxical i f  one remembers th a t  in  a d d itio n  to  h is

^OTR, p , 271, ^I b id . t  p , 272, ^LHA, p , 62,

^OTR, p , 271.
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wandering and drunken le c h e ry , "he was in te n se ly  a fam ily

man; th e i r  c lu s te re d  warmth and s tre n g th  about him was l i f e . ^

Even E liz a  adm itted th a t  you had to  g ive th e  d e v il  h is  due,

and d e sp ite  her husband’ s "Wander’ and go in’ away, he was ae
2

good a fam ily  man as ever l iv e d " :

’Now, boy, I  want t o  t e l l  you: he could do any th ing  
about a house, he could r e p a i r  and f ix  any th ing , he 
could make anyth ing w ith  h is  hands, and l e t  me t e l l  youy 
s i r ;  when you went dow nstairs in th e  morning you always 
found a good f i r e  burning in  th e  range; now, you d id n ’t  
have to  w a it , you d id n ’t  have to  go pokin’ around to  
get a f i r e *  Now he lik e d  to  e a t ,  and he always had a 
good hot stove w a it in ’ f o r  you."’3

Gant d esp e ra te ly  needed th e  o rder and dependence o f h is  

home, and he lav ish ed  upon h is  fam ily  h is  own love o f abundant 

food, th e  m agnificen t gusto  o f  h is  r h e to r ic ,  and f i n a l l y  h is  

passion  f o r  r i t u a l .  A fte r th e  b i r th  of Eugene, Gant’ s d r in k 

ing had tap ered  o f f ,  and u n t i l  E liz a  purchased D ix ie lan d ,

"the fam ily  was a t  th e  very core and r ip e n e ss  o f i t s  l i f e  

to g e th e r ." ^  In  th e  memory of W olfe’ s p ro ta g o n is t, a ty p ic a l  

autumn o r w in te r day in  th e  house on Woodson. S tre e t  began 

w ith  Gant’ s r i s in g  a t  s ix  o r s i x - t h i r t y  and d ressing*  Then 

he went dow nstairs to  b u ild  th e  f i r e s , ,  and as he k in d led  a 

b laze  in  th e  range and a ro a rin g  f i r e  in  th e  s i t t i n g  room, 

he would compose h is  morning’s f lo o d  o f r h e to r ic .  At t h i s  

po in t he would appear befo re  E liz a  in  th e  k itch en  to  d e l iv e r  

h is  t i r a d e , ,  which u su a lly  included  gro tesque re fe re n c e s  to  

h e r "w orth less old f a t h e r , "  Major P en tlan d , her s k in f l in t

^LHA, p* 49. p. 234. ^Ib ld . ^HA, p* 63*
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b ro th e rs , and to  a l l  th e  "Mountain G r i l l s " —an in c lu s iv e

term  Gant ap p lied  to  th e  n a tiv e  popu la tion  o f th e  region*.

A fter t h i s  t i r a d e  Gant appeared a t  th e  fo o t of th e  s t a i r s

and d e liv e re d  th e  fo llow ing  cry  by form ula:

» Steve I. Beni Grover I' Lukel You damned sco u n d re ls : 
g e t upI Ira God*8 name, what w i l l  become of yout Y o u 'll 
never amount to  anything as long  as you l iv e  . . . When
I  was your age, I  had milked fo u r cows, done a l l  th e
chores., and walked e ig h t m iles th rough th e  snow by this-, 
time»*

Gant was th e n  in  a good humor fo r  b re a k fa s t ,  and th e  

fam ily  s a t down to  a groaning t a b l e .  A fte r b re a k fa s t Gant 

departed  f o r  h is  m arble shop about th e  same tim e th e  boys 

l e f t  f o r  schoo l, and he came home fo r  lunch—dinner as i t  

was c a lle d  th e n —b r ie f ly  g arru lo u s w ith th e  d ay 's  happenings 

downtown. The c e n tr a l  occasion  in  th e  home f o r  th e  c h ild re n , 

however, was t h e i r  f a th e r 's  r e tu rn  in  th e  even ing , loaded 

w ith  p ro v is io n s , and h is  n ig h tly  t i r a d e  a g a in s t E liz a —a 

ceremony which req u ired  a h a lf-h o u r  in  com position , and an

o th e r  th re e -q u a r te r s ,  w ith  r e p e t i t io n s  and a d d it io n s , in  

d e l iv e ry . The rh e to r ic  of G an t's  in v e c tiv e  was so u n d isc i

p lin e d , h is  s im ile s  so p reposte rous and co m ica l, c rea ted  i n  

a R ab e la is ian  s p i r i t  o f vu lgar m ir th , th a t  th e  c h ild re n  were

shaken by i t  to  t h e i r  to es ,, and "grew to  aw ait h is  r e tu rn  in
2

th e  evening w ith  a k ind  of e x h i la r a t io n ."  A fte r  t h i s  ex

p lo s iv e  t i r a d e  had ended, th e  fam ily  s a t  down to  ano ther 

huge m eal, and a f t e r  supper Gant held  f o r th  in  th e  s i t t i n g

^I b id . ,  p. 50. ^I b id . , po 63.
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room, swinging back and fo r th  in  h is  s to u t ro ck e r, and punc

tu a t in g  h is  comments w ith  powerful sp u rts  of tobacco ju ic e  

in to  th e  b laz in g  f i r e .

These magic years of th e  fam ily*s densely  woven, t u r 

bu len t l i f e  in  th e  house on Woodson S tre e t ,  Tfith th e  v i t a l  

presence of Gant, th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r ,  g iv ing  dram atic 

co lo r to  a l l  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  provided a sa fe , cozy world a s  

w ell fo r  Wolfe*s p ro ta g o n is t. During the long evenings, 

"secure  and conscious in  th e  guarded and s u f f ic ie n t  s tre n g th  

of home,*^ l i t t l e  Eugene la y  before th e  s i t t i n g  room f i r e ,  

poring  over th e  engravings and woodcuts in  th e  volumes from 

h is  fa th e r* 3 bookcase. He was s t i l l  unable to  read , but 

h is  sensuous im agination  reac ted  to  th e  p ic tu re s ,  and th e  

p a s t u n ro lled  befo re  him in  enormous v is t a s .  Behind him 

would be h is  f a th e r ,  ta lk in g ,  rocking  v ig o ro u sly , and a t  

re g u la r  in te rv a ls ,  s p i t t in g  tobacco ju ic e  over h is  son*s 

head in to  th e  h is s in g  f i r e .  Or Gant might be im a rh e to r ic a l  

mood, and in  h is  sonorous voice would r e c i t e  th e  passages 

from Shakespeare he had c a rr ie d  in  h is  memory from h is  n ig h ts  

as a young man a tte n d in g  th e  th e a te r  in  B altim ore, In  th e  

im agination  of h is  son a t  t h i s  tim e , th e  re -a s su r in g  v i t a l 

i t y  of Gant suggested th e  c re a tiv e  energy and power o f th e  

M iss iss ip p i R iver:

His l i f e  was l ik e  th a t  r iv e r ,  r ic h  w ith  i t s  own de
po sited  and onward-borne a g g lu tin a tio n s , fecund w ith

llbid, p. 11.
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i t s  sedim ental a c c re tio n s , f i l l e d  e x h a u s tle ss ly  by l i f e  
in  o rder to  be more r ic h ly  i t s e l f ,  and th i s  l i f e ,  w ith  
th e  g rea t purpose of a r iv e r ,  he emptied now in to  th e  
harbor o f h is  house, th e  s u f f ic ie n t  haven of h im self, 
f o r  whom th e  gnarled  v ines wove round him th r i c e ,  th e  
e a r th  burgeoned w ith  abundant f r u i t ,  the  f i r e  burn t 
madly,^

Gant always took sp ec ia l p rid e  in  being a good provid

e r ,  and during Eugene’ s childhood th e  fam ily  fed  stupen

dously . Thanksgiving and Christm as were th e  most im portant 

f e a s ts  fo r  th e  Gants, and to  p repare fo r  th e se  occasions 

E liz a  baked fo r  weeks in  advance. At t h i s  tim e E liz a  was 

s t i l l  a good cook and her meals were something to  remember. 

L i t t l e  Eugene, o f course, was a devout b e lie v e r  in  th e  fan 

ta s y  o f Christm as, and Gant was h is  unwearied comrade as he 

scrawled p e t i t io n s  to  Santa Claus n ig h t a f t e r  n ig h t in  th e  

ea r ly  w in te r , to ss in g  them in to  th e  f i r e  w ith  p e rfe c t t r u s t r

As th e  flame took th e  paper from h is  hand and blew i t s  
charred  ghost away w ith  a howl, Gant would rush  w ith  
him to  th e  window, po in t to  th e  stormy n o rth ern  sky, 
and say; ’There i t  goes I Do you see i t ? ’

Gant shared h is  son’ s h a tred  of u se fu l g i f t s  fo r  Christm as,

and he bought th e  boy wagons, s le d s , f i r e  eng ines, drums,

and h o rn s. I t  was during  th ese  p re-p u b erty  years th a t

Eugene ’’thought h is  fa th e r  was th e  g ran d es t, f in e s t  person

in  th e  w o rld ,’’’̂

Eugene was happy w ith  th e  ’’enchanted world of h is

ch ild h o o d ,”^  p ro tec ted  by th e  tow ering f ig u re  of Gant, What

l lb id , ,  p, 79. Îb id . ,  p, 90 , ^HB, p, 40,

^OTR, p, 29,
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d id  th e  ch ild ren  have to  fe a r  from " th e  sen se le ss  n ih il ism

of l i f e , ’*̂  th e  th r e a t  o f p e rp e tu a l, m eaningless change, o r

of being lo s t  on th e  "sp inn ing  and fo rg o tte n  c in d er of t h i s  
2

e a r th ,"  so long as th ey  could id e n t i f y  w ith  t h e i r  fa th e r* & 

s tru c tu re  of l i f e .  In  t h i s  reg a rd , th e  g ig a n tic  image of 

th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r  seemed more than  humans i t  was God

l ik e  :

I t  was as hard fo r  them to  th in k  o f Gant * s dea th  as of 
God's dea th : i t  was a g re a t dea l h ard er, because he was 
more r e a l  to  them th an  God, he was more immortal th an  
God, he was God.

In  t h i s  ch ap te r i t  has been shown th a t  in  th e  c h ild 

hood im agination o f W olfe 's  p ro ta g o n is t, th e  m asculine image

o f h is  f a th e r  was e a r ly  a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e  house on Woodson
4

S tre e t ,  which Gant had b u i l t  "w ith  h is  g re a t hands" even 

before  he m arried  E liz a , and which th e r e a f te r  remained "the  

p ic tu re  of h is  so u l, th e  garment of h is  w i l l . Af t er  Eu

gene had experienced puberty  and l e f t  h is  childhood behind, 

he continued to  id e n t i fy  th e  metaphor of th e  v in e -e n c irc le d  

house, " the  ro a rin g  f i r e s ,  th e  groaning , succu len t ta b le ,  

th e  la v is h  and exp losive  r i t u a l  o f th e  d a ily  l i f e , " ^  w ith  

h is  f a th e r 's  legendary  v i t a l i t y .

Since th e  house was so in tim a te ly  connected w ith  th e  

m asculine image o f Gant, i t  remained in  th e  fam ily  u n t i l  th e  

cancerous s to n e c u tte r  was too  i l l  to  s tru g g le  a g a in s t h i s

^LHA, p .  246. ^I b id . ,  p . 59 . ^I b id . .  p . 4&4.

^ I b id ., p . 1 6 . 5l b i d .  ^ I b id .,  p . 6 l .
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w ife ’ s g reed . Then, ’’s ta rk ,  b a re , and raw, s tr ip p e d  o f i t s  

g ird lin g  v i n e s , i t  was so ld , and ’’th e  r ic h  la b o r  o f th e i r  

l i f e  was gone. In  t h i s ,  more th a n  in  anyth ing  e ls e ,  Eugene 

saw th e  f in a l  d is in te g ra t io n  o f h is  fa m ily .”^ Seven years 

l a t e r  th e  s to n e c u tte r  was dead, y e t th e  house on Woodson 

S tre e t  remained a symbol of th e  golden l i f e  which Gant, in  

th e  ro le  o f  th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r ,  had c rea ted  f o r  h is  

fam ily::

He had come home ag a in , and y e t he could not b e liev e  
h is  f a th e r  was dead, and he thought he heard h is  g rea t 
voice r in g in g  in  th e  s t r e e t  ag a in , and th a t  he would 
see him s t r id in g  toward him ac ro ss  th e  Square w ith  
h is  gaun t, earth -devouring  s t r id e ,  o r f in d  him w aiting  
every tim e he tu rned  th e  co rn e r, o r  lunging  toward the  
house bearing  th e  tremendous provender of h is  food and 
m eat, b rin g in g  to  them a l l  th e  d e a th le s s  s e c u r ity  o f h is  
s tre n g th  and power and p ass io n , b ring ing  to  them a l l  
again  th e  ro a rin g  message of h is  f i r e s  th a t  shook th e  
f i r e - f u l l  chimney th ro a t  w ith  t h e i r  t e r r i f i c  b la s t ,  
g iv ing  to  them a l l  again  th e  ex u lta n t knowledge th a t  
th e  good days, th e  magic days, th e  golden w eather o f 
t h e i r  l iv e s  would come ag a in , and th a t  th i s  dream like 
and phantasmal world in  which th e y  found them selves 
would waken in s ta n t ly ,  as i t  had once, to  a l l  th e  palpab le 
warmth and g lo ry  of th e  e a r th ,  i f  only h is  f a th e r  wauld 
come back to  make i t  l i v e ,  to  give them l i f e  ag a in .

l l b i d . ,  p . 605. ^I b id . ^OTR, p . 32a.



CHAPTER VI 

DIXIELAND

, . • and f in a l ly  her t e r r i f i c  ownership of th e  house 
was as apparent as i f  th e  house were l iv in g  and could 
speak to  h e r . For th e  r e s t  of them th a t  old bleak 
house had now so many memories of g r ie f  and death  and 
in to le ra b le ,  in c u ra b le  re g re t th a t  in  t h e i r  h e a rts  they  
hated i t ;  but a lthough  she had seen a son s tra n g le  to  
death  in  one of i t s  b leak  rooms, she loved th e  house 
as i f  i t  were a p a r t  of her ovm l i f e —as i t  was—and 
her love fo r  i t  was g rea teg  than  h er love f o r  any one 
o r anything e ls e  on e a r th .

In  Look Homeward 1 Angel th e  arch e ty p a l mother whose 

fem in in ity  has been ir re p a ra b ly  damaged by th e  values of 

V ic to rian  puritan ism  i s  E liz a  Gant. E liz a , in  o th e r words, 

re p re se n ts  th e  e te rn a l  fem inine p r in c ip le  once i t  has been 

d e-sexualized  and made m orally  im m aculate. In  th i s  r e s p e c t,  

a f t e r  Wolfe’ s p ro ta g o n is t has en tered  puberty , th e  m other’ s  

p e rso n a lity  i s  a s so c ia te d  w ith  h is  fe e lin g s  o f g u i l t  and 

lo s t  innocence. E qually  im portan t, E l iz a ’ s possessiveness 

i s  id e n t i f ie d  w ith  em otional s t e r i l i t y  in  Eugene’ s childhood 

im agination , and w ith  reg ard  to  th e  c o n tro ll in g  a rch e ty p a l 

dualism  in  th e  n o v e l, i t  sym bolizes th e  c a s tr a t in g  th r e a t  

o f th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  over h er son’ s em otional

^I b id . ,  p . 352.
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development as opposed to  th e  l ib e r a t in g  s tru c tu re  of l i f e

id e n t i f ie d  w ith  th e  fa th e r? s  v i t a l i t y .  By th e  end of th e

f i r s t  se c tio n  of Look Homeward, Angel» Eugene has a lre ad y

made symbolic connections between th e  w in try , d e a th - lik e

barrenness of D ixieland and Eliza? s p e rs o n a li ty , ju s t  as

e a r l ie r  he had a s so c ia ted  Gant ? s v i t a l i t y  m etaphorica lly

w ith  th e  house on Woodson S tre e t :

I t  was th e  w in te r , and th e  su lle n  dying autumn th a t  he 
hated most a t D ixieland—and th e  dim fly -specked  l ig h t s ,  
th e  wretched p rogress about th e  house in» search  o f 
warmth, E liz a  u n t id i ly  wrapped in  an old sw eater, a 
d i r ty  m u ffle r , a c a s t-o f f  man?s c o a t. She g lycerined  
her co ld-cracked hands. The c h i l l  w a lls  fe s te re d  w ith  
damp; th ey  drank in  death  from th e  atm osphere.^

E liz a  Pentland Gant was as supreme an e g o t is t  a s  h er

husband, and although  egotism may have been th e  only person

a l i t y  t r a i t  they  shared , she was in  h er own possessive  way 

as rem arkable a person as th e  fu r io u s  s to n e c u tte r ,  E liz a

was born in to  a re sp ec ted  and numerous Old Catawban fam ily

sh o rtly  before the  C iv il War, and as a young g i r l ,  su f fe re d , 

to g e th e r w ith  her th re e  o ld e s t b ro th e rs , Henry, W ill, and 

Jim, th e  t e r r i b l e  hardsh ips and d e p riv a tio n s  of th e  p o s t

war years in  th e  South, The e f f e c t  o f th e se  experiences was. 

to  develop in  E liz a  and her b ro th e rs  an insane n ig g a rd lin e ss  

and an in o rd in a te  love o f p ro p erty ,

E liz a  had a lread y  accumulated two sm all p ieces of 

p roperty  before she m arried Gant, and from th e  f i r s t  she r e 

garded th e  house they  moved in to  on Woodson S tre e t as ??̂a

^LHA, p. 141.
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piece of p ro p e rty , whose value she shrewdly ap p ra ised , a 

beginning f o r  h e r h o a r d * E l i z a ' s  a c q u is it iv e n e ss  en

raged Gant, f o r  d e s p ite  th e  p ride  he took  in  l iv in g  under 

h is  own ro o f , he had noth ing  but contempt fo r  th e  ownership 

of p roperty  as an investm en tt

' I  hope I  never own ano ther p iece  o f p ro p erty  a s  long 
as I  l i v e —save a house to  l iv e  in .  I t  i s  noth ing  but 
a curse and a c a re , and th e  ta x -c o l le c to r  g e ts  i t  a l l  
in  th e  e n d ,'

Such a view point was heresy  to  E liz a , and i t  helped inaugu

r a te  th e  b i t t e r  s t r i f e  between them "and th e  g rea t submerged

s tru g g le  beneath , founded upon th e  h a tred  and love o f prop- 
3

e r ty ."  At t h i s  tim e E liz a  even wanted Gant to  abandon h is  

tra d e  of tom bstone c u t te r ,  fo r  she f e l t  t h a t  dea th  was un

p ro f i ta b le  t "People, she though t, d ied  to o  slowly,**^

What E liz a  endured in  pain  and c ru e l ty  a f t e r  she mar

r ie d  "Mister"" Gant, no o u ts id e r  ever knew. She had wanted 

a f fe c t io n  from a  k in d , understanding  husband, and in s te a d , 

she rece ived  from Gant drunken v io lence  and abuse. By th e  

tim e she was fo rty -tw o  years o ld , she had been pregnant f i f 

te e n  tim es , and o f th e se  p regnancies, on ly  e ig h t c h ild re n  

survived c h i ld b i r th ,  E liz a  d id  th e  cooking and laundry  f o r  

her fam ily , brought th e  ch ild re n  th rough epidemics o f ty 

phoid fe v e r , d ip h th e r ia , and pneumonia, and, in  a d d itio n , 

survived se r io u s  i l ln e s s e s  h e r s e l f ,  no t to  m ention th e

^Ibid., p, 1 6 » Zibid., p, 12, ^Ibid,. p. 21,
^Ibid., p, 17.
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prolonged drunks o f her husband. In  th e  ’Web o f E arth ”’

E liz a  d esc rib es  what th e se  y ears were l ik e :

’Lordi Lord I I  o f te n  th in k  o f a l l  th a t  I ’ve been through, 
and wonder th a t  I ’m here to  t e l l  i t .  I  reckon fo r  a f a c t  
X had th e  power of Nature in  me; why I no more trouble; 
than  th e  e a r th  ta k e s  b ea rin g  co m , a l l  of th e  c h ild e rn , 
th e  e ig h t who l iv e d ,  and a l l  th e  o th e rs  th a t  you never 
heard about—a l l  o f th e  c h ild e rn  and le s s  m arried  l i f e  
than  any woman th a t  I  knew—and ohI to  th in k  o f i t ,  to  
th in k  th a t  he should say th e  th in g s  he d id —cursin* and 
ta u n t in ’ me and ru n n in ’ w ild  w ith  o th e r  women, when he 
had done i t  a l l ,  and l ik e  a d e v i l  when he saw what he 
had done. LordI LordI , , , th e  th in g s  he d id  and sa id
were more th an  I  could s ta n d , they^made me b i t t e r  and I
prayed th a t  God would punish h im ,’

In  s p i te  o f th e  u g lin e ss  of Gant’ s conduct, E liz a , in  

th e  accepted V ic to ria n  fa sh io n , remained f a i t h f u l l y  m arried  

to  her husband, and, a t  th e  same tim e, somehow managed to  

p reserve  her own d ig n ity  and i n t e g r i t y .  She had been wounded 

by th e  c r u e l t ie s  Gant in f l i c t e d  upon h e r , but she never be

tray ed  her wounded s p i r i t  to  th e  au th o r of her woe by any 

shameful f a m i l i a r i ty .  She held  h er d is ta n c e , wept o r  was

s i l e n t  when he cursed h e r , nagged b r ie f ly  in  re p ly  to  h is

o u tlan d ish  r h e to r ic ,  and in  th e  b lin d , a n ta g o n is tic  w arfare 

in  which th ey  were engaged, slow ly , im placably had h er way:

E liz a  came through s to l id ly  to  v ic to ry . As she 
marched down th e se  enormous y ears  of love and lo s s ,  
s ta in ed  w ith  th e  r ic h  dyes o f pain  and p rid e  and d ea th , 
and w ith  th e  g re a t w ild  f l a r e  o f h is  a l ie n  and passio n 
a te  l i f e ,  her lim bs f a l te r e d  in  th e  g r ip  of r u in ,  but 
she came on, throughgSickness and em aciation , to  
v ic to r io u s  s treng th*

E liz a  was no t an easy woman to  understand , and Gant

pp, 297-93. L̂HA, pp, 13-19.
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c e r ta in ly  was n o t th e  man to  b ridge su c c e ss fu lly  th e  g u lf  

th a t  d iv ided  them. On t h i s  score Gant was ap p a lled  by th e  

f ix a t io n  of h is  l i f e  upon acc id e n t; "S tran g es t of a l l ,  he 

thought, was t h i s  union , by which he had bego tten  c h ild re n , 

crea ted  a l i f e  dependent on him, w ith  a woman so remote from 

a l l  he understood ,"^  What in fu r ia te d  Gant most about E liz a  

was not ju s t  her pow erfu l, germ inal in s t in c t  fo r  property*

I t  was th e  slow, octopal movements of her tem per; her Bud

d h is t ic  complacency; her draw ling , m outh-pursing speech; h er 

in c re d ib le , a n t - l ik e  memory; her h a b it in  conversa tion  of 

exp loring  a l l  th e  l o s t  lane-ends of th e  dead p a s t ,  " fe a s tin g

upon th e  golden pageant of a l l  she had ever s a id , done, f e l t ,
2

though t, seen, or re p lie d  w ith  eg o -cen tric  d e l ig h t" ;  her 

f a t a l i s t i c  sense of her own moral p e rfe c tio n  combined w ith  

her b lin d  in d if fe re n c e  to  th e  human needs of o th e r people;: 

her brooding, s u p e rs t i t io u s  in te r e s t  in  s ic k n ess , d ea th , and 

b u r ia l ;  and only th e n , h er mania fo r  a c q u is i t io n  and her 

" te r r ib le  w il l  th a t  wanted to  own th e  e a rth  more th an  to  ex

p lo re  i t , " ^

Ju s t befo re  th e  b i r th  of Eugene, E liz a  was ly in g  in  

h e r  u p s ta ir s  bedroom, and as she clasped her hands over h er 

sw ollen b e l ly ,  she was a lread y  planning h er fu tu re .  E liz a  

r e a l iz e d  th a t  she was fo rty -tw o  years o ld  and th a t  t h i s  

pregnancy would be her l a s t .  With her tremendous p a tien ce  

she had w aited  h a lf  a l if e t im e  fo r  th i s  event and w ith

^Ibid., p. 21. ^Ibid., p. 10. ^Ibid., p. 70.
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c e r ta in  fo re s ig h t of what she would do when she had f in a l l y  

freed  h e rs e lf  from c h ild b ea rin g . She thought enviously  o f 

th e  w ealth of her two o ld e r b ro th e rs , and sa id  determ inedly  

to  herse lf:: ’’’I ’l l  get i t .  W ill has i t  I Jim has i t ,  and 

I ’m sm arter than  they  a r e , ’”^ Then her mouth s tra in e d  w ith  

pain  and b i t te rn e s s  as  she r e f le c te d  upon Gant’ s lack  of in 

te r e s t  in  owning p ro p erty  which had fo i le d  her fo r  so long :

’Pshawl I f  I  hadn’t  kept a f t e r  him he wouldn’t  have 
a s t ic k  to  c a l l  h is  own to d ay . What l i t t l e  we have got 
I ’ve had to  f ig h t  f o r ;  we wouldn’t  have a roo f over 
our heads; we’d spend the r e s t  o f our l iv e s  in  a ren ted
house .’2

Years befo re  E liz a  had g iven  up try in g  to  express h er

s e l f  through Gant, bu t now as a p o te n t ia l  business woman who 

could bargain  l ik e  a man, she was going to  a s s e r t  h e r s e l f .

She was e s p e c ia lly  d i s s a t i s f ie d  w ith  th e  house on Woodson 

S tre e t ,  fo r  i t  was p a r t  of her r e l ig io n  not m erely to  pos

sess  p roperty  but to  draw income from i t ,  and th e  Woodson 

S tre e t house was f in a n c ia l ly  so much dead w eigh t. E liz a  

placed l i t t l e  value on p rivacy , and was p e r fe c t ly  w il l in g  to  

r e n t  out p a r t  of h er home to  s t r a n g e r s .  What she req u ired  

was a house th a t  could be run l ik e  a b u siness and which 

would y ie ld  her a good re tu rn  on h er investm ent; she was in  

th e  market fo r  a boarding house,

E liz a  was unable to  put h er p lan  in to  op era tio n  fo r  

sev e ra l y e a rs . At f i r s t  Gant was s t i l l  too  form idable an 

a n tag o n is t, and in  1904 th e  t r a g ic  death  of th e i r  son Grover,

llbid., p. 21. ^Ibid,
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c e r ta in  fo re s ig h t of what she would do when she had f in a l ly  

fre ed  h e r s e lf  from ch ild b ea rin g . She thought env iously  of 

th e  w ealth  of her two o ld e r b ro th e rs , and sa id  determ inedly  

to  h e rse lf :: ’’’I ’l l  get i t .  W ill has i t  I Jim has i t ,  and 

I ’m sm arter th an  th ey  a r e . ’ Then her mouth s tra in e d  w ith  

pain  and b i t te r n e s s  as she r e f le c te d  upon Gant’ s lack  o f in 

t e r e s t  in  owning p ro p erty  which had fo i le d  her fo r  so long:

’Pshawl I f  I  hadn’t  kept a f t e r  him he wouldn’t  have 
a s t i c k  to  c a l l  h is  own today . What l i t t l e  we have got 
I ’ve had to  f ig h t  f o r ;  we wouldn’t  have a ro o f over 
our heads; we’d spend the r e s t  o f our l iv e s  in  a ren ted  
h o u se ,’*

Years b efo re  E liz a  had given up t r y in g  to  express her

s e l f  through Gant, but now as a p o te n tia l  b u sin ess  woman who 

could barg a in  l ik e  a man, she was going to  a s s e r t  h e r s e l f .

She was e s p e c ia lly  d i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  th e  house on Woodson 

S tr e e t ,  fo r  i t  was p a r t  of her r e l ig io n  no t m erely to  pos

se ss  p ro p erty  but to  draw income from i t ,  and th e  Woodson 

S tre e t  house was f in a n c ia l ly  so much dead w eig h t, E liz a  

p laced  l i t t l e  value on p riv acy , and was p e r f e c t ly  w il l in g  to  

r e n t  out p a r t  of h er home to  s tr a n g e rs . What she req u ired  

was a house th a t  could be run l ik e  a b u sin ess  and which 

would y ie ld  her a good re tu rn  on her investm ent; she was in  

th e  market fo r  a boarding  house,

E liz a  was unable to  put her p lan  in to  o p e ra tio n  fo r  

se v e ra l y e a rs . At f i r s t  Gant was s t i l l  too  form idable an 

a n ta g o n is t , and in  1904 th e  t r a g ic  death  o f t h e i r  son Grover,

llbid,, p, 21. ^Ibid.
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w hile th e  fam ily  were a tten d in g  th e  S t ,  Louis E xposition , 

came as a crush ing  blow to  E l iz a ,  Gant accused her o f being 

re sp o n sib le  fo r  th e  c h i ld ’s d ea th , and E liz a  f e l t  so be

tray ed  and u t t e r l y  m iserab le  th a t  f o r  th e  next two y ea rs  she 

t r i e d  to  bury h er g r ie f  in  th e  o b liv io n  of work.

Then in  th e  f a l l  o f 1906, Gant made h is  t r i p  to  C a li

fo rn ia ,  and re tu rn ed  to  Altamont a p a r t i a l l y  chastened man* 

He had begun to  lo se  some o f h is  fabu lous v i t a l i t y ,  and had 

a lread y  f e l t ,  w ith  a sense of naked t e r r o r ,  th e  f i r s t  s t i r 

r in g s  of th e  cancer which would ev e n tu a lly  d es tro y  him, 

E liz a , however, was growing trium phan tly  s tro n g e r w ith  each 

passing  year and was ready to  make h er d esp era te  b id  f o r  in 

dependence, In  th e  summer of 1907, she made a down payment 

of f i f t e e n  hundred d o l la r s  on D ix ie land , a ram bling, gabular 

frame house o f e ig h teen  o r tw enty rooms, s i tu a te d  f iv e  min

u te s  from th e  pub lic  square t

In  w in te r , th e  wind blew howling b la s ts  under th e  
s k i r t s  of D ix ie land : i t s  back end was b u i l t  h igh  o f f  
th e  ground on wet columns of r o t t in g  b r ic k . I t s  b ig  
rooms vfere heated  by a sm all fu rnace  which sen t up, 
when charged w ith  f i r e ,  a hot dry  en e rv a tio n  to  th e  
rooms o f th e  f i r s t  f lo o r ,  and a gaseous but c h i l l  
r a d ia t io n  to  those u p s ta irs» ^

The move to  D ixieland symbolized th e  f in a l  cleavage 

between Gant’ s and E liz a ’̂ s w orlds, Gant could no t endure 

the  resid en ce  o f o u ts id e rs  under h is  ro o f , and fo r  th a t  re a 

son, had a p a r t ic u la r  revu lsion , a g a in s t l iv in g  in  a boarding 

house :

^Ibid,, p, 123. ^Ibid., p. 51,
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to  earn  o n e 's  l iv in g  by accep ting  th e  contem pt, th e  
sco rn , and th e  money of what he c a lle d  'cheap  b o ard ers ' 
was an alm ost unendurable ignominy.

So Gant re fu sed  to  fo llow  E liza  to  D ix ie land , and he kept 

Helen w ith  him in  th e  house on Woodson S t r e e t .  Eugene went 

vd.th h is  m other, and Steve, Fen, and Luke were l e f t  f l o a t 

ing " in  lim bo ."

Gant stopped by th e  boarding house on h is  way to  work 

in  th e  morning to  d e l iv e r  h is  howling t i r a d e  a g a in s t E liz a , 

and in  th e  evening he would fre q u en tly  s i t  in  a s to u t rocker 

in  the  p a r lo r  o r on th e  f ro n t porch o f th e  "Barn,"' as he 

c a lle d  i t ,  exp ressing  h is  p o l i t i c a l  views to  th e  b o a rd e rs , 

and w ith  mounting r h e to r ic ,  p re d ic tin g  soup k itch en s  and 

th a t  "your g u ts  w il l  grease your backbone"’ so soon as a Dem

o c ra t ic  a d m in is tra tio n  i s  e lec ted  to  o f f ic e .  Helen a lso  

helped her mother serve the  bo ard ers, f o r  w hether E liz a  was 

s e rv a n tle s s  o r  n o t, th e  r e s t l e s s  g i r l  needed th e  anim ation, 

th e  c l a t t e r  of p la te s ,  th e  ta b le  t a lk ,  and th e  s tim u la tio n  

o f th e  board ing  house m eals. A fter supper in  th e  evening 

she would s in g  fo r  th e  boarders assembled in  th e  p a r lo r .

Even so , f o r  a l l  th e  Gants th e  purchase of th e  boarding house 

by E liz a  rep resen ted  th e  end of t h e i r  fam ily  l i f e  to g e th e r  

as th e  a rch e ty p a l fa th e r  had envisioned i t .

The c h ild  Eugene e s p e c ia lly  f e l t  betrayed  a t  having to  

exchange " th e  tum ultuous, happy, warm cen tre"^  o f h is  f a th e r 's

llbid., p. 51. ^Ibid., p. 130.
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home fo r  th e  u n a ttra c tiv e  environment o f the  boarding house, 

which he quickly  learned  to  a s so c ia te  w ith everything he 

found depressing  and s t e r i l e  in  l i f e .  For th i s  reason , long 

a f te r  th e  move had taken  p la ce , he re tu rn ed  to  Woodson S tre e t  

whenever he had th e  o p p o rtu n ity , s t i l l  seduced by "the  power

fu l  charm o f Gant’ s house, o f i t s  tacked and added whimsy, 

i t s  male sm ell, i t s  g ird l in g  r ic h  v in e s , i t s  g rea t gummed 

t r e e s ,  i t s  ro a rin g  in te rn a l  se c lu s iv en ess , th e  b l is te r e d  v ar

nish,- th e  hot c a lf - s k in , th e  comfort and abundance,**^

During th e  f i r s t  w in ter a f t e r  th e  move to  D ix ie land , 

th e  d ra f ty , many-gabled house was l ik e  a tomb fo r  both th e  

mother and son, and E liz a  began to  s u f fe r  from constan t rheu

m atic a tta c k s  aggravated by a se rio u s  kidney co n d itio n . Be

cause of her f a i l in g  h e a lth , during  th e  next sev era l y ea rs  

E lis a  managed D ixieland only fo r  th e  p ro f ita b le  summer 

months, lea s in g  the  boarding house to  s tran g e rs  from autumn 

u n t i l  sp rin g . This enabled her to  make ex ten siv e , although 

f ru g a l,  t r i p s  through th e  South in  a search  fo r  b e t te r  

h e a lth , and on these  t r i p s  she always took l i t t l e  Eugene w ith  

h e r, t e l l i n g  him to  "scrooch up"" on the  t r a in  when th e  con

ducto r passed through so th a t  he could r id e  fo r  h a l f - f a r e .  

When th e  mother and th e  son were vaca tio n in g  to g e th e r , th ey  

shared th e  same sleep in g  b e r th , and even though Eugene en

joyed th e  adventure of t r a v e lin g  through th e  romantic South,

llbid.. p. 130.



153
he re sen ted  th e  em otional dependency which was exaggerated 

by such a c lo se  re la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  possessive E liza»  Back 

a t  D ixieland Eugene a lso  shared h is  mother’ s bed u n t i l  he was 

tw elve years o ld , when he was g iven  a p r iv a te  room and bed o f 

h is  own»

This p h y sica l sep a ra tio n  from h is  mother a t n ig h t, how

ever, d id  not produce th e  a n t ic ip a te d  em otional sep a ra tio n  

from Eliz-a« To o b ta in  th i s  freedom , Eugene, a f t e r  he had en

te re d  puberty , faced  a long, d e sp e ra te  s tru g g le  as he a ttem p t

ed to  a s s e r t  h is  manhood a g a in s t th e  c a s tra t in g  a u th o r ity  o f 

h is  m other’ s p o ssessiv en ess . In  t h i s  re sp e c t, as p rev io u sly  

suggested , th e  p e rso n a lity  of E liz a , sym bolically  equated 

w ith  th e  b leakness o f D ixieland in  Eugene’ s im ag ina tion , was 

also  id e n t i f ie d  w ith  th e  em otional s t e r i l i t y  o f th e  arche

ty p a l mother t ry in g  to  keep h e r son e te rn a lly  h er "baby b o y .”'

Throughout th e  a d u lt l i f e  o f Wolfe’ s p ro ta g o n is t, h is  

most form idable an tag o n is t remained th e  s tra n g u la tin g  au th o r

i t y  o f  h is  m other’ s p e rs o n a lity  f ix e d  in  h is  memory» This 

was h is  most damaging in h e rita n c e  from a dead p a s t ,  and one 

which he c a rr ie d  w ith  him c o n s ta n tly , no m atte r where he went 

o r what he d id . What made t h i s  mother image so d i f f i c u l t  fo r  

Eugene to  s tru g g le  ag a in st p sy ch o lo g ica lly  was i t s  ambiguous 

m ixture o f  innocence and e v i l ,  th e  uncorrupted ch ild  combined 

w ith  th e  so rce re ss  m other, y e t both somehow removed from man’ s 

f a l l i b l e  humanity a ffe c te d  by th e  f lu x  o f experience in  th e  

p re se n t moment. For Eugene, in  o th e r words, E liz a  Gant as a



154
p e rs o n if ic a t io n  o f th e  a rch e ty p a l c h ild -s o rc e re s s  mother 

ex is ted  o u ts id e  of tim e .

In  th e  ro le  of th e  a rch e ty p a l ch ild  m other, E liz a  was 

removed from tim e in  th a t  h e r  innocence was p a r t  o f a tim e

le s s  p a s to ra l  s e t t in g ,  a-m oral as th e  e a r th , in  which she 

was g u i l t l e s s  as any o th e r  uncorrupted " fo rce  o f n a tu re " :

The f i n a l  im pression o f th e  woman might have been 
t h i s : - - t h a t  her l i f e  was somehow above and beyond a  
moral judgment, th a t  no m a tte r what th e  course o r 
ch ro n ic le  of her l i f e  might have been, no m a tte r  what 
crimes o f e r ro r ,  a v a r ic e , ignorance, o r th o u g h tle s s 
ness might be charged to  h e r , no m a tte r  what s u f fe r 
ing  o r e v i l  consequences may have re s u lte d  to  o th e r  
people through any a c t of h e rs , h er l i f e  was somehow 
beyond th e se  acc id en ts  of tim e, t r a in in g ,  and occa
s io n , and th e  woman was as g u i l t l e s s  as a c h i ld ,  a 
r iv e r ,  an avalanche, o r any fo rce  o f n a tu re  w hatsoever.

In  th e  ro le  of so rce re ss  mother Eli&a was o u ts id e  o f

tim e in  th a t  her p sycho log ica l world belonged to  a dead p a s t.

In  t h i s  r e s p e c t,  i t  was sym bolica lly  a submerged world of

su ffo c a tin g  memory, and E liz a , as leep  in  h e r sm all closed

room a t  th e  r e a r  of D ix ie lan d , was envisioned by h er son as

a human Sargasso Sear 
)
Roofing th e  deep t id e s ,  swinging in  th e i r  embrace, 
rocked E l iz a ’s l i f e  S arg assic ,. as when, a t  rooming, 
a b re a th  of k itch en  a i r  squirmed through h er guarded 
crack o f door, and fanned th e  pendant c lu s te r s  o f old 
s t r in g  in  f lo a t in g  rhythm .^

When Eugene saw h is  mother in  th i s  ro le ,- "he f e l t  th e  w eari

ness and h o rro r  of time,"^^ and was f a t a l l y  convinced th a t  

" a l l  but h er must d ie  in  a sm othering Sargasso,**^

With s im ila r  f e e l in g s  of h o rro r , th e  son fre q u en tly

^OTR, p.. 4. L̂HA, p. 2 9 0 , ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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compared h is  m o th e r's  memory to  a g re a t ,  b lin d , sucking 

octopus :

Her memory moved over th e  ocean-bed of event l ik e  a 
g rea t octopus, b lin d ly  but com pletely fe e lin g  i t s  way 
in to  every sea-cav e , r i l l ,  and e s tu a ry , focussed on 
a l l  she had done, f e l t , ,  and th o u g h t, w ith  sucking P en t- 
lan d ian  in te n tn e s s , fo r  whom th e  sun shone o r grew 
dark , r a in  f e l l ,  and mankind came, spoke, and d ied , 
s h if te d  fo r  a moment in  time out o f i t s  void in to  the  
Pen tland ian  co re , p a t te rn  and h e a r t of purpose.

Throughout Look Homeward, Angel E l i z a 's  memory i s  re fe r re d  

to  as o c to p a l. In  one passage, however, Wolfe s p e c if ic a l ly  

d escrib es  h is  p ro tag o n is t as "a s a i lo r  drowned w ith in  th e  

hold . . .  a d iv e r  tw ined d e sp e ra te ly  in  octopal f e e le r s ,  

who cu ts from dea th  and mounts slow ly from the  s e a - f lo o r  

in to  l i g h t , I n  t h i s  passage the  octopus, which re p re se n ts  

th e  eg o -cen tric  memory o f  E liz a , a lso  symbolizes th e  arche

ty p a l m o th e r's  d e s ire  to  s tra n g u la te  h er son em otionally : 

th a t  i s ,  her p a r a s i t i c a l  need to  keep h is  em otional l i f e  a l 

ways dependent upon h e r own.

In  h is  "buried  l i f e " ' Eugene had been a f ra id  o f the  

sm othering fem inine p r in c ip le  from th e  tim e he was a baby, 

and th i s  helped ex p la in  h is  h a tred  o f th e  dark , and h is  love 

of incandescence and b r ig h t l i g h t s :

He hated d u ll  l i g h t s ,  smoky l i g h t s ,  s o f t ,  or sombre 
l i g h t s .  At n ig h t he wanted to  be in  rooms b r i l l i a n t l y  
illu m in a ted  w ith  b e a u tifu l ,  b la z in g , sharp, poignant 
l ig h t s ,^

I t  a lso  accounted, c e r ta in ly  in  p a r t ,  f o r  h is  re c u rre n t

llbid., p. 79. ^Ibid,, p, 300.
^Ibid,. p, 203.
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nightm are v is io n s  o f l i f e , ^

One o f th e se  t e r r i f y in g  nightm are v is io n s  went back to

th e  t r i p  th e  Gant fam ily  had made to  th e  S t. Louis E xposition

when th e  p ro tag o n is t was fo u r years o ld . His o ld e r s i s t e r

Daisy, y ie ld in g  to  th e  f u r t iv e  c a t- c ru e l ty  in  her n a tu re , had

taken  him fo r  a r id e  on the scen ic  ra ilw ay  which ended in  a.

ca rn iv a l house of h o rro r . Eugene was se ized  w ith  insane fe a r

as th e  car he was sh aring  w ith  h is  s i s t e r  ro lle d  slow ly down

th e  monstrous gloom peopled by f ie n d ish  heads and g ro tesque ly

illu m in a ted  b od ies:

He was paralyzed  by th e  conv iction  which o f te n  re tu rn ed  
to  him in  l a t e r  y e a rs , th a t  h is  l i f e  was a fabulous n ig h t
mare and t h a t ,  by cunning and co n sp ira te  a r t i f i c e ,  he 
had surrendered  a l l  h is  hope, b e l i e f ,  and confidence to  
th e  lewd to r tu r e  o f demons masked in  human f l e s h .

The nightm are v is io n  which re tu rn ed  to  Eugene most f r e 

quen tly , and which seems to  r e la te  c le a r ly  to  th e  c o n tro ll in g  

imagery employed elsewhere in  Wolfe’s f ic t io n  to  symbolize 

th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s f e a r  of th e  p o ssessiv e  fem inine p r in c ip le  

in  h is  em otional l i f e ,  involved a ghoulish  dread o f being 

buried  a l iv e :

In  h is  old f a n ta s ie s  o f  dea th  he had watched h is  l i v 
ing b u r ia l ,  had fo reseen  h is  waking l i f e - in - d e a th ,  h is  
slow, f r u s t r a te d  e f f o r t s  to  push away th e  sm othering 
flo o d  o f e a r th  u n t i l ,  a s  a drowning swimmer claws th e  
a i r ,  h is  mute and s t i f f e n e d  f in g e rs  th ru s t  fronr th e  
ground a c a l l  f o r  hands.

In  W olfe’s f i c t io n  th e  nightm are v is io n  of l i f e  i s  
a sso c ia ted  S3rmbolically w ith  th e  dominance o f th e  c a s tra t in g  
fem inine p r in c ip le  over th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s emotions and imagi
n a tio n  in  a world in  which th e  ”golden s t r u c tu re ” o f  l i f e  
symbolized by th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r  i s  m issing , LHl, p .156.
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In  t h i s  chap ter an attem pt has been made to  show th a t  

in  h is  f i r s t  novel Wolfe used E liz a  Gant’ s ownership of 

D ixieland as a c o n tro ll in g  metaphor to  suggest th e  c a s tr a t in g  

n a tu re  o f  th e  a rch e ty p a l m other’ s p o ssessiv en ess  upon th e  

em otional development o f her c h ild re n . A more complete 

exam ination of th e  a rch e ty p a l m other’ s symbolic ro le  in  

Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n  w il l  be p resen ted  l a t e r  in  t h i s  d i s s e r ta t io n .



CHAPTER VII 

EMOTIONAL REJECTION: THE DEATH OF BEN

And E liza» s tr ip p e d  suddenly of h er p re te n se s , clung 
to  him, burying her w hite face  in  h is  coa t s le e v e s , 
weeping b i t t e r l y ,  h e lp le s s ly ,  g riev o u sly , fo r  th e  sad 
w aste of th e  ir re v o c a b le  y ea rs—th e  imm ortal hours of 
love th a t  might never be re l iv e d , th e  g re a t e v i l  of 
fo rg e tfu ln e s s  and in d if fe re n c e  th a t  could never be 
r ig h te d  now,'*'

The childhood world of Eugene Gant was s p l i t  by th e  

c o n tra s tin g  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  of Gant and E liz a  as a rch e ty p a l 

p a re n ts . In  a d d itio n , i t  was d iv ided  by th e  antagonism  which 

th e se  two people d isp la y ed , on a more human le v e l ,  as th e  em

b i t t e r e d  husband and w ife f ig h tin g  d esp e ra te ly  f o r  supremacy 

w ith in  th e  home. Somehow th e  ch ild  e a rly  sensed th a t  he v/as 

p sy ch o lo g ica lly  involved in  t h i s  in te rn e c in e  s tru g g le . As 

a r e s u l t ,  because h is  fe e l in g s  o f a lle g ia n c e  to  h is  f a th e r  

and mother were mixed, he developed a d e s ire  f o r  i s o la t io n ,  

s in c e , f o r  him a t  l e a s t ,  any happy outcome to  t h e i r  b a t t l e  

was h o p e le ss . Also th e  boy f e l t  betrayed  th a t  h is  happiness 

should depend upon:a c o n te s t which he had done no th ing  to  

provoke^ He was an innocent p a r t ic ip a n t  in  th e  n eu ro tic  feud

l l b i d , ,  p . 545,

15s
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between h is  p a ren ts  m erely because he happened to  be t h e i r  

c h ild . In  a d d itio n , Eugene f e l t  re je c te d  because th e  h o s t i l 

i t y  generated by th e  c la sh  o f  th e se  strong  egotism s l e f t  a l 

most no p lace  fo r  th e  understand ing  and warm a f fe c t io n  he 

craved. In  a ty p ic a l  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  environm ent, Gand and 

E lica  were em otionally  r e je c t in g  p a re n ts , and Eugene, l ik e  

h is  s e n s i t iv e ,  lo n e ly  b ro th e r , Ben, qu ick ly  regarded h im self 

as th e  fo rg o tte n  c h i ld ,  th e  l o s t  s tra n g e r , an e x ile  in  h is  

parents» home,

W olfe 's p ro tag o n is t was born October 3> 1900, in  an up

s t a i r s  bedroom of th e  house on Woodson S tr e e t ,  At th e  tim e 

Gant was su ffe r in g  th e  to r tu r e s  o f th e  ju s t ly  damned as an 

a fterm ath  of one o f h is  most fu r io u s  drunks, during  which he 

had th rea ten ed  to  kick down th e  locked door le ad in g  in to  th e  

pregnant E l iz a 's  bedroom. This was th e  tu rb u le n t th e a te r  of 

human events in to  which th e  t in y  Eugene was ushered by d is 

in te re s te d  circum stance, y e t w ith in  a few months th e  baby 

had a lready  begun to  sense th e  uncompromising antagonism be

tween h is  p a re n ts ,

Eugene had en tered  th e  world a s tran g e r  from th e  dark 

womb of h is  m other, but i f  h is  p a ren ts  provided any example, 

most grown-ups were eq u a lly  " s tra n g e rs  to  one an o th e r,"^  and 

"ho one ever comes r e a l ly  to  know any one e ls e ," ^  This 

meant th a t  c h ild re n  and a d u lts  face  th e  same problem: how to  

secure understanding  in  a world o f inadequate communication,

4bid,, p, 3 8 , %bld.



160
In  o th e r words, Gant and E liz a  were such ru th le s s  a d v e rsa rie s  

c h ie f ly  because they d id  no t understand each o th e r , and th e i r  

understanding was lim ited  because , l ik e  th e  s e lf -c e n te re d  

ch ild , t h e i r  egotism prevented  them from d iscovering  an e f

fe c t iv e  means o f communication. From th e  bottom o f h is  crib: 

th e  baby Eugene regarded a l l  th e  grown-ups who le e re d  down 

a t  him as having:

fo r  one ano ther not much g re a te r  understanding than  they  
had fo r  him: th a t  even t h e i r  speech, th e i r  e n t i r e  f lu id i ty  
and ease o f  movement were bu t meagre communicants of t h e i r  
thought or fe e l in g , and served  o ften  not to  promote under
s tan d in g , but to  deepen and widen s t r i f e ,  b i t t e r n e s s ,  and 
prejudice.-^

In  a passage such as t h i s ,  th e  in s ig h t which Wolfe a t 

tr ib u te d  to  h is  in fan t p ro ta g o n is t may seem absurd . The fa c t  

remains th a t  th e  problem—one might say th e  m ystery—of com

m unication i s  c e n tra l in  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n ,  and th a t  f o r  him 

i t  l i t e r a l l y  r e f le c te d  th e  em otional predicament of th e  ch ild  

who has to  make h is  needs understood v/ithout being ab le  to  

speak. The baby Eugene could howl fo r  food, bu t when he 

c r ie d  fo r  a f fe c tio n  and understand ing , he was b a f f le d  by h is  

l im ite d , in f a n t i le  powers. Trapped in  h is  t in y  p riso n  of a 

c r ib ,  he remained th e  s tr a n g e r , th e  e x i le ,  th e  m isunderstood 

and is o la te d  child::

And l e f t  alone to  s leep  w ith in  a sh u tte red  room, w ith 
the  th ic k  su n lig h t p r in te d  in  bars upon th e  f lo o r ,  un
fathomable lo n e lin e ss  and sadness c rep t through him: he 
saw h is  l i f e  down th e  solemn v is ta  of a f o re s t  a i s l e ,  
and he knew th a t  he would always be th e  sad one; caged 
in  th a t  l i t t l e  round o f  s k u l l ,  imprisoned in  th a t

^Ibid,
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In  o th e r words, Gant and E liz a  were such ru th le s s  ad v e rsa rie s  

c h ie f ly  because they  d id  no t understand each o th e r , and t h e i r  

understanding was lim ite d  because , l ik e  th e  s e lf -c e n te re d  

c h ild , t h e i r  egotism  prevented  them from d isco v erin g  an e f 

fe c t iv e  means o f communication. From th e  bottom o f h is  c r ih  

th e  baby Eugene regarded a l l  th e  grown-ups who le e re d  down 

a t  him as having :

fo r  one ano ther not much g re a te r  understanding  than  th ey  
had f o r  him: th a t  even t h e i r  speech, th e i r  e n t i r e  f lu id i t y  
and ease o f  movement were bu t meagre communicants of t h e i r  
thought o r f e e l in g , and served  o ften  not to  promote under
s tan d in g , but to  deepen and widen s t r i f e ,  b i t t e r n e s s ,  and 
prejudice,-**

In  a passage such as t h i s ,  th e  in s ig h t which Wolfe a t 

t r ib u te d  to  h is  in fa n t p ro ta g o n is t may seem absurd . The f a c t  

remains th a t  th e  problem—one might say th e  m ystery—of com

m unication i s  c e n tra l in  Wolfe^ s f i c t i o n ,  and th a t  f o r  him 

i t  l i t e r a l l y  r e f le c te d  th e  em otional predicament of th e  ch ild  

who has to  make h is  needs understood vdthout being ab le  to  

speak. The baby Eugene could howl fo r  food, bu t when he 

c r ie d  fo r  a f fe c t io n  and understand ing , he was b a f f le d  by h is  

l im ite d , in f a n t i l e  powers. Trapped in  h is  t in y  p riso n  of a 

c r ib ,  he remained th e  s tr a n g e r , th e  e x i le ,  th e  m isunderstood 

and is o la te d  ch ild ::

And l e f t  alone to  s le ep  w ith in  a sh u tte red  room, w ith 
the th ic k  su n lig h t p r in te d  in  bars upon th e  f lo o r ,  un
fathomable lo n e lin e s s  and sadness c rep t through him: he 
saw h is  l i f e  down th e  solemn v is ta  of a fo re s t  a i s l e ,  
and he knew th a t  he would always be th e  sad one; caged 
in  th a t  l i t t l e  round o f s k u l l ,  imprisoned in  th a t

^Ibid,
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b ea tin g  and most s e c re t  h e a r t ,  h is  l i f e  must always walk 
down lo n e ly  passages. L o st.^

Throughout Look Homeward, Angel Wolfe has expressed how 

h is  p ro tag o n is t preserved h is  in fa n t sense of e x ile , and 

somehow, buried  even more deeply in  h is  n a tu re , the  con v ic tio n  

o f having been betrayed  in to  the  ro le  o f  orphan and o u tc a s t .  

The c r i t i c  Monroe S tearns r e la te s  th i s  f e e l in g  of b e tra y a l to  

E l iz a 's  e a r ly  r e je c t io n  o f Eugene, "through h er lack  of moth

e r ly  sympathy and her in a b i l i ty  to  see th e  vrorld from th e
2

c h i ld 's  p o in t of v iew ," which was aggravated  by her r e fu s a l  

to  wean her baby u n t i l  he was th re e  and a h a lf  years o ld . 

Whether one agrees or d isag rees  w ith  Mr, S te a rn s ' psycholog

ic a l  in te rp r e ta t io n ,  one cannot d isp u te  th a t  W olfe 's p ro tago

n i s t  d id  have in te n se  fe e lin g s  o f b e t ra y a l ,  supported by 

g u i l t s ,  f e a r s ,  and resen tm en ts, which p e r s is te d  throughout 

h is  l i f e ,  and which, as he grew o ld e r , were in c re a s in g ly  con

nected  w ith  th e  s e lf is h n e s s  and n e g le c t ,  no t only of E liz a , 

but o f Gant as w e ll . In  our op in ion , b o th  th e  mother and 

f a th e r  of Eugene were em otionally  r e je c t in g  p aren ts  i n  th a t  

t h e i r  n eu ro tic  compulsions l e f t  them unresponsive to  th e  r e a l  

needs of th e i r  ch ild re n .

Before th e  Gant fam ily moved to  D ix ie land , Eugene had 

never w il l in g ly  l e t  anyone fondle him except h is  b ro th e r  Ben, 

fo r  a c tu a l ly  Ben was th e  only person in  th e  fam ily  who had

l l b i d . ,  p . 37.

^Monroe S tea rn s , "The M etaphysics o f  Thomas W olfe,"
The Enigma o f Thomas Wol f e , ed, W alser, p . 197.
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extended to  him th a t  necessary  m ixture of a f f e c t io n  and in 

t u i t i v e  understand ing  to  which he might respond sym pathet

i c a l l y ,  His s i s t e r  Helen had mothered and p e tte d  Eugene 

when he was a baby, to u se lin g  him on th e  bed and sm othering 

him w ith  s lap s  and k is s e s ,  bu t he had sensed even then  th a t  

Helenas a f f e c t io n  was not based "bn any deep k in sh ip  o f mind 

or body o r s p i r i t ,  b u t on her v as t m aternal f e e l in g ,  some

th in g  th a t  poured from her in  a c a ta ra c t o f ten d ern ess  and 

c ru e lty  upon young, weak, p la s t ic  l i f e , " ^  Daisy and h is  

o th e r b ro th e rs  had been too concerned w ith  t h e i r  own growing 

pains to  r e a l ly  n o tic e  Eugene, and h is  p a re n ts , as u su a l, 

remained absorbed in  t h e i r  re sp e c tiv e  ego tism s, Eugene, 

th e re fo re , alm ost in s t in c t iv e ly  lea rn ed  to  r e t r e a t  in to  h is  

s e c re t s e l f ,  and to  regard  h is  p o s itio n  in  th e  fam ily  as 

a c tu a lly  th a t  of a " s tra n g e r  in  a noisy  in n ,"^

We have p rev io u sly  shown th a t  d e sp ite  h is  i s o la t io n ,  

Eugene as a c h ild  was no t too d i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  th e  "ho isy  

inn" of h is  l i f e  in  th e  house on Woodson S t r e e t ,  I t  was th e  

warm, b u s t l in g , t ig h t ly - k n i t  l i t t l e  un iv erse  o f  th e  fam ily , 

in  th e  most in c lu s iv e  sense of th e  term , w ith  the v i t a l  p re s 

ence o f Gant g iv in g  re -assu ran ce  to  a l l  t h e i r  l i v e s .  Even 

a f te r  th e  p ro ta g o n is t had l e f t  t h i s  world perm anently behind 

and had been l iv in g  f o r  some time a t  D ix ie land , h is  n o s ta l 

gic memories of th e  r ic h  l i f e  in  h is  f a th e r ’ s house were

IpHA, p. 2 4 6 . ^Ibid., p. Ô3 .
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s t i l l  too  v iv id  to  admit d isenchantm ent« A fte r  he had en

te re d  puberty , however, th e  rem ainder o f h is  l i f e  a t  home 

involved an in c re a s in g  d is illu s io n m en t w ith  h is  fam ily , and 

a mounting resentm ent a t  th e  s e lf ish n e s s  so p a in fu lly  ap

p aren t in  th e  l iv e s  o f h is  mother and f a th e r .

lifhen Eugene moved to  D ix ieland , he took w ith  him th e  

p sycho log ica l knowledge th a t  h is  p a ren ts  were wedded s tr a n 

g ers  who regarded t h e i r  home f i r s t  as th e  le g itim a te  arena 

w ith in  which to  wage an uncompromising, l i f e lo n g  s tru g g le  to  

"get even* w ith  each o th e r .  As th e  i r r é c o n c i l ia b le  husband 

and w ife , th ey  had s u b s t i tu te d  v an ity  fo r  lo v e , and a l l  r e 

la t io n s h ip s  in  th e  fam ily  r e f le c te d  th e  "confusion , antago

nism , and d iso rd e r*  in  t h e i r  own n a tu re s , Gant and E liz a , 

o f co u rse , had l i t t l e  in s ig h t  in to  them selves, and they  

were c ru e lly  ig n o ran t o f  th e  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  o f th e i r  c h ild re n . 

Even i f  th e y  had been b e t te r  inform ed, however, th e re  i s  no 

assurance th a t  th e y  would have been s e r io u s ly  concerned. In  

t h e i r  ro le  of V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  p a re n ts , c e r ta in ly  th ey  d id  

not b e lie v e  th a t  they  were being unreasonable in  demanding 

th a t  t h e i r  ch ild re n  become s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  enough to  f in d  

t h e i r  ovm way to  success and happiness th rough  the  t r e a c h e r 

ous maze o f ex p erien ce .

This was more e a s i ly  admonished th an  done, and th e  

c h ild re n  qu ick ly  lea rn ed  to  regard them selves as is o la te d  

l i t t l e  c e n te rs  in  an a n ta g o n is tic  u n iv e rse . In  o th e r words, 

su ffe r in g  from a la ck  of p a re n ta l a f f e c t io n ,  th e  Gant
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ch ild ren  had been convinced a t an ea rly  age th a t  a t te n t io n ,  

which in  t h e i r  home served as a k ind  of n a r c i s s i s t i c  sub

s t i t u t e  fo r  lo v e , was something which seldom came unbidden. 

In s te a d , i t  had to  be worked f o r  s tren u o u s ly : th a t  i s ,  th e  

c h ild  who d e s ire d  th e  a t te n t io n  o f h is  p a ren ts  had to  prove 

through what he had accomplished th a t  he deserved to  be no

t ic e d  and p ra is e d . Even th e n , th e  sm art c h ild  seldom re 

vealed h is  p r iv a te  fe e lin g s  in  h is  s tru g g le  to  im press h is  

f a th e r  and m other. I f  he d id  re v e a l h is  f e e l in g s ,  th e  ex

posure would alm ost c e r ta in ly  r e s u l t  in  some kind of p a in fu l,  

i f  no t h u m ilia tin g , b e tra y a l.

I t  has been mentioned th a t  a f t e r  th e  move to  D ix ie land , 

Eugene accompanied h is  mother on h e r various t r a i n  t r i p s  in 

to  th e  deep South as she sought to  f in d  a cure fo r  her rheu

matism and kidney t ro u b le .  They journeyed to  F lo rid a  one 

w in te r , th e  nex t w in te r to  New O rlean s , and th e  fo llow ing  

w in te r to  Hot Springs, Arkansas, where E liz a  spent h e r  a f t e r 

noons in  th e  hot b a th s , a ttem p tin g  to  steam out her c r ip p lin g  

d is e a se . On th ese  t r i p s  Eugene was em barrassed by h is  moth

e r ’ s s t in g in e s s ,  E lis a  would ca rry  shoe boxes o f luncheon 

on th e  t r a i n s ,  open them in  th e  d in e r , and a f t e r  a len g th y  

in sp e c tio n  of th e  menu, o rder only a cup of c o f fe e . Wherever 

they went, she provoked in te rm in ab le  q u a rre ls  over p r ic e s  and 

charges. They stayed in  th e  cheapest h o te ls ,  and f re q u e n tly  

dined on a meal o f sweet r o l l s  and m ilk in  t h e i r  u n tid y  room. 

In  Hot Springs E liz a  even sen t Eugene on th e  s t r e e t s  to
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d is t r ib u te  p rin ted  cards a d v e r tis in g  th e  a t t r a c t io n s  o f her 

boarding house in  Altamont t

He w rithed  as he saw h im self f i n a l l y  a toughened 
pachyderm in  E l iz a 's  world—sprucing  up co n fid e n tly , 
throw ing h is  shoulders back p roudly , making people 
'th in k  he was somebody' as he c o rd ia l ly  acknowledged 
an in tro d u c tio n  by producing a card s e t t in g  fo r th  th e  
joys o f l i f e  in  Altamont and a t  D ix ie land , and se ized  
every opening in  so c ia l  r e la t io n s  fo r  th e  purpose of 
'drumming up t r a d e .

Eugene’ s lack  of confidence was d i r e c t ly  tra c e a b le  to  

th e  c r i t ic is m  and e g o t i s t i c a l  p reoccupation  w ith  t h e i r  own 

a f f a i r s  of Gant and E liz a  as em otionally  r e je c t in g  p a re n ts , 

E liz a  was a nagging m other, who, whenever she and her son 

walked on th e  s t r e e t s  to g e th e r , kep t rem inding th e  th in ,  

gangling  boy to  ’’’ Spruce up I Throw your shou lders back. Make 

fo lk s  th in k  y o u 're  somebody,’”’̂  Back a t  D ix ie land , during  

t h e i r  f i r s t  years to g e th e r  in  th e  boarding  house, E liz a  was 

eq u a lly  adept a t  undermining h is  se lf -c o n f id e n c e . At t h i s  

tim e th e  mother was custom arily  in d if f e r e n t  to  h e r  youngest 

s o n 's  whereabouts whenever she was busy. For t h i s  reason , 

she would th in k  o f hinr only in  th e  evening a f t e r  most of th e

work w ith  her boarders had been f in is h e d .  Then i f  she d is 

covered th a t  Eugene had spent th e  day a t  h is  f a t h e r 's  house 

and had been taken  care o f by h is  o ld e r s i s t e r ,  Helen, th e  

queru lous, nagging mother would g re e t th e  boy w ith  s e l f -  

p ity in g  scorn as soon as he re tu rn ed  to  D ixielands

'What do you mean by running o f f  to  your p ap a 's  l ik e  th a t?  
I f  I  were you, I ’d have too much p rid e  fo r  t h a t .  I ’d be

^Ibid,, p, 1 6 0 , ^Ibid., p, 159.
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a-sh a -a -m ed l* Her fa c e  worked w ith  a b i t t e r  h u r t  sm ile , 
♦Helen can * t,b e  bo thered  w ith you. She d o e s n 't  want 
you a ro u n d ,'

Gant re l is h e d  a tta c k in g  th e  se lf-c o n fid e n c e  o f a l l  o f 

h is  c h ild re n , e s p e c ia l ly  th e  boys, and prophesying th e i r

f a i lu r e  in  ex travagan t rh e to iû c  "as he dw elt on h is  own m erit
2

and the  w o rth lessn ess  of h is  so n s ,"  The s to n e c u tte r  not 

only reproached h is  sons fo r  being h o p e less ly  weak, i f  de

prived  o f t h e i r  f a t h e r 's  s tre n g th  to  f a l l  back on, b u t he 

expanded w ith  s e lf - r ig h te o u s  in d ig n a tio n  when he co n tra s ted  

th e  hardsh ips of h is  ovm youth w ith  th e  undeserved com forts 

which h is  c h ild re n  enjoyed so le ly  because t h e i r  f a th e r  had 

always been such a hard-w orking, s e l f l e s s  p ro v id e r:

No one ever d id  anything fo r  m e,' he howled, 'B ut 
e v e ry th in g 's  been done fo r  you. And what g ra t i tu d e  do 
I  g e t from you? Do you ever th in k  o f th e  o ld  man who 
s lav es  up th e re  in  h is  cold shop in  o rd er to  g ive  you 
food and s h e l t e r .  Do you?^

Gant enjoyed b a i t in g  Eugene u n t i l  th e  boy was l e f t  w ith  

an abysmal sense of h is  own unw orth iness. He was to r tu re d  by 

remorse and f e a r  a t  th e  d inner ta b le  whenever th e  s e l f - p i ty 

ing Gant, even w hile he heaped Eugene's p la te  w ith  succu len t 

food, made unctuously  m alic ious prophecies of h is  approaching 

d ea th :

' I  t e l l  you what : th e re  a re  not many boys who have what 
you have. W hat's going to  become of you when your o ld  
f a t h e r 's  dead and gone?' And he would p a in t a g h as tly  
p ic tu re  o f  h im self ly in g  cold in  d ea th , lowered fo rev e r 
in to  th e  damp r o t  of th e  e a r th ,  • • • n o tin g  w ith  keen

^Ibid., p, 131, Zibid,, p. 114,
T̂bid,, p, 115.-
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p le asu re  th e  inward convulsion  of th e  c h i ld is h  th r o a t ,  
th e  winking eyes, th e  te n se  c o n s tr ic te d  f a c e . l

Eugene was so im pressed by th e se  a tta c k s  of h is  f a th e r

th a t  years l a t e r ,  when he was t ry in g  to  ex p la in  to  a f r ie n d

why he f e l t  compelled to  work so o b se ss iv e ly , he could only

r e f e r  to  h is  ch ildhood, and to  th e  loud , accusato ry  voice

o f h is  f a th e r  which s t i l l  echoed in  h is  memory:

h o lle r in g  a t  him from th e  fo o t of th e  s t a i r s ,  t e l l i n g  him 
to  g e t  up, and th a t  he’ s no t worth powder enough to  blow 
him sky h igh , and th a t  idien he was h is  age, h e ’d been 
up four hours a lre ad y  and done a whole day’ s work—poor, 
m iserab le orphan th a t  he was»

Gant, o f course , had long regarded  h im self as a s e l f -  

made man, and he lik e d  to  preach to  h is  sons th e  rude American 

legendry  of th e  country  boys who came to  town and succeeded 

simply because th ey  were ”country  boys, poor boys, and hard

working farm b o y s ,”^ To him, as w ell as to  E liz a , a l l  work

which earned money was "honorab le , commendable, and forma

t iv e  of c h a ra c te r ," ^  and they saw to  i t  th a t  t h e i r  own sons

went to  work a t  an e a r ly  age . N eith er p a ren t, u n fo rtu n a te ly ,

took any pains to  examine th e  kind of work th e  ch ild re n  d id ,

Ben, th e  son w ith a tu b e rc u la r  tendency, was working 

as a ro u te  boy on th e  newspaper befo re  he had f in ish e d  grade 

sch o o l. Every morning a t  t h r e e - th i r t y ,  young Ben could be 

found in  th e  down town lunch  room, h is  leaded paper bag by 

h is  s id e , and a cup o f co ffee  in  one hand and a c ig a r e t te  in  

th e  o th e r , se rv in g  as b re a k fa s t ,  Eugene lik ew ise  was s t i l l

l lb id , , p , l i a ,  ^OTR, p, 390, L̂HA, p, 62.

4lbid,, p, 112o
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in  knee pants when he was regarded by h is  p a ren ts  as 'Haig 

enough to  do a l i t t l e  work,*^ and was sent on th e  s t r e e t  a f t e r  

school hours to  huckster The Saturday Evening P o s t.  The boy 

was too shy and se lf-c o n sc io u s  to  be a good salesm an. He 

lo a th ed  th e  work, bu t s t i l l  he t r i e d  to  conceal h is  fe e l in g s  

a t home to  keep from being "accused of f a ls e  p r id e , to ld  th a t 

he was ^ a fra id  of a l i t t l e  honest work,* and reminded o f th e  

b e n e f i ts  he had rece iv ed  from h is  b ig -h ea rte d  p a r e n ts ,”^

I t  i s  t ru e  th a t  E liz a  l a t e r  spo iled  Eugene by g iv ing  

him advantages which th e  o th e r c h ild re n  had not re ce iv ed , fo r  

she sen t him to  th e  Leonards* p r iv a te  school fo r  h is  h igh  

school work, and a fte rw ard s financed  h is  education a t  th e  

S ta te  U n iv ersity  and Harvard. The possessive m other, how

ev e r, never l e t  her son fo rg e t th a t  h is  " sp e c ia l p r iv i le g e s "  

had co s t a l o t  of money which he had done no th ing  e s p e c ia lly  

to  d ese rv e . For th i s  reaso n , he owed E liz a  a permanent debt 

of g ra ti tu d e  fo r  her s a c r i f i c e s  in  h is  b eh a lf , Eugene did 

remember t h i s  deb t, but he never f e l t  th a t  th e  money had been 

spent because h is  mother had any genuine confidence in  h is  

a b i l i t y .  In  Blizra* s e g o -ce n tric  im ag ination , she had m erely 

been indu lg ing  her youngest c h i ld :  her "baby," T ears l a t e r ,  

when Eugene o u tlin ed  to  E liz a  h is  hopes of becoming a suc

c e ss fu l w r i te r  th e  autumn befo re  he went to  New York, she 

expressed  her d i s t r u s t  in  a h a l f - c r i t i c a l ,  h a lf -b a n te r in g  

reply::

llbid,, p, 123.
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’Well,, you may do i t ,  I  hope you do. S tranger th in g s  
th an  th a t  have happened.—Now, th e r e ’s one th in g  s u r e , ’ 
she sa id  s tro n g ly , ’you have c e r ta in ly  had a good edu
c a tio n —th e re ’ s been more money spent upon your school
i n ’ than on a l l  th e  r e s t  of us put to g e th e r—and you 
c e r ta in ly  ought to  know enough to  w rite  a s to ry  o r a 
p la y j—Why, yes , boyl I  t e l l  you w h a t,’ h is  mother c ried  
in  th e  old p la y fu l and b an te rin g  to n e , as i f  she were 
speaking to  a c h i ld ,  ’ i f  I  had your education  I  b e liev e  
I ’d t r y  to  be a w r i te r ,  t o o . ’

I I

Eugene not only  was ashamed of th e  pub lic  indecency of 

boarding house l i f e ,  b u t, as suggested e a r l i e r ,  he f e l t  be

tra y e d  th a t  h is  p a ren ts  had surrendered  th e  p rivacy  o f t h e i r  

home to  o u ts id e r s . He was a f r a id ,  however, to  express h is  

c r i t ic is m  openly around h is  unsym pathetic fam ily . Since h is

fe e l in g s  of shame and b e tra y a l had to  rem ain ’’b o tt le d -u p ,"
2

Eugene f e l t  in c re a s in g ly  ’’thw arted , n e tte d , trap p ed " as he 

approached puberty , much th e  same way he had sensed th a t  he 

was trapped  when he was f i r s t  put on th e  s t r e e t s  to  s e l l  

The Saturday Evening P o s t»

By t h i s  time Eugene was beginning to  see c le a r ly  th a t  

h is  fam ily ’ s poverty , which E liz a  ta lk e d  so much about,, was 

not r e a l  but belonged r a th e r  to  th e  " in sen sa te  mythology of 

h o a r d i n g . W h a t  was genuine was th e  jang led  d iso rd e r  and 

u g lin e ss  of t h e i r  l iv e s  which th e  b leak  h o rro r o f D ixieland 

rev ea led  so nakedly . To Eugene came more and more th e  con

v ic t io n  th a t  the l iv e s  of h is  fam ily  "could not be more

lOTR, p. 336. L̂HA, p. 136. ^Ibid.
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hopelessly  d i s to r te d ,  wrenched, m u tila ted , and p erv erted  away 

from a l l  sim ple com fort, repose , happ iness, i f  th e y  se t them

se lv es d e l ib e ra te ly  to  ta n g le  th e  sk e in , tw is t  th e  p a tte rn ,* ^  

He choked w ith  rep re sse d  rage as he thought of E l iz a ’ s so rry  

greed which had helped reduce th e  fam ily  to  t h i s  co n d itio n .

The shambles o f D ixieland was th e  h e a rt o f her l i f e ,  " I t
2owned h e r. I t  ap p a lled  him»"

Soon E liz a  had regained  her h e a lth  com pletely , and a l 

though her i l l n e s s e s  during  th e  previous fo u r y ea rs  had in 

ju red  her earn ing  power a t  D ix ieland , she s t i l l  had been able 

to  pay o ff  th e  l a s t  in s ta llm e n t on th e  house, and had made 

ex tensive a l te r a t io n s  on the ramshackle frame b u ild in g , Gant 

and E liz a  were no t poor in  th e  f a l l  o f 1911j and t h e i r  com

bined w ealth  amounted to  around $100,000, th e  bu lk  o f which 

was s o lid ly  founded in  w ell-chosen  p ieces of p ro p e rty  of 

E liz a ’ s s e le c t io n , E liz a , n e v e r th e le s s , con tinued  to  im

p ress upon h er ch ild re n  how "hard-up"' she was, and th e  more 

p roperty  and w ea lth  she and Gant accum ulated, th e  more she 

brought in to  th e  open her obsessive s t in g in e s s .

E liza  no longer ren ted  out her boarding house p a r t  of 

th e  year but ran i t  h e r s e lf  th e  f u l l  tw elve months. She was 

much s tro n g er p h y s ic a lly  than  she had been even befo re  her 

i l l n e s s e s ,  and could perform d a ily  ta s k s  o f drudgery in  the  

maintenance o f  D ix ieland  " th a t would have f lo o re d  a stro n g  

n e g r o , A f t e r  a f u l l  day’ s work of su p erv is in g  th e  cooking.

^Ibid., p. 137. Zibid., p, 294. ^Ibid,, p, 279,
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washing, iro n in g , and a tte n d in g  to  th e  needs of th e  b o ard ers , 

she seldom got to  bed befo re  two o ’ clock in  th e  morning, and 

was up aga in  b efo re  seven,

E liz a  got along badly w ith  what help  she had, fo r  she 

c o n s ta n tly  nagged th e  negro g i r l s ,  accused them of lo a f in g  

and s tu p id i ty ,  and would not pay them re g u la r ly , but would 

d r ib b le  out t h e i r  wages, a coin  or two a t  a tim e . She e s 

p e c ia l ly  watched th e  g i r l s  w ith  a fa lc o n ’ s eye fo r  t h e f t s ,  

and once, w ith  a d e te c t iv e , searched a departed  g i r l ’ s room 

in  Niggertown, and fin d in g  th e re  sh e e ts  and spoons th a t  had 

been s to le n  from D ix ie land , had th e  g i r l  sen t to  th e  p en i

te n t ia r y  fo r  two y e a rs . Also, E liz a  was in d isc r im in a te  in  

accep tin g  boarders fo r  her p la c e . She ren ted  rooms to  a l 

c o h o lic s , half-dead  tu b e rc u la r s ,  s e m i-p ro s t i tu te s , and once 

found space f o r  an insane man and h is  keep er. When Helen, 

in  a f re n z ie d  rag e , asked her mother why she accepted a l l  o f 

th e se  s tran g e  people in  her house, E liz a  r e p l ie d ,  w ith  h er 

c h a r a c te r i s t i c ,  maddening i n f l e x i b i l i t y ,  th a t  she guessed 

th ey  were a l l  good people; i t  had long been a basic  t r a i t  in  

E liz a  "to  defend b lin d ly  w hatever brought her money.

The years  passed , Gant was lo s in g  h is  s tre n g th  a t  an 

alarm ing ra te ,:  and h is  ex tro v e rte d  egotism  had degenerated 

in to  whining s e n i l i t y -  He stayed  soaked in  p e tu la n t s e l f -  

p i ty ,  and co n s tan tly  re fe r re d  to  h im self as ’’the  poor o ld  

c r ip p le  who has to  provide f o r  them a ll» " ^  Also, th e  egotism

^ I b id . t  p . 141 . Î b i d , ,  p . 262,
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of Gant and E liz a , t h e i r  r e a l  in d if fe re n c e  to  th e  w elfare  o f 

th e i r  c h ild re n , was being proven in  c ircum stance , Daisy had 

m arried  and had gone to  South C aro lina to  l iv e  w ith  h er hus

band, bu t th e  o ld e s t son, S teve, had a lread y  tu rned  in to  a 

confirmed d r i f t e r  and a lc o h o lic , Steve had in h e r ite d  most 

o f h is  f a th e r ’ s v ic e s , but u n fo r tu n a te ly , none of Gant’ s r e 

deeming q u a l i t i e s :  ’’h is  c le a n l in e s s ,  h is  lean  f ib r e ,  h is  r e 

m orse ,”^ Moreover, s in ce  h is  childhood,, Steve had been th e  

w itn ess  of h is  f a th e r ’ s w ild e s t debauches, and was on i n t i 

mate term s w ith  th e  p r o s t i tu te s  o f Eagle C rescent soon a f t e r  

he had en tered  h is  te e n s ,  Gant, when he f i r s t  had to  face  

th e  proof o f h is  son’s wayward conduct, heaped abuse on th e

boy and c a lle d  him a ”g o o d -fo r-n o th in g bum, a w o rth less  de-
2

g en e ra te , a pool-roomi l o a f t e r , ’* p re d ic tin g  th a t  Steve was 

headed s t r a ig h t  fo r  th e  p e n i te n t ia ry ,  E liz a  was more r e a l 

i s t i c  when she observed s a r c a s t i c a l ly  th a t  "maybe i f  he 

hadn’t  been sen t to  every d ive  in  town to  p u ll  h is  daddy 

o u t, he would tu rn  ou t b e t t e r , *2 Now Steve was re tu rn in g  

home a t p e rio d ic  in te rv a ls ,  d is s ip a te d , b i t t e r ,  and cu rsin g  

h is  faiiiily fo r  t h e i r  in d if fe re n c e  and n eg lec t o f  " l i t t l e  

S tev ie" ':

He had believed  fo r  y ea rs  th a t  he was persecu ted—h is  
f a i lu r e  a t home he a t t r ib u te d  to  th e  m a lice , envy, and 
d is lo y a lty  o f  h is  fa m ily , h is  f a i lu r e  abroad to  th e  
m alice and envy of an opposing fo rc e  th a t  he c a lle d  
’th e  w o rld ,’ t

llbid,, p, 241. Zibid., p. 46. ^Ibid. ^Ibid., p. 242,



173
Nona o f th e  o th er b ro th e rs  could endure th e  maudlin 

s e l f - p i ty  o f S teve, and on one of h is  v i s i t s  home, a savage 

brawl erupted invo lv ing  S teve, Luke, and Fen* As E liz a  stood 

h e lp le s s ly  watching th e  f ig h t ,  she wept th a t  b ro th e r should 

s t r ik e  b ro th e r . Then when th e  f ig h t  was over and she had 

d ried  her t e a r s ,  she f r e t t e d  th a t  she might lo se  some of h er 

boarders because o f th e  ugly  d is tu rb a n ce ;

’Oh, f o r  heaven’ s s a k e ,’ sa id  Helen im p a tie n tly ,
’Forget about th e  boarders once in  a w h ile .

The d is to r te d  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  not only o f Steve but of 

a l l  th e  ch ild re n , were given t h e i r  n eu ro tic  bent by th e  in 

d iffe re n c e  of Gant and E liz a , Having experienced so l i t t l e  

r e a l  a f fe c t io n  a t  home, th e  ch ild re n  were p r a c t ic a l ly  igno

ra n t of i t s  e x is te n c e , much le s s  o f  i t s  im portance, and in  

th e i r  own l iv e s  they  tended to  im ita te  th e  egotism  of th e i r  

p a re n ts , Luke, th e  s t u t t e r e r ,  developed an extreme ex tro 

version ' to  im press th e  world w ith  how unusual a person he 

was ;

He wanted above a l l  e lse  to  be esteemed and lik e d  by 
th e  world, and th e  need fo r  th e  a f fe c t io n  and esteem 
of h is  fam ily  was d e sp e ra te ly  e s s e n t ia l .  The fulsome 
p ra is e , th e  h e a r tin e s s  of hand and tongue, th e  l ib e r a l  _ 
d isp lay  of sentim ent were as th e  b rea th  of l i f e  to  him.'^

To secure t h i s  p r a is e ,  th e  boy ac ted  out th e  ro le  of 

’’Big-Hearted U nselfish  Luke. He was th e  co n s tan t b r in g e r-  

home of g i f t s  to  h is  p a re n ts , the  in s i s te n t  payer of d rinks 

a t th e  fo u n ta in , and th e  sen tim en ta l spokesman fo r  th e

^Ibid., p. 2if6. ^Ibld., p. 115, ^Ibid., p. Il6,
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fo r  th e  w onderful symbols o f: "'Home,* 'F a th e r , '  'M o th e r,' 

and 'U n s e lf is h n e s s , '" ^  He was a lso  th e  ready accuser o f any 

s e l f i s h ,  fa m ily -fo rg e ttin g  s p i r i t  on th e  p a r t  of h is  b ro th 

e r s ,  f o r  "he was determ ined to  occupy alone th e  th rone  o f 
2

goodness." L uke 's l a t e r  c a re e r  d id  no t f u l f i l l  th e  promise 

o f h is  youth, and he resembled Steve when he placed th e  

blame upon th e  h o s t i le  w orld, "out to  g e t h i m , t o g e t h e r  

w ith  h is  in d if f e r e n t  fam ily , where th e re  was always "too 

damn much thought of saving a n ic k e l ,  and to o  damn l i t t l e  

about f le s h  and b lood .

Luke and Helen regarded them selves as in h e r i to r s  of 

th e  generous Gant s t r a in  r a th e r  th an  "co ld , s e l f i s h  P en t- 

la n d s ," ’̂  and th e i r  adm iration fo r  each o th e r  was b o u n d less . 

Helen, again  l ik e  her ex tro v e rted  b ro th e r , needed ex tension  

in  l i f e : :  movement, b u s tl in g  excitem ent, people; and d e sp ite  

her im pulsive g e n e ro s ity , she was e g o t i s t i c a l  and as s e l f -  

p ity in g  as th e  o th e r members o f th e  fam ily . Helen was w i l l 

ing to  help  E liz a  w ith  the  meals a t  D ix ie land , and to  sin g  

and play th e  piano fo r  th e  boarders a t  n ig h t ,  not because

she was u n s e lf is h ,  bu t because she wanted to  "dom inate, to

e n te r ta in ,  to  be th e  l i f e  of th e  p a r t y . E v e n  her strong  

lu s t  to  n u rse , which was so apparent in  th e  s la v e - l ik e  a t 

te n t io n  she lav ish ed  on Gant during  th e  f in a l  years o f h is

l lb id . Zi b i d . ,  p. l i a .  3l b id . ,  p. 547.

4bid. 5lbid., p. 134. ^Ibid.
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l i f e ,  came from her ’’im p era tiv e  need f o r  dominance over a l 

most a l l  she to u c h e d ,”^ Helen a lso  enjoyed th e  p ra is e  th a t  

accompanied h e r  w illin g n e ss  to  s la v e , and ju s t  befo re  Ben’ s 

d ea th  she commented on h e r  r o le  o f  m arty r w ith i l l - t im e d  

s e l f - f l a t t e r y  :

’Ive done every th ing  I  could , I  haven’t  been to  bed 
fo r  two days, TeJhatever happens. I ’l l  have no re g re t  
on th a t  s c o r e , ’ Her voice was f i l l e d  w ith  a brooding, 
ugly s a t i s f a c t io n ,^

The person fo r  whom Helen had undeniably m artyred her 

l i f e  was her f a th e r ,  whom she had adored from th e  tim e she 

was a l i t t l e  g i r l ,  when Gant had c lasped  her bony shoulders 

w ith  h is  tremendous hands, hugged her to  him, and brushed 

h e r  l ip s  w ith  th e  rough b r i s t l e s  o f h is  m ustache. Both f a 

th e r  and daughter were ’’s tru n g  on th e  same w i r e s , a n d  be

cause of th e i r  s im ila r  n a tu re s , th e  young g i r l  was th e  only 

member o f th e  fam ily  who had any co n tro l over th e  w ild 

s to n e c u tte r  when he was drunk. She would feed  him sca ld in g  

soup, slap  h is  face  p eev ish ly  when he misbehaved, and th en  

see th a t  he go t s a fe ly  in to  bed.

As th e  y ea rs  passed , th e  bond between th e  g i r l  and h er 

f a th e r  grew s tro n g e r , and E liz a  watched i t  develop w ith  rank

l in g  d isc o n te n t. F in a lly  th e  f r i c t i o n  between Helen and 

E liz a , and th e  unspoken r iv a l r y  over Gant which i t  im p lied , 

became acu te , and when E liz a  moved to  D ix ie land , Helen was 

happy to  remain in  th e  house on Woodson S tre e t  to  look  a f t e r

llbid., p, 237. 2lbid,, p. 547. ^Ibid,, p. 13?.
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her f a th e r ’ s needs. Even a f t e r  Helen’ s m arriage to  Hugh 

B arton , she s t i l l  served as m arty r to  th e  cancerous Gant, 

and ”as h is  g re a t  s tre n g th  dw indled, p a ls ie d , broke along 

th a t  road, she went w ith  him inch  by inch ,w eld ing  beyond 

l i f e ,  beyond dea th , beyond memory, th e  bond th a t  lin k ed  

thera ,”^ Such s la v ish  devotion so im pressed Eugene th a t  

s h o r t ly  a f te r  Ben’ s d ea th , when Helen was r e f le c t in g  upon 

th e  tra g ic  net of f r u s t r a t io n  and lo s s  in  which th ey  were a l l  

caught, and p ro te s tin g  v ig o ro u sly : ’’’I ’m m arried to  Hugh 

B arton! I ’m h is  w ife!"  Eugene could only comment to  h im se lf, 

" ’Are you? Are you?’ "^

Helen f e l t  th a t  her w ill in g n e s s  to  serve had been ex

p lo ite d  no t only by Gant bu t by th e  whole fam ily ► Forced to  

ca rry  so much of th e  fam ily  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  upon her own 

sh o u ld ers , she had never had th e  o p p ortun ity  to  f in d  any hap

p in ess fo r  h e r s e l f .  L a te r  she complained b i t t e r ly  about th i s  

to  her husband:

Do you know what i t  i s  to  w a it ,  w a it , w ait, year a f t e r  
y ear, and year a f t e r  y ea r, never knowing when he’ s going 
to  d ie ,  to have him hang on by a th rea d  u n t i l  i t  seems 
you’ve l iv e d  fo re v e r—th a t  th e r e ’ l l  never be an end— 
th a t  you’l l  never have a chance to  l iv e  your ovm l i f e ,  
to  have a moment’ s peace o r r e s t  o r  happiness y o u rse lf?
My God, does i t  always have to  be t h i s  way?—Can I  never 
have a moment’s happiness? , , , Must th ey  always come o 
to  me? Does every th ing  have to  be put on my shou lders?

Helen blamed E liz a  fo r  being p a r t i a l ly  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  

the death  o f Ben, She cursed th e  s e lf is h n e s s  of her b ro th 

e r s ,  and her f a th e r ’ s s e l f - p i ty in g  concern w ith  h is  d ise a se

Ilbid,,. p. 577. ^Ibid. ^OTR, p. 13,
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th a t  had been so exhausting upon her own s tr e n g th . As th e  

years dragged by and Gant * s dea th  became a c e r ta in ty ,  Hel

en’ s nerves were s tre tc h ed  to  th e  breaking p o in t .  She soaked 

h e r s e lf  w ith  pa ten t drugs and m edicines to  t r y  to  f in d  some 

r e l i e f  fo r  th e  h y s te r ia  of her to r tu re d  s p i r i t .  In s te a d , her 

morbid concern over her f a th e r ’ s approaching dea th  only in 

creased , and one afte rnoon  she sobbed her d e sp a ir  to  Hugh 

McGuire,, th e  fam ily  d o c to r:

’He’ s a l l  I ’ve got to  l iv e  f o r .  Doctor McGuire, I ’ve 
got no th ing  out of l i f e  th a t  I  wanted o r expected—i t ’s 
a l l  been so d if fe re n t  from th e  way I  thought i t  was—
I ’ve had no th ing—no fame, no g lo ry , no su ccess , no 
ch ild re n —every th ing  has gone—Papa^-is a l l  th a t  I  have 
l e f t  I I f  he d ie s  what s h a l l  I  do?’

H elen’ s opportun ity  fo r  a normal m arried  l i f e  had been 

thw arted by th e  p a r a s i t ic a l  egotism  o f her p a re n ts , and th e  

p a th e tic  h is to ry  of Benjamin Gant’ s l i f e  serves a s  an iro n ic  

rem inder o f t h e i r  monumental in d if fe re n c e , Ben was one of 

th e  tw in b ro th ers  born in  1#92, Ben su ffe red  h is  f i r s t  pain 

fu l  lo s s  in  th e  f a l l  of 1904» when h is  tw in b ro th e r , Grover, 

th e  g e n t le s t  and saddest o f th e  boys, w ith  th e  s o f t  ra sp 

b erry  b irthm ark  on h is  th r o a t ,  d ied  unexpectedly  from typhoid  

fev e r in  S t ,  L ouis, Ben had known re je c t io n  and lo s s  before 

th i s  trag ed y , fo r  as he s ta re d  a t th e  cooling  board which

held th e  fever-w asted  rem ains o f h is  b ro th e r , h is  scowling
2eyes had a lready  acquired  th e i r  "curious old man’ s lo o k ,” 

A fter Grover’ s dea th , Ben remained a s tra n g e r  in  th e  tu rb u len t

llbid., p, 214, ^LHAv p, 560,
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Gant household, going h is  q u ie t way p r a c t ic a l ly  unnoticed  by

h is  p a re n ts .  Only a f t e r  B en 's own death  was h is  m other ab le

to  r e c a l l  th a t :

Nobody ever knew him. He never to ld  us about h im se lf .
He was th e  q u ie t one*^

Ben d id  form an attachm ent fo r  l i t t l e  Eugene, as i f  

some deep-rooted  in s t in c t  drew him, th e  re je c te d  s tra n g e r , 

to  t h i s  c h ild -b ro th e r  w ith  whom he had so much tem peram entally 

in  common. Ben had g o tten  a job as paper c a r r ie r  f o r  th e  morn

ing newspaper, and he w u ld  spend a p o rtio n  of h is  sm all ea rn 

ings on g i f t s  and amusements fo r  Eugene, Also he would play 

w ith  the sm all boy fo r  hours on th e  le a th e r  so fa  in  th e  s i t 

t in g  room, cu ffin g  him g en tly  w ith  h is  w hite hard hands, and 

e s ta b lish in g  w ith him a se c re t communication e n t i r e ly  ap a rt 

from th e  o th e r members o f th e  fam ily , Eugene id o liz e d  h is

o ld e r b ro th e r , who gave a "cu ff in s te a d  of a c a re s s ,"  and who
2was so " f u l l  of p rid e  and te n d e rn e s s ,"  Ben’ s p r id e , com

bined w ith the  in d iffe re n c e  o f h is  p a re n ts , enabled him to  

s l i p  q u ie tly  from school a f t e r  th e  e ig h th  g rad e . He took on 

e x tra  d u tie s  a t  th e  paper o f f ic e ,  s le p t  a t  home, a te  psr=> 

haps one meal a day th e re ,  prowled around th e  house only in  

the  e a rly  morning hours, and "came and w ent, and was remera-
3

bered , l ik e  a phantom,"'

The years passed and Ben continued working in  th e  news

paper o f f ic e .  He was resp ec ted  by th e  businessmen o f th e

llbid,, p, 576. Zibid,, p, 94. ^Ibid,. p, 112.
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town fo r  h is  f ie r c e  honesty , bu t he did not re sp e c t them in  

tu r n ,  Ben saw through th e  p re ten sio n s  o f th ese  businessmen, 

and he was d isg u s ted  by th e  p e t ty  ch icanery  which they  used 

to  conceal t h e i r  s e l f i s h  g o a ls , VJhen some remark o r in c id en t 

e s p e c ia lly  aroused h is  sco rn , Ben would je rk  h is  head sky

ward, as i f  he were addressing  some s e c re t  an g e l, and m utter 

s a r c a s t ic a l ly :  " ’0 my GodI L is te n  to  t h a t ,  won’t  you?’

Ben long ago had seen through th e  pose o f h is  p a ren ts  

and had made a connection between h is  ov/n, lo n e ly  f ru s t r a te d  

ex is ten ce  and t h e i r  n e g le c t , Gant’ s s e lf is h n e s s  e s p e c ia lly  

s t i r r e d  h is  in d ig n a tio n , and now as Ben s ta lk ed  through th e  

boarding house, he seldom spoke to  th e  s e l f - p i ty in g  old man,

A few years b e fo re , Ben, Luke, and E liz a  had accompanied Gant 

on a t r i p  to  B altim ore, They had expected to  leav e  Gant a t  

th e  h o s p ita l  f o r  a ro u tin e  exam ination, and th en  " s ig h t-see*  

around th e  town, Ben had bought h im self a new s u i t ,  and had 

looked forward eag e rly  to  th e  t r i p ,  Gant had managed to  

s p o il  t h e i r  p la n s , however, by going on a drunken sp ree  a l 

most as soon as th e y  boarded th e  t r a i n .  A fter Gant had been 

drunk in  B altim ore f o r  sev e ra l days, Luke pleaded w ith  Ben 

to  help  sober up t h e i r  f a th e r  to  keep th e  s ic k  man from 

d rink ing  h im self to  d ea th , Ben re p lie d  c a u s t ic a l ly :

’W ell, I  don’t  give a damn i f  he does, i f  t h a t ’s  what 
he wants to  do l e t  him go r ig h t  ahead. Maybe th e  r e s t  
o f us would g e t some peace then  i f  he d id . He’s always 
had h ie  own way, he’ s never thought of any one bu t him
s e l f  and I  don’t  care  what happens to  h im ,’

iibid,, p. 1 6 7 , p, 2 6 3,
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Ben was eq u a lly  b i t t e r  tow ards h is  mother f o r  h e r m ise rly

n eg lec t o f her fam ily , and he warned Eugene never to  t r u s t

e i th e r  of t h e i r  p a re n ts :

’Do you th in k  they  g ive a damn whether you d ie  o r  n o t, 
as long as you save them expense? Ifhat a re  you brag
ging about: Don’t  b rag  u n t i l  you’ve got something out 
of th em .’

Eugene was away a t  co lleg e  when he rece iv ed  a te legram  

th a t  Ben was s ick  xvith pneumonia. He rushed home on th e  next 

t r a i n  to  le a rn  from Luke th a t  Ben had been s ick  in  th e  b leak , 

d ra f ty  "Barn* f o r  s ix  days before E liz a  had bocome concerned 

enough to  c a l l  a d o c to r . Even a f te r  th e  d o c to r diagnosed 

pneumonia, she d ism issed  th e  se rio u sn ess  of her son’ s condi

t io n ,  That had been f iv e  days ago, and now Ben was ly in g  on 

a bed in  th e  b ig  c o m e r u p s ta ir s  bedroom slow ly s tra n g u la tin g  

to  dea th . He re fu sed  to  l e t  E liz a  e n te r  th e  s ick  room, and 

once when she tim id ly  opened th e  door and he saw her fa c e ,

he gasped th in ly ,  a s  i f  in  t e r r o r :  " ’Get out I Out’. Don’t  want
2y o u .” ’ While th i s  was tak in g  p la ce , Gant was dozing in  the  

p a r lo r  dow nsta irs , waking and s leep ing  by s t a r t s ,  and ’’r e 

s e n tfu l  because of th e  sudden in d iffe re n c e  to  him ."^

The a fte rnoon  o f th e  w et, grey October day lengthened 

in to  dark n ess, and Ben’ s co n d itio n  grew s te a d i ly  w orse. He 

had lapsed  in to  unconsciousness, and E liz a  could f in a l l y  

en te r  th e  s ick  room w ithou t Ben’s o b je c tin g . She s a t beside  

h er son’s deathbed, c lasped  h is  cold f in g e rs  in  her worn

IpHA, p. 530. -̂Ibid., p. 547. ^Ibid.
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g rasp , and w aited  fo r  d ea th , as she re liv e d  in  her mind "a 

p as t of ten d ern ess  and love th a t  never had b ee n ,”̂  Ben d ied  

around fo u r o ’ clock in  th e  morning, and E liz a  s tra ig h ten e d  

h is  lim bs, fo lded  h is  hands ac ro ss h is  th in  body, smoothed 

out th e  rumpled covers o f th e  bed, and w ith a p a i r  o f s c is 

so rs , snipped o f f  a l i t t l e  lock o f h is  h a ir  where i t  wouldn’t  

show. Then she went dow nstairs to  phone John H ines, th e  un

d e r ta k e r . Gant and E liz a  were going to  spare  no expense on 

Ben’ s fu n e ra l:

So, to  Ben dead was given more ca re , more tim e, more 
money than  had ever been given to  Ben l iv in g .  H is 
b u r ia l  was a f in a l  g es tu re  of irony  and f u t i l i t y :  an 
e f f o r t  to  compensate ca rrio n  dea th  fo r  th e  unpaid wage 
of l i f e —love and mercy.

^Ibid., p. 577. ^Ibid., p. 573.



CHAPTER V III 

THE VICTORIAN PURITAN PARENTS

This harsh  code to  which she adhered was indigenous to  
A nerica. I t  has no t only done much to  shape our l iv e s  
and h i s to r i e s ,  bu t i t  p e r s i s t s  to  t h i s  day, and i s  a t  
th e  ro o t o f much o f th e  s ic k n e ss , th e  moral complex of 
America. For example, she b e liev ed  i t  was wrong to  tak e  
a l i f e  " in  cold blood,^ bu t i t  was not n ea rly  so wrong 
as to  tak e  a d r in k . She was always warning her ch ild re n  
ag a in s t e v i l  ways and loose l iv in g ,  and speaking o f peo
p le  who committed ’a l l  k inds of im m orality  and l ic e n t io u s 
n e ss ’ ; bu t i t  would have come s tra n g e ly  to  her ea rs  to  
hear murder re fe r re d  to  as an immoral a c t .  True, i t  was 
’an awful crim e’—but she could understand i t  in  th ese  
term s because th e  B ible to ld  about Cain and Abel, and 
tau g h t th a t  i t  was wicked to  take l i f e .  But p r iv a te ly ,  
she d id  no t co n sid er i t  h a lf  as bad fo r  a man to  take a 
l i f e  as to  tak e  a d rin k , o r--w hat was th e  most immoral  ̂
a c t of a l l - - t o  s leep  w ith  a woman who was not h is  w ife ,

A g en e ra l sta tem ent o f th e  thane of Look Homeward,

Angel, supporting  W olfe’ s claim  th a t  a s  an a r t i s t  he had 

"been ab le to  ta k e  m a te r ia ls  o f lo c a liz e d  reg io n a l experience 

and give them communication of u n iv e rsa l i n t e r e s t , "  has p re

v io u sly  been made in  t h i s  d i s s e r ta t io n .  According to  t h i s  

s ta tem en t, Wolfe in  th e  novel used th e  s e t t in g  of a V ic to rian  

p u r ita n  fam ily  in  sm all town America, dominated by a f a th e r  

and mother ty p ic a l  enough to  serve as  a rch e ty p a l p a re n ts , to

p , 231, ^Nowell, p , 531.
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dem onstrate how th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  d e s ire  fo r  i s o la t io n  was 

formed in  th e i r  c h ild re n , e s p e c ia l ly  in  t h e i r  youngest boy.

The symbolism used to  i llu m in a te  t h i s  theme was th e  con

t r a s t i n g  a t t i tu d e s  toward p ro p erty  on th e  p a r t  of Gant and 

E liz a , w ith  th e  f a th e r^ s  way of l i f e  m e tap h o rica lly  re p re 

sen ted  by th e  house on Woodson S t r e e t ,  while th e  m o t h e r p e r 

s o n a li ty  was id e n t i f ie d  w ith  her boarding es tab lish m en t, Dix

ie la n d , This d u a l i s t i c  theme was extended f u r th e r  to  include 

th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  fe e lin g s  o f r e je c t io n  and l o s t  innocence. 

F in a lly  th e  s e t t in g  fo r  most o f th e  a c tio n  was an is o la te d  

p a s to ra l world in  which th e re  was no personal awareness o f 

e v i l  on th e  p a r t  o f th e  f i c t i o n a l  c h a ra c te rs  d e sp ite  th e  

"c ru e l and ugly  waste"* so u n p le a sa n tly  v is ib le  in  a l l  o f 

t h e i r  l iv e s .

I t  has a lso  been suggested th a t  i f  t h i s  sta tem ent o f 

th e  theme o f Look Homeward, Angel has any v a l id i ty ,  th e  c r i t 

ic  can n e i th e r  regard  th e  book as m erely th e  au to b io g rap h ica l 

account o f th e  a u th o r 's  experiences u n t i l  he was twenty years 

o ld , nor can he make an exact eq u a tio n  between Eugene's r e la 

t iv e s  in  th e  novel and th e  members o f W olfe 's own fam ily ,

Gant and E liz a ,  in  o th e r  words, have a s ig n if ic a n c e  imparted 

to  them by Wolfe as a conscious a r t i s t  and not one automat

ic a l ly  in h e r i te d  from t h e i r  p ro to ty p es in  r e a l  l i f e ,  s ince  

obviously  th e  p a ren ts  in  th e  novel rep re se n t something more 

to  th e  read e r th an  ju s t  a n e u ro tic  man and woman who a c tu a lly  

l iv e d  a t  a s p e c if ic  tim e in  A sh ev ille , North C aro lin a , and



who had a l i t e r a r y  son named Thomas W olfe, In  the  values to  

which they  su b scrib e  o v e r tly  in  t h e i r  l iv e s ,  as w ell as in  

t h e i r  subconscious experience , t h e i r  "bu ried  l iv e s ,*  Gant and 

S liz a  are  th e  ty p ic a l  f a th e r  and mother o f every V ic to rian  

p u r ita n  fam ily , and i t  i s  c h ie f ly  th rough th e i r  ro le s  as  sym

b o lic  f ig u re s  th a t  they  have given Wolfe*s c re a tio n  th e  kind 

of u n iv e r s a l i ty  o f meaning fo r  which he was s t r iv in g .

The V ic to rian  p u r ita n  p a re n t, as in te rp re te d  by W olfe, 

i s  a symbol fo r  th e  compulsive e g o t is t  l iv in g  in  a sex u a lly  

in h ib i te d  c u l tu re ,  and who, because of h is  em otional and 

s p i r i t u a l  attachm ent to  a p r iv a te  world o f l o s t  innocence, 

i s  unable e i th e r  to  experience love in  a normal human r e l a 

t io n s h ip  o r to  recognize th e  d e s tru c tiv e  demon w ith in  him

s e l f .  To phrase i t  th e o lo g ic a lly , th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  has 

lo s t  th e  cap ac ity  to  recognize th e  s p i r i t u a l  dualism  in  man. 

In  a d d it io n , h is  in te n se  n o s ta lg ia  f o r  lo s t  innocence, con

firm ed in  a d u lt l i f e  by an in h e rita n c e  of determ ining  mem

o r ie s ,  i s  o r ig in a l ly  supported by th e  em otional r e je c t io n  

which he experienced as a ch ild  a t  home to g e th e r  w ith  h is  

trau m atic  f a l l  from sexual grace during  p u b erty . F in a lly , 

th e  d is tu rb ed  psyche o f th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  r e f le c t s  h is  

n e u ro tic  adjustm ent to  th e  unm entionable d e s ire s  f i r s t  p ro 

voked by h is  involvem ent in  an Oedipal s i tu a t io n  which, as 

he grows o ld e r , i s  never su c c e s s fu lly  re so lv e d .

Since in  Wolfe*s f i r s t  novel, Gant and S liz a  used th e  

mythology of V ic to rian  puritan ism  to  provide a moral excuse
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or j u s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th e i r  ro le  as em otionally  r e je c t in g  par

e n ts , i t  i s  hoped th a t  th e  connection between th e  two roles^ 

of th e  f a th e r  and mother was p a r t i a l l y  dem onstrated in  the  

previous ch ap te r  of t h i s  d i s s e r ta t io n .  At any r a te ,  these 

two ro le s  of th e  p a ren ts  a re  so c lo se ly  jo ined  th a t  much of 

the documentation in  th e  ch ap te r on em otional r e je c t io n  might 

seem ju s t  as p e r tin e n t to  our p resen t exam ination of the  e th 

ic s  of V ic to rian  p u ritan ism . Since t h i s  i s  so , i t  seems wise 

to  include in  th e  l a s t  h a lf  o f t h i s  ch ap te r a d d itio n a l docu

m entation from W olfe’ s f i c t io n  in  which th e  fam ily  o f h is  

second p ro tag o n is t,, George Webber, i s  rep resen ted . This 

seems ju s t i f i a b le  in  th a t  in  th e  books d ea lin g  w ith  George 

Webber, e s p e c ia lly  in  th e  f i r s t  h a lf  o f  The Web and th e  Rock, 

Wolfe was so obviously  making connections between th e  pre

dicament o f modem man and h is  psycho log ica l h e rita g e  from 

the V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  c u ltu re  of th e  preced ing  cen tu ry .

In  Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n  th e  most im pressive V ic to rian  p u ri

ta n  i s  E liz a  Gant, w ith  "her in v in c ib le  s tre n g th , hope, and 

f o r t i tu d e ,  and her w il l  th a t  was more s tro n g  than  d ea th ,

In  th e  narrow realm of her V ic to rian  p u r ita n  im agination ,

E liz a  was c e r ta in  th a t  most of th e  i l l s  which plagued man

kind could be tra c e d  to  two e v i l s :  sex and " l i c k e r ,"  and in  

her mind, they  u su a lly  accompanied each o th e r . She had been 

warned ag a in st ’’l ic e n t io u s  behavior"'—a euphemism th a t  covered 

almost any kind of sexual a c t iv i ty —from th e  tim e she was

^OTR, p, 33a,
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a sm all g i r l ,  fo r  in  th e  backwoods community in  which she

grew up, even murder was regarded as a v en ia l s in  co n tra s ted

w ith  th e  e v i ls  a t te n d in g  an immoral l i f e .  E liz a , th e re fo re ,

was being t r u e  to  h e r V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  in h e r ita n c e  when in

"The Web o f E arth , she p r iv a te ly  defended Dock H ensley, th e

infamous county hangman, who used th e  p o lish ed  sk u ll o f one

of h is  v ic tim s fo r  a sugar bowl in  h is  homer

'You may r e s t  assu red  on one sco re : Dock Hensley has 
c e r ta in ly  been a hom e-lovin ' man and he has stuck  to  
h is  w ife and c h ild e rn : no m atte r what e lse  he has done 
he has never been g u i l ty  o f  no im m orality  o r  l ic e n t io u s 
n ess , no one has ever been able to  say th a t  about h im ,' 
and o f co u rse , th a t  was t r u e ;  'th e y  t r i e d  to  prove some
th in g  l ik e  th a t  on him in  th a t  t r i a l ,  in  o rd e r to  d is 
c r e d i t  h is  c h a ra c te r ,  th e y  t r i e d  to  show th a t  h e 'd  gone 
running around a f t e r  o th e r  women b es id es  h is  w ife , but 
they  c o u ld n 't  do i t ,  s i r —they  had to  g ive  th e  d e v il  h is  
due—h is  m orals were pure,'-*-

U nfortunately  E liz a  was not m arried  to  her p u r i ta n ic a l  

id e a l  o f a C h r is t ia n - l iv in g  fam ily  man: "bne who never drank 

o r  smoked or used bad language or ran  around w ith  women,

Gant not only was a n o to r io u s ly  hard d r in k e r , b u t he was a lso  

a "divorced man."' The rep ro b a te  s to n e c u tte r  had kept t h i s  

p a r t  o f h is  p a s t s e c re t  from E liz a  u n t i l  s e v e ra l months a f t e r  

they  were m arried , and E liz a  adm itted  to  Eugene th a t  she nev

e r  would have m arried  h is  f a th e r  i f  she had known about h is  

d iv o rc e s Î

I t  was considered  a d isg race  in  th o se  days to  have any
th in g  to  do w ith  a d ivorced man and as f o r  a d ivorced  
woman, why, of co u rse , she w asn 't considered  much b e t te r  
than  a ch ippy. I f  I 'd  known about i t  befo re  I  m arried  
him r  d o n 't  reckon I 'd  ' a '  had anyth ing  more to  do w ith

1d m, p, 277, Pe 232,
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him: I 'd  ' a '  been too  m o rtif ie d  a t  th e  thought o f low
e r in ' m yself in  th a t w ay.l

Gant never attem pted to  d ivorce E liza» but throughout 

t h e i r  m arried  l i f e  he remained th e  in c o n s id e ra te  le c h e r  in  

h is  love-m aking. Moreover, s in ce  E liz a  f a i le d  to  respond to  

h is  im portunate advances, during  th ese  years  he had made; 

E liz a b e th 's  house o f p ro s titu t io n !  in  Eagle C rescent h is  sex

u a l home. Even a f te r  cancer o f th e  p ro s ta te  gland had re n 

dered him h e lp le s s ,  h is  im agination  remained p ru r ie n t ly  ac

t i v e ,  He no longer v is i te d  E liz a b e th 's  house so le ly  because 

he was p h y s ic a lly  in c a p a c ita te d .

The sham eless Judge Rumford Bland o f You C an 't Go Home 

Again had co n tra c te d  a v enereal in fe c t io n  in  h is  eyes which 

ev en tu a lly  l e f t  him b lin d , and i t  was th e  unmentionable sex

u a l n a tu re  of h is  a f f l i c t i o n  which in sp ired  th e  sp e c ia l t e r 

r o r  w ith  which most o f  th e  townspeople regarded th i s  e v i l  o ld  

man. In  a d d itio n . Bland was d ivo rced , and although  a f t e r  h is  

d ivorce he had re tu rn ed  to  l iv e  w ith  h is  m other, "h s ta te ly ,

w h ite -h a ired  lady  to  whom he rendered a t  a l l  tim es a f a i t h f u l ,
2

s o l i c i to u s ,  e x q u is ite ly  kind and g en tle  dutyr™ th e  only o th e r  

women he had continued to  have in tim a te  r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  

were p r o s t i tu t e s .  Such wicked behavior f u r th e r  v i l i f i e d  hi® 

re p u ta t io n  in  a community where sex seemed p ra c t ic a l ly  synon

ymous w ith  dep rav ity*  Judge Bland was obsessed by th e  con

n ec tio n  between th e  two, yet i f  allow ances are  made f o r  th e

^DM, p, 232. ^YCGHA, p. 77.



138

cy n ica l p leasu re  he derived  from f la u n tin g  h is  shameful l i f e  

in  th e  faces  o f h is  re sp e c ta b le  f e l lo w -c i t iz e n s ,  h is  a t t i tu d e  

toward sex and women was i n  keeping w ith  th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  mo

re s  of th e  community in  which he l iv e d :

As fo r women g e n e ra lly , Judge Bland d iv id ed  them b ru ta l ly
in to  two g ro u p s--th e  mothers and th e  p r o s t i tu t e s —and, 
as ide  from th e  s in g le  exception  in  h is  own home, h is  so le  
in te r e s t  was in  th e  second d iv is io n ,

Gant, l ik e  th e  v e n e re a lly  b linded  Judge, a lso  had sep ar-
2a ted  women in to  m others and p r o s t i tu t e s ,  and t h i s  helped pro

vide th e  psycho log ica l foundation! fo r  h is  scandalous conduct 

in  Altamont. I t  has been emphasized th a t  th e  e g o t i s t i c a l  

s to n e c u tte r ,  a man o f tremendous p h y s ica l and sensual powers, 

was as much th e  u n co n tro lled  animal in  h is  love-m aking as he

was in  h is  excessive e a tin g  and d r in k in g . This in a b i l i ty  of

G an t's  to  d is t in g u is h  between a f fe c t io n  and a p p e tite  revealed  

h is  t ru e  contempt fo r  th e  fe e l in g s  o f o th e r  people as  much as 

i t  d id  h is  compulsion to  indulge him self s e n su a lly , G an t'a  

s tro n g e s t fe e lin g s  o f g u i l t ,  however, were aroused by h is  sex

u a l d e s ire s ,  and fo r  th i s  reaso n , d e sp ite  h is  drunken re b e l

l io n  ag a in st the more s u p e r f ic ia l  standards of r e s p e c ta b i l i ty  

in  th e  town, he was a good V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  a t h e a r t .  The 

animalism which Gant brought so savagely in to  th e  open on h is

^I b id .
?In  th e  sex u a lly  in h ib i te d  world o f  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r i

ta n , th e  id e a l iz a t io n  o f  th e  non-sexual vroraan as th e  s p i r i t 
u a l ly  innocent m other, to g e th e r  w ith  th e  downgrading of th e  
sexual woman as th e  s p i r i t u a l ly  corrup ted  p r o s t i tu t e ,  rep re 
se n ts  th e  sch izophren ic  s p l i t t i n g  in to  sep a ra te  halves o f th e  
an c ien t f e r t i l i t y  image of th e  " c h ild -so rc e re s s*  m other.
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drunken v i s i t s  to E lizab e th * s house of p r o s t i tu t io n  was m erely 

rep ressed  by h is  more decorous neighbors, but em otionally  i t  

was th e re r  th e  d ark er s id e  o f a n a r c i s s i s t i c  world which had 

divorced love from  sex*

E liz a  had a l e s s  s o p h is tic a te d  exp lanation  fo r  h e r hus

band *s wharemongering, as w ell as fo r  h is  abusive trea tm en t 

of her in  th e  home. One cause alone v/as re sp o n s ib le , and i t  

was a lco h o lr

'That aw ful, t h a t  awful c u r s e , ' sa id  E liz a , shaking h e r 
head sad ly , ' t h e  curse o f  l i c k e r . '^

E l iz a 's  fa th e r ,. Major P en tland , never touched a drop of w his

key in  h is  l i f e , and never knovdngly perm itted  a man who im

bibed to  s tep  in s id e  h is  house. Since the  Major was such an 

impassioned d ry , he would never have approved E l i z a 'a  mar

riag e  to  Gant i f  he had been acquain ted  w ith  th e  t ru e  char

a c te r  o f h is  fu tu re  so n -in -law .

Whenever E liz a  mentioned t h i s  f a c t  to  her husband, th e  

intem perate s to n e c u tte r  flew  in to  a fu rio u s  rage u n t i l  th a t  

"damned o ld  hog, Major P en tlan d ," ' became th e  f a v o r i te  ta rg e t  

of h is  in v ec tiv e*  Even so , Gant f e l t  g u il ty  about h is  own 

d rin k in g , e s p e c ia lly  a f t e r  a d ev asta tin g  sp ree , and in  th e se  

te e - to ta l in g  periods o f  rem orse, he re fe rre d  to  l iq u o r  as th e  

curse th a t  "has caused more m isery than  a l l  th e  o th e r  e v i ls  

in  th e  world put to g e th e r ,"  T his kind of sentim ent enabled 

him to  vo te  dry when Altamont had to  decide on lo c a l  o p tio n .

H h a, p* 241. ^Tbid,, p .  317.
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and to  give Eugene fa th e r ly  advice a f te r  h is  son*s f i r s t  

drunk :

* Son,* said  he p re se n tly , *1 hope you*11 take l a s t  
n igh t as a w arning. I t  would be a t e r r i b l e  th in g  i f  
you l e t  whiskey g e t th e  b e s t o f you, I*m not going to  
speak h a rsh ly  to  you about i t :  I  hope you*11 le a rn  a 
le sso n  by i t .  You had b e t te r  be dead th a n  become a 
drunkard , »-*■

Gant was never ab le  to  fo llow  h is  own advice and he con

tinued  to  d rin k  p e r io d ic a lly  u n t i l  he d ie d . His d rin k in g  had 

caused so much m isery  in  th e  home th a t  E liz a  refused  to  be

lie v e  th a t  h e r  husband was a c tu a l ly  s ic k , even when th e  doc

to r s  a t  Johns Hopkins diagnosed h is  tro u b le  as cancer:

*0h fo rg e t about i t  I* sa id  Helen w e a rily , *Good 
heavens, mama, Papa*s a s ick  man, Can*t you r e a l i s e  
th a t  ? *■

* Pshaw!* sa id  E lis a  s c o rn fu lly , *I don*t be liev e  
th e re* s  a th in g  in  th e  w orld wrong w ith  him b u t« th a t 
v i le  l i c k e r .  All h is  tro u b le  comes from th a t ,*

As p rev io u sly  in d ic a te d , such a s e lf - c e n te re d  d is reg a rd  o f

r e a l i t y  on th e  p a r t o f E lizay  re - in fo rc e d  by th e  e th ic s  o f

V ic to rian  p u ritan ism , was p sy ch o lo g ica lly  damaging to  a l l  o f

her c h ild re n .

D espite t h e i r  s u p e r f ic ia l  d if fe re n c e s , Gant and E liz a  

were in  agreement about most o f  th e  values which they  a ttem pt

ed to  i n s t i l l  in  t h e i r  c h ild re n . As V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  par

en ts  they b e liev ed  im p l ic i t ly  in  th e  v ir tu e s  of t h r i f t ,  s e l f -  

denying am bition , and hard work, e s p e c ia lly  fo r  the  young 

person who a sp ired  to  be a f in a n c ia l  success in  l i f e .  For 

t h i s  reason , th e  Gants were su sp ic io u s  th a t  any a c t iv i t i e s

llbid., p, 49&. ^Ibid,, p, 435.
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of t h e i r  own ch ild ren  which d id  no t involve e f f o r t  as a means 

and money-making as a goal were f r iv o lo u s ,  i f  not s in f u l .  The 

lazy  and r e b e l l io u s  c h ild re n , f o r  t h e i r  fu tu re  s e c u r i ty ,  had 

to  be ta u g h t to  a d ju s t to  th e  r e a l i t i e s  of l i f e  a t  an e a r ly  

age, which meant le a rn in g  how to  support them selves, Gant 

and E liz a , o f  course , were always envious o f th e  p re s tig e  

which accompanied success in  th e  b u siness v/orld, and as prag

m atic m a te r ia l i s t s ,  u n w illin g  to  d is t in g u is h  between in n e r  

worth and r e s p e c ta b i l i ty ,  b e liev ed  th a t  money was th e  only 

r e l i a b le  in d ic a t io n  of a man*s c h a ra c te r :

I t  was not enough th a t  a man work, though work was funda
m ental; i t  was even more im portant th a t  he make money— 
a g rea t dea l i f  he was to  be a g rea t success—but a t  
l e a s t  e n o u ^  to  ^support h im self,*  This was fo r  both  
Gant and E liz a  th e  base o f w orth .

The s e lf - in d u lg e n t Gant had not n o tic ea b ly  s a c r if ic e d  

any o f h is  own p leasu res  in  a ttem p tin g  to  l iv e  up to  th e  p u r i

t a n ic a l  id e a ls  which he advocated f o r  h is  ch ild re n . D espite 

t h i s  in c o n s is te n cy , Gant always p reserved  th e  h e a r t ie s t  con

tempt fo r  any man who had never done a hard d a y 's  work in  his- 

l i f e ,  and as a lread y  m entioned, took  sp e c ia l p rid e  in  eu lo 

g iz in g  h is  r o le  as th e  self-m ade man who had worked unconr- 

p la in in g ly  throughout a long , d i f f i c u l t  l i f e  to  support h is  

u n g ra te fu l fam ily . In  th ese  moods, Gant not only lik e d  to  

make h is  c h ild re n  f e e l  th a t  they  were economic p a ra s i te s ’ ex

i s t in g  s o le ly  on th e  bounty provided by h is  own u n s e lf is h  

t o i l ,  but he p a r t ic u la r ly  enjoyed c o n tra s tin g  th e  h a rd sh ip s

llbid., p, 114.
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o f h is  youth w ith th e  pampered ex is ten ce  o f h is  sons:

^And school was always a t l e a s t  s ix  m iles away, and they  
were always b a re fo o ted , and i t  was always snowing, Godl* 
he laughed suddenly, *No one’s old man ever went to  , 
school except under p o la r  co n d itio n s . They a l l  d id ,*

E liza  had never been as  m elodram atic as Gant in  a t 

tem pting to  in sp ire  her ch ild re n  w ith  h e r  ro le  as th e  fam ily  

m arty r, bu t she had been much more c o n s is te n t in  p ra c tic in g  

what she preached, f o r  most o f her m arried  l i f e  had a c tu a l ly  

co n s is ted  of long , ted io u s  hours of work fo r  th e  w elfare  of 

th e  fam ily . I t  i s  to  be remembered th a t  by th e  tim e Eliz-a 

was fo rty -tw o , she had been pregnant f i f t e e n  tim es , and in  

a d d itio n , during th e se  y ea rs  had done th e  cooking and laundry 

fo r  th e  fam ily ; and had seen her c h ild re n , as w ell as her

s e l f ,  through innumerable i l ln e s s e s  ; and had remained f a i t h 

f u l  to  a drunken, p h ilan d erin g  husband. For t h i s  reason , one 

day when Gant was goading h is  w ife w ith  m alic io u s comparisons 

between th e  p re t t in e s s  of h is  form er sw eetheart E l le r  Béais 

and the p la in n ess  o f E liz a , th e  l a t t e r  had r e p lie d  w ith  p u r i

ta n ic a l  in d ig n a tio n :

’Ifhy, y e s , ’ I  sa id  to  him l a t e r  when he’d beg in  to  
brag about how p re t ty  she was to  look a t ,  ’Vfhy, y es ,
I  reckon so , t h a t ’s t r u e ,  but th e n , ’I  s a id ,  *a whole 
l o t  o f us could be p r e t ty  i f  we never l i f t e d  a f in g e r  
to  do a l ic k  o f  work. Some o f th e  r e s t  of us could 
look re a l  n ic e , '  I  s a id ,  ' i f  we d idn ’t  have to  cook 
and wash and b rin g  up c h ild e rn ,*  W ell, he adm itted 
i t  th en , o f  course , sa id  ’Yes, you’re  r ig h t ,

E liz a  was f i f t y  years o ld  when she acqu ired  D ix ieland ,

IyGGHA, p, 3 9 0 , ^DM, pp, 2 4 2-4 3 ,
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and she worked even h arder running th e  boarding house than  

she had drudged r a is in g  h er ch ild ren  in  th e  house on Woodson 

S tre e t ,  She subm itted w ill in g ly  to  th ese  long hours of back

breaking t o i l ;  not ju s t  because of her p u r i ta n ic a l  f a i t h  in  

th e  v ir tu e  of hard work but because what she was doing was 

making money. She had a s im ila r  a t t i tu d e  toward th e  posses

sion  of p ro p e rty , f o r  w ith  E liz a  i t  was never enough ju s t  to  

own a p iece o f  p roperty ; th a t  p roperty  had to  produce an in 

come before she became a ttach ed  to  i t ,  E liz a ’ s own pragm atic 

a t t i tu d e  th a t  work became im portant only when i t  earned mon

ey, and th a t  any th ing  which earned money must be "honorable, 

conmendable, and form ative of c h a ra c te r ," ^  was shared by th e  

o th e r V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  c i t iz e n s  o f Altamont,

The Gants used money as a weapon to  co n tro l th e  views 

of th e i r  c h ild re n , fo r  in  t h e i r  household no o ffsp rin g  was 

supposed to  express op in ions co n tra ry  to  th o se  of h is  p a r

en ts  u n t i l  he had earned th e  r ig h t  by becoming f in a n c ia l ly  

independent. In  t h i s  reg ard , Ben’ s sco rn fu l c r i t ic is m  o f 

the fam ily was to le ra te d  by Gant and E liz a  only  because th e i r  

son "had secured  fo r  h im self th e  kind of freedom th e y  valued 

mbst--econoraic freedom ,"^ Eugene him self f i r s t  experienced 

a measure o f  h is  b ro th e r’ s independence a f t e r  he had ob ta ined  

a morning newsppper ro u te :

He d id  not sh rink  so much beneath th e  menace of th e  
fam ily  f i s t ,  .He was more happily  unmindful of h is  own 
unworthine s s .^

^LHA, p. 112, Zibid., p. 124. ^Ibid,? p, 302.
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U n til Eugene was com pletely se lf -su p p o r tin g , however, h is  

p o s itio n  in  the  fam ily  s t i l l  remained th a t  o f th e  economic 

p a ra s i te ,  and h is  views were always d iscounted  acco rd ing ly .

In  a conversation  w ith  h is  mother and Helen, s h o r tly

before leav ing  home to  teach  in  New York C ity , Eugene had made

se v e ra l s a rc a s t ic  remarks about Scoop Pegram, a self-m ade man

who had s ta r te d  from sc ra tc h  to  work h is  way up to  a lo c a l

bank p residency . Helen had responded to  h e r b ro th e r^ s  remarks

by warning him not to  c r i t i c i z e  people in  th e  town " u n t i l

youWe got i t  in  you to  support y o u rse lf ." ^  E liza  seconded

t h i s  advice by defending th e  worth o f th e  b u siness man vdiora

Eugene had a ttac k ed r

*He had made h is  own way since  h is  childhood,* E liz a  con
tin u ed  s te rn ly  anJ d e l ib e r a te ly — * no one ever d id  any
th in g  fo r  him, th e re* s  one th in g  su re—th e re  was no one 
i n  h is  fam ily  who was in  a p o s it io n  to  do i t —what he*s 
done he*8 done fo r  him self,- w ithout a s s is ta n c e , and* h is  
mother sa id  in  a s te m  and t e l l i n g  v o ice , * w ithou t edu
cation.* '

Eugene had no r e a l  answer to  c r i t ic is m  o f th i s  s o r t  ex

cept to  choke up w ith  rage and g u i l t .  A fter a l l ,  h is  mother 

had been convinced th a t  he was la z y  from th e  tim e he was a 

sm all boy, and years l a t e r ,  a f t e r  he had become su ccessfu l as 

a w r i te r ,  she was to  remind him th a t  he was **hiighty lucky** to  

be ab le  to  earn  h is  l iv in g  by doing such a l i g h t ,  easy k ind  

of work;

*You*re mighty lucky , because none of th e  r e s t  o f  your 
people had any.such luck  as t h a t .  They had to  work hard 
fo r  a l i v i n g .*3

^OTR, p. 356, ^Ibid. ^HB, p. 20.
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As V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  p a ren ts  Gant and E liz a  were con

vinced th a t  t h e i r  c h ild re n  owed them a permanent debt because 

of th e  money th a t  had been spent to  r a i s e  them to  an age 

where they  could work to  support them selves. T heir ch ild ren * s  

education  rep re se n ted  a p a r t  of th i s  debt» and E liz a  never 

l e t  Eugene fo rg e t  th e  amount o f money h is  sp e c ia l schooling  

had c o s t .  In  h is  op in ion ,, h is  parents* a t t i tu d e  toward h ie  

undergraduate reco rd  a t  co lleg e  belonged to  th e  same money

conscious p a t te r n :

* If I  d id  badly  a t th e  u n iv e rs i ty  w ith  money o f my own, 
you*d d are  say n o th in g ,  but i f  I  do w ell on money you 
gave me, I  must s t i l l  be reminded o f your goodness and 
my unw orth iness.* ^

On th e  a fte rn o o n  of Eugene*s i n i t i a l  d ep artu re  f o r  Bos

to n , h is  cousin  George Pentland had given him th e  s a r c a s t ic  

advice th a t  he had b e t te r  study hard a t  Harvard, f o r  **your 

mother *1 ta k e  i t  ou t of your hide i f  she f in d s  you lo a f  in* 

on h e r m o n e y . I n  th i s  remark th e  cousin  was vo ic ing  th e  

in g ra in ed  p u ritan ism  of th e  community th a t  even th e  g i f te d  

o ffsp r in g  lacked  th e  r ig h t  to  indulge h im self on h is  parents* 

hard-earned  c a sh . Going to  co lleg e  to  study fo r  an advanced 

degree c le a r ly  rep re se n ted  to  George P entland  a form o f un

ju s t i f i a b le  se lf- in d u lg e n ce  on Eugene*s p a r t ,  as w ell as  an 

alm ost cowardly r e t r e a t  fronr th e  f ie r c e ly  com petitive b u s i

ness w orld.

Gant and E liz a  d if fe re d  from th e i r  nephew in  th a t  they  

^LHA, p . 504. ^CTR, p . 115.
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were not q u ite  so contemptuous as he o f  th e  importance o f ed

u c a tio n , At th e  same tim e, th e i r  re sp e c t f o r  le a rn in g  was 

matched by an eq u a lly  h e a rty  d i s t r u s t  o f "those who could not 

use i t  f o r  some p ra c t ic a l  end ,"^  With th e se  pragm atic mate

r i a l i s t s ,  i t  seemed p e r f e c t ly  reasonab le  to  subord inate  edu

c a tio n  to  f in a n c ia l  su ccess , s in ce  th ey  had done th e  same 

w ith  almost every th ing  e ls e  in  t h e i r  l i v e s .  In  th e  narrow 

moral v is io n  o f th i s  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  couple, again  i t  was 

th e  amount o f money a man had accum ulated in  h is  l ife t im e  

which was th e  only r e l i a b le  index of w hether he r e a l ly  had 

succeeded or f a i le d  w ith  h is  l i f e .

In  W olfe 's second n o v e l. Bascom’ P en tland , E liza*s b ro th 

e r ,  i s  ano ther h igh ly  in d iv id u a te d  V ic to ria n  p u rita n  person

a l i t y .  During Eugene’ s years  a t  Harvard he fre q u e n tly  v is i te d  

th e  house o f h is  Uncle Bascom, where he had d iscovered  a p u r i

t a n ic a l  admosphere which had many fe a tu re s  in  common w ith th e  

one he had known back home. Bascom was as m iserly  as h is  s i s 

t e r  E liz a  and a lso  shared her lu s t  to  accumulate p ro p erty .

In  a d d itio n , he had th e  V ic to ria n  p u r i ta n ’ s d i s t r u s t  of every

body’ s c le a n lin e s s  except h is  own, and d e sp ite  h is  lecherous 

a p p e ti te s  and p ru rie n t im ag ina tion , regarded anything th a t  had 

to  do w ith  sex as obscene,

Bascom a ffe c te d  to  be a sen tim en ta l id e a l i s t  of th e  p u r i

ty  of Southern la d ie s ,  but throughout most of h is  m arried l i f e

^HB, p . 2 6 4 .
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he had t r e a te d  h is  w ife w ith  ca lloused  in d if fe re n c e . When 

Eugene became acquain ted  w ith  th i s  woman, she was a lo n e ly  

e c c e n tr ic  who spent h er days l is te n in g  to  th e  gramophone o r 

ta lk in g  to  her p o ts  and pans in  th e  k itc h e n , Bascom, never

th e le s s ,  seemed unmoved by th e  pathos o f  h is  w ife 's  co n d itio n . 

His l i f e  had revolved  so long around " i t s  an c ien t and embed

ded core o f  egotism"^ t h a t ,  l ik e  E liz a , he seemed to  have 

lo s t  w hatever s e n s i t iv i ty  he may have possessed as a yoüng 

man to  th e  human needs o f  o th e r p eo p le . Even th e  knowledge 

th a t  one of h is  sons was a d e r e l ic t  f a i l e d  to  d is tu rb  t h i s  

s e lf -c e n te re d  man, absorbed in  th e  "world o f h is  own c re a tin g  

to  whose every f a c t  of fe e l in g  and motion he was th e  c e n tra l  

a c t o r , L i k e  th e  o th e r  members of h is  fam ily , Bascom a lso  

had th e  e g o t i s t i c a l  con v ic tio n  th a t  h is  d e s tin y  was fa te d  and 

th a t  h is  a c tio n s  were somehow above m oral censorsh ip :

Again, a s  much as any of h is  ex tra o rd in a ry  fam ily,, he had 
c a rr ie d  w ith  him throughout h is  l i f e  th e  sense th a t  he 
was ' f a t e d '—a sense th a t  was s tro n g  in  a l l  o f them— 
th a t  h is  l i f e  was p iv o ta l to  a l l  th e  a c tio n s  of p ro v i
dence, t h a t ,  in  s h o r t ,  th e  tim e m ight be out o f j o i n t , 
but no t h im se lf . Nothing but dea th  could shake h is  
pow erful egotism

E liz a  as a re p re se n ta tiv e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  was even 

more c e r ta in  than  h e r  b ro th e r th a t  h er l i f e  had been "shaped 

to  a p u rpose ,"^  and w ith  a l l  th e  f a t a l i s t i c  van ity  of her 

s u p e rs t i t io u s  Scotch so u l, she saw " e x tin c tio n  only f o r  o th 

ers ,, never f o r  h e r s e l f , "5 i t  was t h i s  same u n c r i t ic a l

IpTR. p, 121, Zibid, ^Ibid.
4 m ,  p, 21» Sibid.
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n arc iss ism  of h is  m other*s, rev ea led  not only in  her madden

ing sense o f d e s tin y  bu t in  th e  s e l f - s a t i s f i e d  d e lig h t she 

took in  d isc u ss in g  ev ery th in g  th a t  had ever happened to  h e r

s e l f  o r  her fam ily , and in  her smug prophecies of s ick n ess , 

f a i lu r e ,  and death  f o r  o th e r  people, which Eugene had r e 

sented as a boy as much as h er p u r i ta n ic a l  s t r i c tu r e s  on 

d rin k in g , smoking, impure language, sex , e t c .  Also he r e a l 

ized b i t t e r l y  th a t  d e sp ite  th e  im portance which h is  mother 

a ttach ed  to  fam ily  l i f e ,  th e re  had been a l l  too  l i t t l e  love 

in  th e  Gant home. In  t h i s  re s p e c t,  E liz a  never seemed to 

have matured enough h e r s e l f  to  be ab le  to  f e e l  an a f fe c t io n  

fo r  her ch ild re n  th a t  was no t e x p lo i ta t iv e .  Even as a mid

d le-aged woman, her fe e l in g s  had remained those o f th e  g i r l -  

mother whose em otional and s p i r i tu a l  a lle g ia n c e  was to  th e  

uncorrupted world o f h e r  own childhood. I t  was t h i s  combi

n a tio n  of th e  ch ild  and th e  m orally  impeccable p u r ita n  in  

her n a tu re  which produced in  Eugene such mixed fe e lin g s  of 

anger, shame, and p i ty :

such choking ex a sp e ra tio n  and w ordless shame, and some
how w ith  a nameless and in to le ra b le  p i ty ,  to o , because 
behind i t  he f e l t  alw ays her high w hite fo rehead , and 
her fad ed , weak, and c h i ld l ik e  eyes, th e  naked i n t e l l i 
gence, w h iteness, and im m ortal innocence o f th e  ch ild  
th a t  was look ing  s t r a ig h t  through th e  mask o f years w ith  
a l l  th e  d e a th le ss  hope and f a i t h  and confidence o f her 
l i f e  and c h a ra c te r .^

To th e  au th o r of t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n ,  E liz a  Gant’ s double 

ro le  as th e  innocent ch ild -m other and th e  complacent V ic to ria n

IpTR, p, 351.



199
p u r ita n  im plies a connection in  W olfe 's  c re a tiv e  im agination  

between th e  two: namely, th a t  V ic to ria n  pu ritan ism  had i t s  

p sycho log ica l ro o ts  in  th e  non-sexual world o f lo s t  innocence, 

and th a t  n e c e s s a r ily  th e  moral values of th e  V ic to rian  p u r i

ta n  r e f le c te d  th e  c h i ld 's  n a r c i s s i s t i c  o v e rs im p lif ic a tio n  of 

human n a tu re . For t h i s  reason , i t  was th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  

as th e  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  c h ild  who was o b se ss iv e ly  con

cerned w ith  physical v ic e s , who tended to  id e n t i fy  s p i r i t u a l  

e v i l  in v a r ia b ly  w ith  some aspect of sexual c o rru p tio n , and 

who even went so f a r  as to  make a v ir tu e  out o f h is  s e l f -  

r ig h teo u s  egotism . In  a d d itio n , a s p i r i t u a l ly  s a n c tif ie d  

V ic to rian  p u r ita n  such as E liz a  Gant could f e e l  throughout 

her l i f e  as p e rso n a lly  uninvolved w ith  e v i l  as th e  i d e a l i s t i c  

Eugene l a t e r  d id  on h is  p a s to ra l se a rch , each o f them being 

removed from any harm ful consequences r e s u l t in g  from th e i r  

a c t s .  The r e a l i t y  o f th e  F a ll  o f  Man e x is te d  fo r  o th e rs , but 

not f o r  them selves, and on t h i s  le v e l ,  E l iz a 's  l i f e  e s p e c ia l

ly  seemed o u ts id e  s p i r i t u a l  assessm ent o r personal ru in  as 

she worked h er d e s tin y  to  i t s  in e v ita b le  and trium phant com

p le t io n :

And y e t ,  f o r  h e r , even i f  th a t  house, th e  whole w orld, 
f e l l  in  ru in s  around h e r, th e re  could be no ru in —h er 
s p i r i t  was e v e r la s tin g  as th e  e a r th  on which she walked, 
and could not be touched—no m a tte r  what ca ta s tro p h es  
of g r i e f ,  d ea th , t r a g ic  lo s s ,  and u n fu lfilm en t might 
break th e  l iv e s  of o th e r  men—she was trium phant over 
th e  ravages o f tim e and a c c id e n t, and would be trium ph
an t to  her d ea th . For th e re  was only th e  in e v ita b le  
fu lf i lm e n t o f her own d e s tin y —and ru in , lo s s ,  and dea th  
av a ile d  no t—she would be f u l f i l l e d . ^

^Ibid., p. 352.
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I I

W olfe’s second l i t e r a r y  e d i to r ,  Edward C. Aswell, has 

w r i tte n  th a t  th e re  were probably th re e  reasons behind Wolfe’ s 

exhanging th e  Gants and th e  P entlands of h is  f i r s t  two novels 

f o r  th e  Webbers and th e  Joyners of h is  l a s t  tw o. To begin 

w ith , Wolfe b e liev ed  th a t  by making th i s  s h i f t  he could avoid 

causing any f u r th e r  embarrassment to  h is  fa m ily . Also Wolfe 

f e l t  th a t  he s t i l l  had many im portant th in g s  to  say about h is  

childhood which he could express only through a new ch a ra c te r  

such as George Webber, L a s t, and most im p o rtan t, Wolfe was 

convinced th a t  in  h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n  he had developed a more 

detached a t t i tu d e  tow ards h im self and h is  work, and th a t  he 

needed a d if fe re n t  c h a ra c te r  to  proclaim  th i s  ’’em ancipation 

from h is  form er s e l f

Aswell’ s op in ions were o r ig in a l ly  based on a l e t t e r  

(February 14, 193#) in  which Wolfe attem pted to  ex p la in  to  

h is  e d i to r  th e  theme and purpose o f th e  new f i c t i o n  in  which 

George Webber appeared . At th e  beginning o f t h i s  l e t t e r  

Wolfe s tre s s e d  th e  ”genuine s p i r i tu a l  and a r t i s t i c * ^  change 

in  h im self which he be lieved  n e c e s s ita te d  a sw itch  in  pro

ta g o n is ts :

In  o th e r words, th e  value of th e  Eugene Gant type  o f 
ch a ra c te r  i s  h is  p ersona l and rom antic un iqueness, caus
ing c o n f l ic t  w ith  th e  world around him; in  t h i s  sense , 
th e  Eugene Gant type  o f ch a ra c te r  becomes a kind o f

^HB» p. 371. ^Ibid,. p, 352,
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rom antic s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  and th e  g re a te s t  weakness 
of the  Eugene Gant type o f ch a ra c te r  l i e s  in  t h i s  f a c t .

T herefo re , i t  i s  f i r s t  o f a l l  v i t a l l y  im portant to  th e  
success of th i s  book th a t  th e re  be no t r a c e  of Eugene 
G ant-i-ness in  th e  ch a ra c te r  o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t;  and 
since th e re  i s  no longer a t r a c e  o f  Eugene G an t-i-n ess  
in  th e  mind and s p i r i t  o f  the  c re a to r , th e  problem 
should be a te c h n ic a l one ra th e r  th an  a s p i r i tu a l  or 
em otional o n e .l

Because th e  problem seemed la rg e ly  te c h n ic a l  to  W olfe, 

he made George Webber as d if f e r e n t  as p o ss ib le  in  physical 

appearance from both  Eugene and h im self, f o r  ”to  c re a te  in  

th e  ch a rac te r  o f  th e  p ro ta g o n is t, a f ig u re  which i s  s ix  f e e t  

and s ix  inches t a l l —my own h e ig h t—would be to  in cu r th e  

very  danger of personal autobiography and personal id e n t i ty  

I  am so anxious to  a v o i d A t  th e  same tim e, th e  c o n tro l

l in g  theme of h is  f i c t i o n  demanded th a t  Wolfe c re a te  a char

a c te r  vrtio, l ik e  th e  au th o r, had su ffe re d  from an is o la t io n  

accentuated  by h is  physical d if fe re n c e s  from o rd inary  people.

In  th e  opin ion o f most o f th e  c r i t i c s ,  th e  r e s u l t  of 

th e se  c o n f lic t in g  demands, as w ell as Wolfe.*s naive assump

t io n  th a t  he had freed  h im self from h is  own "Eugene G an t- i-  

n e s s ," ' was a p ro tag o n is t d if fe re n t  from h is  p redecesso r in  

appearance on ly , C lif to n  Fadiaan emphasised th e i r  s im i la r i ty  

i n  h is  review  o f The Web and th e  Rock: "The c e n tra l  c h a ra c te r , 

though he i s  c a lled  George Webber, i s  s t i l l  th e  Eugene Gant 

of th e  previous b o o k s , W e  do not agree w ith Mr, Fadiman 

th a t  th e re  i s  no re a l  d is t in c t io n  in  th e  f ic t io n  between 

Wolfe*s trea tm ent of George Webber and Eugene G ant. Since

^Nowell, p. 714. ^Ibid., p. 716. ^Fadiman, p. 150.
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both p ro ta g o n is ts I n e v e r th e le s s , in  t h e i r  em otional and s p ir 

i t u a l  l iv e s  re p re se n t th e  experience o f "Everyman, they  w i l l  

be reg ard ed , w ith  th e  n ecessary  fa c tu a l  re s e rv a tio n s , as a 

s in g le  person in  th e  rem ainder o f t h i s  d i s s e r ta t i o n .

The fam ily  background o f George Webber was s im ila r  to  

Eugene Gant*s, f o r  h is  m other, Amelia Joyner Webber, came 

from a fam ily , th e  Jo y n ers , t h a t  "was extrem ely c lan n ish , 

p ro v in c ia l, and op in ionated—in  th e  most narrow and dogged 

sense of th e  word, p u r i ta n ic a l ," ^  Her f a th e r ,  L a fay e tte  Joy

n e r , had f re q u e n tly  s ta te d  " th a t he *would r a th e r  see a

daughter o f mine dead and ly in g  in  h er c o f f in  th a n  m arried  to
2

a man who drank ,*" and h is  views w ith  regard  t o  a d ivorced 

person were eq u a lly  f a n a t i c a l .  This fe e l in g  th a t  "d ivorce 

was a d isg ra c e fu l thing***  ̂ was th e  accepted a t t i tu d e  o f th e  

fam ily , and d u rin g  George*s childhood, vo ices were s t i l l  low

ered whenever th e  name o f a divorced man was m entioned, and 

"when one w hispered f u r t iv e ly  behind h is  hand t h a t  someone 

was a *g rass  widow, * th e re  was a g en era l f e e l in g  th a t  she 

was no t only not a l l  she should b e , but th a t  she was perhaps 

ju s t  a Gut or two above a common p ro s titu te ,-" ^

For some perv erse  reaso n , Amelia Joyner d e fied  th e  

wishes of her f a th e r  to  marry John Webber,, who was a d ivorced 

man as w ell as a man who drank . Even more scandalous, Webber

^Thomas Wolfe, The Web and th e  Rock (New York: Harper
and B ro th e rs , 1939)» p . 6 . H e rea fte r, th i s  book w il l  be r e 
fe r re d  to  as WR,

^Ibid. 3lbid. 4bid,, pp, 6-7.
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d ese rted  George’ s m other, a f t e r  having been m arried  t o  her 

fo r  over tw enty y e a rs , to  have an a f f a i r  w ith  a young woman 

in  th e  town, and he l iv e d  b razen ly  w ith  th e  hussy as a com

mon-1 aw w ife u n t i l  h is  d ea th  in  1916. Amelia d ied  n o t long 

a f t e r  her husband had d e se r te d  h e r , but th e  scandal o f  John 

Webber so in fu r ia te d  th e  " h a rd -b it te n  and p u r i ta n ic a l  mem

bers of th e  Joyner clan"^ th a t  th ey  went to  c o u r t, and w ith  

th e  " f u l l  consciousness of th e  approval o f  a l l  good peo p le ,"^  

secured le g a l  custody o f young George,

The y ea rs  th a t  th e  young p ro tag o n is t spent growing up 

under th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  su p e rv is io n  of h is  m other’ s r e la t iv e s  

were not happy ones. From th e  very  f i r s t ,  h is  s ta tu s  w ith  

th e  Joyners was th a t  o f  th e  em otiona lly  r e je c te d  c h i ld ,  a 

" c h a r ity  boy ,"  and in s te a d  o f l iv in g  in  th e  f in e  b r ic k  house 

which h is  Uncle Mark owned, he l iv e d  w ith  h is  Aunt Maw in  an 

an c ien t o n e -s to ry  frame house a t  th e  r e a r  of h is  u n c le ’s l o t .  

Aunt Maw, a seventy  year o ld  s p in s te r ,  was th e  ag e le ss  in 

c a rn a tio n  o f th e  grim , f a t a l i s t i c  s p i r i t  o f  th e  mountain, peo

p le , and th e  dark  v is io n  o f l i f e  which she communicated to  

th e  boy vreis one o f "death  and doom and t e r r o r  and l o s t  people 

in  th e  h i l l s ,  long , long a g o .”^ Also she made her nephew 

f e e l  th a t  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  Joyners, w ith  t h e i r  s e l f -  

r ig h te o u s  p re ju d ic e s  and r i g i d ,  in to le r a n t  m o ra l i t ie s ,  t h e i r  

rep re sse d , co rrup ted  s e x u a li ty , and t h e i r  consuming lu s t  fo r  

m isery  and d e fea t in  o th e r  peo p le , always triumphed and were

^Ibid., p. 7 . ^Ibid. ^Ibid., pp. Ô-9 *
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"always r ig h t ,  in v in c ib ly  r i g h t , G e o r g e  knew th a t  he was

l i f e ’s o u tc a s t who, no m a tte r how hard he t r i e d ,  would never

be "worthy to  be a death -trium phan t, e v e r -p e r fe c t , doom-
2

p ro p h e tic  Jo y n e r,’*

The boy had never r e a l ly  wanted to  be one o f th e se  d is 

ag reeab le  censors of man’s im p erfec tio n s , and opposed to  

t h e i r  g rim ness, th e  fo rb idden  image o f h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e  a l -  

vjays seemed " f u l l  of s e c re t  warmth and joy to  h im ,’*̂  George 

understood , o f course , th a t  h is  f a th e r  had been a wicked man, 

s ince as a boy he was fo rced  to  l i s t e n  so many tim es to  th e  

Joyner v ers io n  o f h is  f a th e r ’ s infamous conduct th a t  th e  

" s to ry  o f h is  f a th e r ’ s crim es, h is  f a th e r ’ s s in fu ln e s s ,  h is  

f a th e r ’ s lech ero u s , g o d less , and immoral l i f e  was w r i t te n  on. 

h is  h e a r t , S t i l l , -  he was a t t r a c te d  by "the  s in f u l  warmth 

and rad iance o f h is  f a th e r ’ s w o r l d , e v e n  as he desp ised  

"with every in s t in c t iv e  sense o f lo a th in g  and re p u ls io n  o f 

h is  be ing ’*̂  the  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  world o f h is  m other’ s peo

p le :

And because he was to ld  in c e s sa n tly  th a t  th e  one he 
hated was good and adm irable, and th e  one f o r  which 
he s e c r e t ly  longed was e v i l  and abominable, he came 
to  have a f e e l in g  of p ersona l g u i l t  th a t  was to  t o r 
ment him fo r  many y e a r s , '

As a c h a r i ty  boy growing up w ith  h is  Joyner k in , George 

f e l t  l i t t l e  a f f e c t io n  f o r  h is  Uncle Mark’ s h y p e rc r i t ic a l  

w ife , Aunt Mag, This woman was a t a l l ,  r a th e r  gaunt woman.

llbid., p. 9 . ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid,
^Ibid., pp, 1 0 -1 1 , 7lbid., p, 1 1 ,
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s t i l l  c h i ld le s s  a t fo r ty -v iv e , who had ’’cold eyes, a th in  

nose, and a b i t t e r  sneering  m o u t h , P e r h a p s  Aunt Mag had 

been more agreeable when she was younger, but f o r  tw enty 

years she had been a hypochondriac under constan t m edical 

a t te n t io n ,  and h er chronic in v a lid ism  had envenomed her d is 

p o s i t io n , Sometimes George would accompany h is  Aunt Maw to  

Mag’ s house, and they  would u su a lly  f in d  th e  a i l in g  woman 

sea led  in  her bedroom ”‘in  a sicken ing  enerva tion  o f red -h o t 

stove h e a t , I nvar i abl y  on th e se  v i s i t s ,  as soon as Mag 

caught s ig h t o f  her nephew, th e  sn eerin g , nagging woman would 

summon him to  her bedside , and th en  w ith  ”a bending down o f
■5

her th in ,  pious m outh,” would ex p la in  how fo r tu n a te  th e  r e 

je c te d  boy should f e e l  to  be l iv in g  under a Joyner ro o f , 

thanks c h ie f ly  to  her own s e l f l e s s  g e n e ro s ity :

’You don’t  know how lucky  you a re ,  b o y l’ she would 
scream a t  him, ’You ought to  get down on your knees 
every n ig h t and thank th e  Lord fo r  having a good C hris
t i a n  home l ik e  t h i s I  Where would you be i f  i t  wasn’ t  
fo r  me? I  made your Uncle Mark tak e  you in i  I f  i t  
wasn’t  f o r  me, you’d have been sen t to  an orphan 
asylum—t h a t ’ s where you’ d b e l ’̂

Aunt Mag was h igh ly  regarded in  th e  B a p tis t church, fo r  

she co n trib u ted  l ib e r a l ly  to  th e  c o l le c tio n  p la te  and :-jas 

eq u a lly  generous in  supporting  th e  B a p tis t orphanage. To 

help  w ith  t h i s  c h a r i ty , she u su a lly  kept in  her se rv ic e  two 

o r th re e  orphans whom she made "drudges o f a l l  tr a d e s  about 

th e  h o u s e , *5 irr ad d itio n  to  th e  orphans, Mag had tak en  in to

^Ibid., p. 9 7 . ^Ibid, ^Ibld,. p, 9 8 .
^Ibid,. pp, 9 7-9 8 . ^Ibid,. p, 9 8 ,
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her home th e  two sons of her dead b ro ther»  and because th e se  

nephews "were her own b lood , she had brought them up w ith  as 

much misguided indulgence as though th ey  had been her so n s,"^  

Mag’s lo n g -su ffe r in g  husband, extrem ely f ru g a l  w ith  

h im se lf , never made an issu e  o f h is  w ife ’ s ex travagance, but 

fo r  y ea rs  he had been exposed to  " a l l  her weapons of harsh  

la u g h te r , in cessan t nagging, and ch ron ic  in v a lid ism ,"^  T his 

undoubtedly helped fu e l  th e  "hidden volcano of anger""^ in  

th e  man, and whenever th e  volcano e ru p te d , Mark would ru sh  

savagely from th e  house to  spend hours tram ping through th e  

h i l l s  u n t i l  h is  s p i r i t  had calmed. A fte r George had reached 

h is  te en s , he accompanied h is  uncle on sev era l of th e se  im

passioned w alks, and th e  v is io n  o f th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  Joy

ner world which he ob ta ined  from h is  uncle a t th e se  tim es 

d id  not conform w ith th e  u n su ll ie d  p ic tu re  which h is  Aunt Maw 

had pain ted  f o r  th e  boy,

Mark’ s f a th e r ,  L a fay e tte  Joyner o r "Fate" as he was 

more commonly known, had become a kind o f Old Testament p a t r i 

arch  to  h is  c h ild re n  befo re  he d iedy and he had been a b le  to  

assume t h i s  ro le  because of th e  s tro n g  sense of t r i b a l  loy= 

a l ty  among th e  Joyners r "The t r u th  i s  th a t  no fam ily  ever 

liv e d  th a t  had a s tro n g e r  sense o f t h e i r  i d e n t i t y , T h e  

o r ig in a l  p a tr ia rc h  o f  th e  Joyner c lan  had been P a te ’ s p io 

neering  f a th e r ,  W illiam o r  "Bear"* Joyner, who had fa th e re d

^Ibid... p. 9 9 . ^Ibid., p. 1 0 0 . ^Ibid,
^HB, p, 2 2 7,
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some two dozen ch ild re n  by h is  two w ives; " I t  was a sowing 

o f b lin d  seed . They came. They ju s t  came,"^ One of the  

grimmest fam ily s to r ie s  among th e  Joyners was connected w ith  

th e  old Bear’s in d if fe re n c e  to  h is  c h i ld re n . Once when he 

had been c r i t i c iz e d  fo r  n eg lec tin g  h is  o f f s p r in g , th e  Bear 

had re p lie d  w ith  b ru ta l  fra n k n ess ;

’My God AlmightyÎ A man can p la n t th e  seed , but he 
c a in ’t  make th e  w eather I I  sowed ’ em—now, goddamn 
’ em, l e t  ’ em growl’ %

According to  th e  em bittered  and r e s e n tfu l  son Mark, Lafay

e t t e  Joyner had in h e r ite d  in  h is  a t t i tu d e  tow ard h is  own 

numerous fam ily  much o f h is  f a t h e r ’s ca llo u sed  in d if fe re n c e  

w ithout the  lu s ty  o ld  p io n e e r’ s redeeming v i t a l i t y ,

L afaye tte  Joyner, l ik e  so many p re te n tio u s  Southerners 

a f t e r  th e  C iv il War, had ap p ro p ria ted  th e  m il i ta ry  t i t l e  of 

Major w ithou t having done any s o ld ie r in g .  Of co u rse . Aunt 

Maw, h is  o ld e s t c h ild , was f a m il ia r  w ith  th e  fra u d u len t h is 

to ry  behind her f a th e r ’ s t i t l e ,  bu t she had long  ago re fu sed  

to  b e lie v e  i t .  To t h i s  devoted daughter,, th e  f law le ss  Major 

Joyner rep resen ted  th e  z e n ith  of C h r is t ia n  g e n t i l i t y :

’You have heard your good Aunt Maw speak, no doubt, about 
th e  Major—of h is  e ru d it io n  and in te l l ig e n c e ,  th e  s a n c t i 
f ie d  i n f a l l i b i l i t y  o f a l l  h is  judgm ents, o f h is  f in e  
w hite hands and b ro ad c lo th  c lo th e s , th e  p u r i ty  of h is  
moral c h a ra c te r , o f how he never u t te re d  a profane word, 
nor allowed a drop of l iq u o r  in  h is  house—nor would 
have l e t  your mother marry your f a th e r  had he known 
th a t  your f a th e r  was a d rin k in g  man. That paragon o f 
m orals, v i r tu e s ,  p u r i t i e s ,  and manners—th a t  f in a ls  f a u l t 
l e s s ,  and in sp ire d  judge and c r i t i c  o f  a l l  things,"^

llbid., p, 2 2 8 , ^Ibid., p, 2 2 6 , ^Ibid,, p, 165,
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Uncle Mark d id  not share h is  s is te r* s  w orsh ip fu l admi

r a t io n  o f t h e i r  f a th e r .  In s te a d , he had long regarded  th e  

V ic to rian  p u r i ta n  p a t r ia r c h  as an e g o t i s t i c a l  m onster. One 

a fte rnoon  he exp lained  to  young George, w ith  a re v u ls io n  

th a t  stemmed from h is  e a r l i e s t  childhood memories, how b i t 

t e r l y  he had hated  l i f e  in  h is  f a th e r ’s house:

’As each one of my unhappy b ro th e rs  and s i s t e r s  was 
b o rn ,’ he d ec la red  in  a voice so husky and trem ulous 
w ith  h is  p ass io n a te  resentm ent th a t  i t  s tru c k  t e r r o r  
in  th e  boy’ s h e a r t , ’I  cursed him—cursed th e  day th a t  
God had g iven  him l i f e I  And s t i l l  th ey  camel’ he 
w hispered, eyes ab laze  and fu r io u s , in  a vo ice  th a t  
almost f a l t e r e d  to  a sob . ’Year a f t e r  year th ey  came 
w ith th e  b lin d  p r o l i f e r a t io n  of h is  c rim in a l d e s i r e — 
in to  a house where th e re  was sca rce ly  ro o f enough to  
s h e l te r  u s—in  a v i l e ,  ramshackle shamble o f  a p la c e , ’ 
he s n a r le d , ’where th e  o ld e s t of us s le p t  th re e  in  a 
bed, and where th e  youngest, w eakest, and most h e lp 
le s s  of us a l l  was lucky i f  he had a p a l le t  o f r o t te n  
straw  th a t  he could c a l l  h is  ownl When we awoke a t  
morning, our fam ished gu ts were ach ingl —ach ing l ’ he 
howled, ’w ith  th e  damnable gnawing i t c h  of hunger I —
My dear c h i ld ,  my d ea r, dear c h i ld ! ’ he exclaim ed, in  
a t r a n s i t io n  o f sudden and t e r r i f y in g  g e n tle n e ss—
’May t h a t , o f a l l  l i f e ’ s m is e r ie s , be a pang you never 
have to  s u f f e r l—And we lay  down a t  n ig h t always un
s a t i s f i e d —oh alwaysI always 1 alw avsl ’^

D espite h is  p ioneer a n c e s try , L a fay e tte  Joyner id e n t i 

f ie d  w ith  th e  p la n te r  c la s s  of th e  an te-bellum  South, which 

was th e  reaso n  fo r  h is  having assumed th e  t i t l e  o f M ajor.

To complete h is  ro le  o f th e  Southern gentlem an, M ajor Joyner 

had c u l t iv a te d  an im pressive growth o f lu x u r ia n t w h isk e rs , 

p rided  h im self in o rd in a te ly  on h is  plump, g en tee l-lo o k in g  

hands, and cu stcm arily  d ressed  in  a b lack b ro ad c lo th  su it*

He a lso  wore a w hite b o iled  s h i r t  which h is  w ife , Mark’ s

^Ibid., p. 1 6 0 .
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neg lec ted  mother—” ’poor, p a t ie n t ,  and devoted woman th a t  she 

was—who never owned a s to re  d re ss  in  her whole l i f e —had 

laundered , s ta rc h ed , and done up fo r  her lo rd  and m aster w ith  

such lov ing  ca re .* "^  The pompous Major not only was vain  of 

h is  appearance but a ffe c te d  to  be something o f a l i t e r a r y  man 

as w e ll. While th e  youngest of h is  numerous progeny were 

scram bling " in  th e i r  d i r ty  rag s  about h is  f e e t , "  he would be 

lo s t  in  the world o f p o e tic  in s p i ra t io n ,  composing romantic 

verses to  an im aginary lad y -lo v e .

A fter Mark’s u n f la t te r in g  r e c i t a l  of th e  M ajor’s f a i l 

in g s , he asked h is  nephew i f  i t  was any wonder th a t  the son 

had grown to  hate  th e  very s ig h t o f h is  f a th e r :  ’’’venerable 

w hiskers, th ic k  l i p s ,  w hite hands, b ro ad c lo th , unctuous vo ice , 

p leased  la u g h te r , smug s a t i s f a c t io n ,  in v in c ib le  co n c e it, and

a l l  th e  b ru ta l  ty ranny  of h is  narrow, v a in , in f le x ib le ,  sm all 
2

so u l..’ " Even so , Mark was fo rced  to  admit to  George th a t 

th e  Major had liv e d  up f a i th f u l ly  to  th e  moral code of th e  

V ic to rian  p u r ita n : " ’p u r ity  of c h a ra c te r - -p ie ty —fin e  words—
3

no p ro fa n ity —y esÎ I  suppose my f a th e r  had them a l l . ” ’

I t  was t ru e  th a t  L afay e tte  Joyner had never perm itted  

any liq u o r  in  h is  house, bu t n e i th e r  was th e re  any a f fe c t io n , 

human decency, o r p r iv ac y . U n til Mark was tw enty years o ld , 

e ig h t o f th e  ch ild re n  s le p t  in  th e  same room w ith  t h e i r  moth

e r  and f a th e r ,  and one n ig h t Mark’ s fo u r year old b ro th er

llbid., p. 1 6 4 . ^Ibid.. p. 1 6 6 .
3lbid., 163.
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died in  h is  tru n d le  bed , pushed beneath  th e  bed of h is  par

e n ts ,  w hile th e  r e s t  of th e  fam ily  were sound a s le e p . The 

dying ch ild  had screamed only once, "such a scream as had th e  

whole b lin d  agony o f  dea th  in  i t . " ^  U nfortunately ,, by th e  

time th e  f lu s te r e d  p a ren ts  had ob ta ined  a l ig h t  and pu lled  

th e  l i t t l e  tru n d le  bed in to  th e  c e n te r  o f th e  room, th e  ne

g lec ted  c h ild  was dead . The sudden dea th  o f t h i s  son had 

in sp ire d  th e  se lf-p reo cc u p ie d  Major to  an e c s ta sy  of unctuous 

g r ie f ,;  f o r  as Mark commented d e sp e ra te ly  to  h is  nephew:

'Ohl i f  you could have heard th e  sanctim onious, g r i e f -  
lov ing  u n c tio n  o f th a t  v o ice , th a t  feed in g  g lu tto n y  and 
trium phant v an ity  o f  sorrow th a t  b a tten e d  on i t s  own 
ch ild*s l i f e  and sa id  to  me, as i t  had sa id  a thousand 
tim es , more p la in  th a n  any words could do : ’I Î  I I  I I  
O thers w i l l  d ie ,  b u t I  rem ainl Death, sorrow, human 
agony, and lo s s ,  a l l  th e  g r ie f ,  e r ro r ,  m isery , and 
mischance th a t  men can s u f fe r  occurs here fo r  th e  en
largem ent o f th i s  death-devouring^ all-consum ing,, tim e- 
trium phant u n iv e rse  of I ,  I ,  11”^

I t  was t h i s  same ex travagan t egotism , not only p a r t of 

h is  f a th e r 's  n a tu re  but u n p leasan tly  v i s ib le  in  th e  person

a l i t i e s  o f  a l l  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  Jo y n ers , which had en

raged Uncle Mark throughout h is  l i f e *  He re fe r re d  to  i t  as 

" c o n c e it ,"  but r e a l iz e d  th a t  t h i s  word f a i l e d  com pletely to  

suggest th e  monumental q u a l i t i e s  of th e  Joyner egotism : "con

c e i t  i s  such a sm all word a f t e r  a l l . " ^  The entrenched s e l f -  

lo v e , always i n f a l l i b l y  smug and s e lf - r ig h te o u s ,  upon which 

th e  Joyners had grounded t h e i r  l iv e s  could match i t s  w i l l  

"only a g a in s t th e  u n iv e rse ,, th e  r ig h tn e s s  o f  i t s  every ac t

llbid.. p. 168. Zib id . ^Ibid.,, p. l6 ? .
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ag a in st th e  huge s in g le  voice and b i t t e r  judgment of th e  

world, i t s  moral judgments a g a in s t God h im s e lf ,”^ With such 

c e r ta in  fe e lin g s  o f moral p e rfe c tio n  to  support t h e i r  egotism , 

th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  Joyners, l ik e  E liz a  Gant y were s p i r i t 

u a lly  removed from th e  e f f e c ts  of th e i r  deeds* I b  a world 

corrupted in  a l l  of i t s  p a r ts  by s in  and e v i l ,  th ey  to o  r e 

mained fo rev e r b lam eless:

♦Was i t  murder? Why, th e n , th e  murder was not in  our
se lv e s , bu t in  th e  very f l e s h  and blood o f those we mur
dered . T heir murder rushed out o f t h e i r  s in fu l  l iv e s  
to  beg fo r  blood execution  a t  our hands* The t r a n s 
g resso r a s sau lted  th e  very blade o f our knives w ith  h is  
offending  th r o a t .  The wicked man d id  w ilfu l ly  a t ta c k  
th e  sharp po in t o f our bayonet w ith  h is  crim e-calloused
h e a r t ,  th e  o ffender in  th e  s ig h t o f God rushed on u s ,
th r u s t  h is  neck in to  our g u i l t l e s s  hands, and f a i r l y  
broke i t ,  in  s p i te  of a l l  th a t  we could dol?^

I l l

George Webber, l ik e  Eugene Gant, was th e  v ic tim  of a 

"savagely d ivided chi ldhood, and because h is  e a rly  home 

l i f e  had been so f r u s t r a t in g ,  again  l ik e  Eugene, soon "found 

him self longing c o n s tan tly  f o r  an o th er un iv erse  shaped im th e  

co lo rs  of h is  own desire.**^ At an e a r ly  age George lea rn ed  

to  id e n tify  th e  world o f  sexual d e s ire  w ith  th e  m asculine im

age of h is  f a th e r ,  ju s t  as he connected th e  f r ig id  p u ritan ism

which he hated w ith h is  g rim -lip p ed , censorious m other♦s peo

p le . In  t h i s  re s p e c t,  he had a c le a r e r  understanding o f th e  

psychological d iv is io n  in  h im se lf , as symbolized by th e

llbid. Zibid. ^Ibid., p. 1 0 . ^bid. « p. 1 1 .
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marked c o n tra s t  between th e  Joyner and Webber s t r a in s  in  h is  

p as t I th an  did Eugene of h is  am bivalent natu re*  In  a d d itio n , 

since  George had been reared  by h is  Aunt Maw in s te a d  o f by 

h is  own mother* even as a ch ild  he had experienced g re a te r  

freedom than  Eugene in  b rin g in g  to  th e  su rfa ce  th e  h o s t i l i t y  

which he f e l t  f o r  th e  c a s t r a t in g ,  p o ssessiv e  m other, whose 

id e a liz e d  ro le  was supported so se n tim e n ta lly  by th e  e th ic s  

of V ic to ria n  puritan ism *

When John Webber d ie d , h is  only son had ju s t  graduated 

from high sch o o l, and George used th e  sm all in h e r ita n c e  which 

was l e f t  him by h is  f a th e r ’s w ill  to  e n ro ll  th e  fo llow ing  au

tumn i n  Pine Rock College* This school was ’’an o ld , impover

ished  backwoods c o lle g e ”^ in. th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s home s ta te  o f  

Catawba, and th e  p ro v in c ia l ex is ten ce  which i t s  s tu d en ts  le d  

r e f le c te d  th e  p re v a ilin g  p u r i ta n ic a l  mores of th e  reg io n :

I t  was a b e t t e r  l i f e  th an  Cambridge or than  Oxford had 
to  o ffe r*  I t  was a spare l i f e ,  a hard l i f e ,  an impov
erish ed  kind of l i f e ,  in  many ways a narrow  and p rov in
c i a l  k ind of l i f e *  b u t i t  was a w onderfu lly  t r u e  and 
good l i f e ,  to o . 2

At f i r s t  George h im self be lieved  th a t  t h i s  was t r u e  be

cause he had been in d o c tr in a te d  by h is  V ic to r ia n  p u r ita n  Joy

ner r e la t iv e s  to  th in k  th a t  any l i f e  was good which kept 

young people " tru e  and constan t to  th e  l iv in g  sources o f 

r e a l i t y ,  a l i f e  which d id  not s h e l te r  o r  c l o i s t e r  them, th a t  

did not make snobs of them, th a t  d id  not v e i l  th e  s te m  and 

homely v isage  of th e  world w ith  some rom antic so ften in g  o f

I 2Ibid., p. 179. Ibid.
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luxury and r e t r e a t , ”^ George’ s i n i t i a l  im pressions o f th e  

au ste re  hom eliness of l i f e  a t  Pine Rock College were not com

p le te ly  tru s tw o rth y , and befo re  he graduated  from th e  sch o o l, 

he was d is i l lu s io n e d  by th e  se n tim e n ta lity  which u n fo rtu n a te 

ly  accompanied i t ,

Gerald Alsop was th e  s tu d en t a t  Pine Rock who was th e  

symbol of V ic to rian  p u r ita n  se n tim e n ta lity  in  i t s  most cloy

ing human form . At an e a rly  age G erald , or Je rry  as he was

c a lle d  by h is  in tim a te s , "had lea rn ed  to  wear ro se -co lo red
2

b lin d e rs  ag a in s t l i f e , " '  and as he grew o ld e r i t  was not s u r 

p ris in g  th a t  h is  " h o s t i l i t y  should be tu rned  a g a in s t anything 

—any person, any c o n f l ic t ,  any s i tu a t io n ,  any evidence, o r 

any id ea—th a t  would tend  to  tak e  th o se  b lin d e rs  o f f W h e n  

George f i r s t  made th e  acquain tance of J e r ry  a t  c o lle g e , th e  

sen tim en ta l young man stood se v e ra l inches under s ix  f e e t ,  

weighed c lo se  to  th re e  hundred pounds, and was n o tic ea b ly  

effem ina te .

At Pine Rock C ollege J e r ry  was th e  s p i r i tu a l  mentor of 

a sm all group of s tu d e n ts  who gathered  around him as a kind 

of m other-conie s so r . That was th e  ro le  which Je rry  e s p e c ia lly  

c u ltiv a te d  and p rized —lis te n in g  to  in tim a te  soul co n fessions 

frcan inexperienced  young men about t h e i r  im aginary sexual 

la p s e s . The ty p ic a l  Pine Rock s tuden t who unbosomed h is  s in s  

to  J e r ry  might r e la te  how he had stopped overn ight a t a h o te l 

on h is  t r i p  to  c o lle g e . L ate th a t  n ig h t he had s t r o l le d  down

^Ibid. Zibid., p. 1 9 2 , 3lbid.
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th e  hallw ay to  d iscover a door unexpectedly a j a r  and stand

ing  behind i t  a naked woman " in v it in g  him w ith  sweet sm iles 

and honeyed words in to  her nest of s ilk e n  sin,**^ At f i r s t  

th e  young man would supcumb to  tem p ta tio n , y e t a t  th e  very  

moment he prepared  to  go to  bed w ith  tM-s c a rn a l,  wicked wom

an, he would remember "the  image of h is  m other’ s f a c e , or

th e  fe a tu re s  of the  pu re , sweet g i r l  fo r  whom he v/as ’keeping 
2h im self* ” ' This memory would g ive him th e  moral stam ina 

necessary  to  p reserve h is  sexual innocence* I t  a lso  would 

e l i c i t  from J e rry  a mushy encomium on "Mothah,"' th e  pu rest of 

a l l  God’ 8 many and wonderful c re a t io n s ;

’ I  knew you wouldI Yes, suhî Here he would shake h is  
head and chuckle te n d e r ly , ’You’re  to o  f in e  a pusson 
evah to  be ta k en  in  by anyth ing  l ik e  th a t !  * * * and i f  
you had, th in k  how you’d f e e l  nowI You wouldn’t  be ab le  
to  hold yoah ha id  up and look me in  th e  eye l You know 
you wouldn’t  I And every tim e you thought o f  your Mothah , 
. *. you’ d have f e l t  lowah than a snake’s b e l ly .  Yes, 
suhl You know you would ! And i f  you’d gone ahead and 
m arried th a t  g i r l ’ --h e  pronounced i t  ’ g u l , ’ w ith  a vocal 
un c tio n  only s l ig h t ly  in f e r io r  t o  th e  p ronuncia tion  of 
th e  sa in te d  name of ’Mothah’ — ’you’d have f e l t  l ik e  a  
louse  every tim e you’d look a t  h e r! Yes, suh, you’d have 
been l i v i n ’ a l i e  th a t  would have wrecked yoah whole 
l i f e ’**'3

In  th e  s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  of J e r ry  Alsop, th e  " s a in tly  

f ig u re  o f  Mother was supreme, a lthough  th e  reasoning  which 

th e  e ffem ina te  J e r ry  used to  ex p la in  why Mother deserved her 

s a n c tif ie d  p ed esta l was not q u ite  convincing* Presumably 

h is  argument re s te d  on th e  dem onstrable premise th a t  Mother

^Ibid*, p* 1 9 0 * ^Ibid* ^Ibid*. pp* 190-91.
4lbid.,.p* 191.



215
was a female who in  law fu l matrimony had g iven  b i r th  to  a 

ch ild  (o r c h i ld re n ) . What was not so dem onstrable was th e  

in fe rre d  conclusion  th a t  by v ir tu e  of her ro le  as le g itim a te  

c h ild -b e a re r . Mother had become " in  some d iv in e ly  m ysterious 

way, no t on ly  the  au th o r o f a l l  wisdom, but th e  sp o tle s s  

custod ian  o f a l l  m o ra lity  as w e ll ." ^  T his i s  what th e  id é a l

isa  o f V ic to rian  p u ritan ism , as i t  responded to  th e  s e n t i 

mental p ressu res  in  smalltown America, had degenerated in to  

a t Pine Rock College about th e  time th e  United S ta te s  was p re 

paring to  e n te r  World War I :

a non-drink ing , non-smoking, non-gambling, non-card- 
p lay ing , n o n -fo rn ic a tin g  s ta te  of s in g le  b le ssed n e ss , 
lead ing  up ev en tu a lly  to  *the l i f e  of se rv ic e  and of 
le ad e rsh ip  f o r  which Pine Rock p repares a man’—namely, 
th e  even tual sacrament o f  matrimony w ith  a s p o tle s s  
fem ale, v a rio u s ly  r e fe r re d  to  in  th e  lex ico n  of id e a l 
ism as ’ a f in e  woman,’ or ’ a pure, sweet g i r l , ’ *̂

llbid., p. 192. ^Ibid.. p. 195.



CHAPTER I I  

THE OEDIPAL INVOLVEMENT

She rubbed the  s leep  g en tly  from her sm all weak eyes, 
sm iling  dimly as she though t, unvrakened, of anc ien t 
lo s s e s .  Her worn f in g e rs  s t i l l  groped s o f t ly  in  the  
bed b eside  h e r , and when she found i t  v acan t, she 
awoke. Remembered., My youngest, my o ld e s t ,  f i n a l ,  
b i t t e r  f r u i t y  0 dark  o f so u l, 0 f a r  and lo n e ly , where? 
Remembered 0 h is  fa ce !  D eath-son, p a r tn e r  o f  my 
p e r i l ,  l a s t  coinage of ray f le s h ,  who warmed my f lan k s  
and n e s tle d  toumy back. Gone? Cut o f f  from me? 
IfThere? % e re ?

E a r l ie r  in  th e  d is s e r ta t io n  i t  vxas emphasized th a t  th e  

im ag ina tive  id e n t i f ic a t io n  of Gant, in  h is  ro le  as  a m ythical 

f a th e r ,1 w ith  th e  house on Woodson S tr e e t ,  and o f E liza* s fem

in in e  n a tu re  w ith  D ix ie land , was not to  be confused w ith  th e  

way Wolfe*s p ro tag o n is t regarded th ese  people as human beings, 

On t h i s  sc o re , Eugene had in te n se  fe e l in g s  which e s p e c ia lly  

came in to  the  open a f t e r  h is  conscious lo s s  of sexual inno

cence during  p uberty , and which, a t  l e a s t  in  p a r t ,  were the 

r e s u l t  o f h is  involvem ent as a ch ild  in  an alm ost c la s s ic a l  

Oedipal s i t u a t io n .  The la s t in g  consequences o f  t h i s  Oedipal 

s i tu a t io n  were h is  d eep -seated  h o s t i l i t y  and f e a r  o f Gant 

accompanied by an excessive  need to  tu rn  to  E liz a , o r to  a

%I b id . ,  p . 290.
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mother s u b s t i tu te  fo r  em otional support* In  a d d itio n , th e  

menace o f Eugene*s in cestu o u s d e s ire s  exaggerated h is  f e e l 

ings of lo s t  innocence and made th e  search  f o r  th e  a rch e ty p a l 

f a th e r  in e v ita b le  i f  he ever hoped to  f re e  h im self psycholog

ic a l l y  from h is  childhood p a s t,. Im th i s  chap ter a summary 

w i l l  be given of Eugene*s sexual development, p a r t ic u la r ly  as 

i t  rev ea ls  th e  determ ining in flu en ce  of h is  unresolved Oedi

p a l a t t i tu d e s  toward h is  p a re n ts .

I t  has a lread y  been mentioned th a t  E liz a  Gant was a 

good V ic to rian  p u r ita n  mother in  th a t  she never s e r io u s ly  be

lie v ed  th a t  her body had been c rea ted  fo r  any fu n c tio n  o th e r  

than  to  submit w ith  d isg u s t to  th e  anim al passions o f her 

husband, bear and nurse c h ild re n , and do th e  hard p h y s ic a l 

work around th e  house. Because she was so s e lf - r ig h te o u s ly  

o b liv io u s o f  her s e x u a li ty , E liz a  saw noth ing  wrong in  re fu s 

ing to  wean Eugene u n t i l  he was almost fo u r years o ld  or in  

perm ittin g  him to  share  her bed a t  n igh t u n t i l  th e  boy had 

reached puberty . A ctua lly  she had only f e l t  g u i l ty  when her 

husband attem pted to  fond le  her in  fro n t o f th e  c h ild re n , 

and on these  r a r e  o ccasio n s, she had b rid led  away frcrni h is  

touch w ith  te a r s  o f r e a l  embarrassment in  her eyes. She was 

w illin g  to  submit to  Gant as a b ed -p artn e r u n t i l  she reached 

th e  end o f c h ild -b e a r in g , but she found h is  attem pts a t  sen

tim en ta l a f fe c t io n  in to le r a b le .  When E liz a  d id  a r r iv e  a t  th e  

menopause, she r e t r e a te d  to  her own room, and never aga in  d id  

she and her husband share th e  same bed a t  n ig h t.
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E liz a  was not th e  only person who had been embarrassed 

by Gant*8 love-m aking, f o r  Eugene had su ffe red  acu te  fe e lin g s  

of shame when he had f i r s t  w itnessed  h is  fa th e r* s  awkward a t 

tem pts to  ca re ss  E liz a :

Eugene, when he f i r s t  n o ticed  an occurrence of th i s  
s o r t ,  was g e t t in g  oni to  h is  f i f t h  y ea r; shame gathered  
in  him in  tan g led  c lo t s ,  aching in  h is  th r o a t ;  he tw isted  
h is  neck about co n v u ls iv e ly , sm iling  d e sp e ra te ly  as he 
d id  l a t e r  when he saw poor buffoons o r mawkish scenes 
in  th e  th e a t r e .  And he was never ab le  to  see  them touch 
each o th e r afte rw ards w ith  a f f e c t io n , w ithout th e  same 
inchoate  and choking h u m ilia tio n : they  were so used to  
th e  c u rse , th e  clam or, and th e  roughness, t h a t  any v a r
ia t io n  in to  ten d ern ess  came as a c ru e l a f f e c ta t io n .

Even as a sm all c h i ld ,  Eugene had a lread y  absorbed 

enough o f  th e  sexual n e u ro s is  which helped fu e l  h is  parents* 

open antagonism  to  f e e l  uncom fortable whenever he saw h is  

f a th e r  touch  h is  m other. Im a d d itio n , from an e a r ly  age Eu

gene could not endure being  touched h im se lf . The rev u ls io n  

which he experienced,, e s p e c ia lly  when another boy o r man

touched h is  naked f l e s h ,  was re in fo rc e d  by a childhood t e r -
2

ro r  o f "p h y sica l h u m ilia tio n .*  Years l a t e r ,  a f t e r  he had 

l e f t  home and was teach in g  in  New York C ity , he s t i l l  had not 

trium phed over th e se  d is tu rb in g  f e a r s .

Before Eugene s ta r te d  to  grammar school* he had been 

tau g h t by h is  mother to  regard  h is  sexual organs as n a s ty , 

and f o r  th i s  reason , in  th e  classroom  he had been unable to  

r a is e  h is  hand to  s ig n a l to  th e  te ach e r whenever he needed to  

go to  th e  boys* t o i l e t :  "He could never say i t ,  because i t

llbid.,, p.. 65. %bid., p. 97.
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would rev ea l to  her th e  shame o f na t u r e . During th ese  gram

mar school years th e  boy a lso  learned  th e  shameful punishment 

he faced  i f  he were m istaken fo r  a s is s y .  This had happened 

once, sh o rtly  a f t e r  he had en ro lle d  in  school when he s t i l l  

wore th e  Lord F auntleroy  c u r ls  which so d e lig h ted  h is  m other. 

A fter a week o f m iserab le rece ss  p e rio d s , during  which he was 

sing led  out fo r  p e rsecu tio n  by th e  o th e r boys because o f h is  

g i r l i s h  h a i r ,  th e  fam ily  had persuaded E liz a  to  l e t  her "baby"* 

go to  th e  b a rb e r shop to  have h is  h a i r  c u t .  This experience 

had impressed upon Eugene th e  importance of never exposing 

h im self to  a tta c k  because of effem inate  c h a ra c te r i s t ic s  e i th e r  

in  h is  appearance o r p hysica l mannerisms,

A number of y ea rs  a f t e r  th e  Lord F aun tleroy  experience 

whem Eugene was a tten d in g  th e  Leonards* p r iv a te  schoo l, one 

of h is  classm ates was a Jewish boy by th e  name of Edward Mich- 

a lo v e . This boy sc a rce ly  tw elve years o ld  a t th e  tim e, some

how had already  managed to  acqu ire  th e  m incing effeminacy of 

an o ld  maid. His squeaking, g i r l i s h  vo ice  and th e  suggestive 

bounce of h is  h ips as he walked to  and fronr. the  classroom s 

exc ited  th e  o th e r s tu d en ts  to  in s ta n t  p ersecu tio n s They r id 

icu led  and badgered th e  homosexual boy u n t i l  he liv ed  in  a 

s ta te  of constant h y s te r ia .  Although Eugene had jo ined  in- 

th e  s a d is t ic  torm ent o f "M iss’* M ichalove, y ea rs  afte rw ards he 

f e l t  g u il ty  when he r e c a l le d  what he had done:

He never fo rg o t th e  Jew; he always thought of him w ith  
shame. But i t  was many years b efo re  he could understand

llbid., p, ÔÔ,
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th a t  th a t  s e n s itiv e  and fem inine person , bound to  him by 
th e  s e c re t  and t e r r i b l e  bonds o f h is  own d ishonor, had 
in  him nothing perverse,; no th ing  u n n a tu ra l, nothing de
g en e ra te . He was as  much l ik e  a woman as  a man. That 
was a l l „  There i s  no p lace  among th e  Boy Scouts f o r  th e  
androgyne—i t  must go to  P arnassus.^

Eugene*8 f e a r  of being m istaken fo r  a s is s y  h im se lf , as 

w ell as h is  in s t in c t iv e  t e r r o r  o f  p h y sica l h u m ilia tio n , were 

both connected in  h is  subconscious w ith  th e  w ra th fu l image of 

Gant as th e  ad u lt d isp en se r o f r e t r ib u t iv e  sexual ju s t i c e .  

Moreover, Eugene’s dread o f th e  vengefu l Oedipal f a th e r  

seemed to  have an alarm ing b a s is  in  f a c t  s in ce  by con tinu ing  

to  sleep  im the same bed w ith  h is  mother u n t i l  adolescence* 

Eugene had in  an alm ost l i t e r a l  sense usurped Gant’ s physical 

ro le .  Perhaps th e  fo llow ing  in c id e n t in  Look Homeward, Angel, 

w ith  i t s  obvious sexual im p lic a tio n s , w i l l  suggest a few of 

th e  connections between Eugene’s v a rio u s  f e a r s .  A more p re

c is e  ex p lana tion  o f th e  Oedipal s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e se  f e a rs  

w i l l  be inc luded  l a t e r  in  t h i s  chap ter»

When Eugene was a magazine peddler* he had d iscovered  

th a t  h is  e a s ie s t  s a le s  were made im th e  tu b e rc u la r  s a n i ta r 

iums which f r in g e d  th e  o u ts k i r ts  of Altamont. Once when he 

was canvassing  a h i l l s id e  sa n ita r iu m , two young men had in 

veig led  him in to  t h e i r  room om th e  p re te x t of buying a maga

z in e ; then  a f t e r  c lo s in g  and lock ing  th e  door, they  had a t 

tacked  th e  boy: ”tum bling him on th e  bed, w hile one drew 

fo r th  a pocket k n ife  and inform ed him th a t  he was going to

llbid.» p. 236.
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perform a caponizing o p e ra tio n  on Eugene's immediate

re a c tio n  to  th e  double th r e a t  of bo th  a homosexual a s s a u lt  

and c a s tra t io n  was more savage th an  th e  s ic k  men had a n t i c i 

pated :

he went mad w ith  f e a r ,  screamed, and fought in sa n e ly .
They were weak as c a ts ,  he squirmed out of t h e i r  grasp 
and o f f  th e  bed cu ff in g  and clawing t ig e r i s h ly *  s t r ik in g  
and k ick ing  them w ith  b lin d  and mounting rag e .

A fter a nurse unlocked th e  door and th e  boy had regained  th e  

welcome su n lig h t on th e  o u ts id e  of th e  b u ild in g , he was "nau

sea ted  by fe a r  and by th e  impact o f  h is  f i s t s  on t h e i r  lep rous 

b o d ies ,"^

By th e  tim e Eugene had secured a p r iv a te  s leep in g  room 

a t  n ig h t, he was a lre ad y  t a l l e r  th an  h is  m other, but h is  body 

was absurd ly  narrow and th in .  He was th e n  one of th e  r e 

spected  "big boys" in  th e  upper grade o f grammar schoo l, and 

got along w ell enough w ith  th e  o th e r boys o f h is  own ag e .

Also he took  an a c tiv e  in te r e s t  in  s p o r ts ,  although  he played 

games badly h im self fo r  he was unable to  accept th e  d is c ip l in e  

and hard work th a t  make a su ccessfu l a th le t e .  Also he was un

able to  bear th e  though t o f  lo s in g :

He wanted always to  w in, he wanted always to  be th e  gen
e r a l ,  th e  h e ro ic  spear-head of v ic to ry . And a f t e r  th a t  
he wanted to  be lo v ed , V icto ry  and lo v e . In  a l l  of h is  
swarming f a n ta s ie s  Eugene saw h im self l ik e  t h i s —unbeaten 
and belo v ed ,4

The p r in c ip a l during  Eugene's l a s t  year in  grammar school

l lb id , ,  p , 122, Zi b i d , ,  p . 123, ^I b id ,
».^Ibid,, p, 2 0 4



222
was Mr, Leonard, who would s t a r t  th e  p r iv a te  school which 

Eugene a ttended  th e  fo llow ing  autumn, Mr, Leonard was a mus

c u la r , heavy-bodied pedant who had grown up on a farm in  Ten

nessee and who had re ta in e d  ”’a broad s tre a k  o f coarse ea rthy  

b r u ta l i ty  in  him ,’*̂  O rd in a r ily  he t r i e d  to  be sym pathetic 

w ith  h is  charges, but whenever challenged  "he pu t down re b e l-  

l io n  w ith  good c o rn f ie ld  v io le n c e ."  I n  th e  classroom , fo r  

th e  p r in c ip a l was a te a c h e r  as w ell a s  an a d m in is tra to r , h is  

hands q u ite  f re q u e n tly  were powdery w ith  chalk d u s t .  One 

day as Mr, Leonard s t r o l le d  up and down th e  a i s l e s ,  Eugene’ s 

O edipal fe a rs  ro se  to  th e  su rfa c e , and he in s ta n t ly  re a l iz e d  

how much he fea red  th i s  symbol of m asculine a u th o r ity  w ith  

h is  pow erful, chalk-sm eared hands:

When he passed near by, Eugene got the  odor of chalk  and 
of th e  schoolhouse: h is  h e a rt grew cold w ith  excitem ent 
and f e a r .  The s a n c t i ty  o f chalk and school hovered about 
th e  man’s f le s h .  He was th e  one who could touch  w ithout 
being  touched , beat w ithout being b ea ten . Eugene had 
t e r r i b l e  f a n ta s ie s  of r e s is ta n c e ,  shuddering w ith  h o rro r 
as  he thought of th e  awful consequences o f f ig h tin g  back: 
scMnething l ik e  God’s f i s t  in  lig h tn ing»^

Before th e  p r in c ip a l and M argaret, h is  lite ra ry -m in d ed  

w ife , opened t h e i r  p r iv a te  schoo l, Eugene had a lread y  been 

in v ite d  to  become a c h a r te r  s tu d en t because of an unusual es

say he had w r i t te n  in te rp r e t in g  M il le t ’ s p a in tin g  "The Song 

of th e  L a rk .’*' E liz a  went to  see th e  Leonards, and a f t e r  hag

g lin g  over th e  p ric e  o f t u i t i o n ,  a t  len g th  agreed to  send 

her son fo r  a t r i a l  y e a r , which l a t e r  was extended to  fo u r .

l lb id ., p. 207. Zibid. 3lbid. , p. 206.
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During these  years when he a ttended  th e  Leonards’ school as 

a day s tu d en t, Eugene continued to  spend h is  n ig h ts  a t  D ixie

land , and h is  em otional a lle g ia n c e  to  h is  mother was not weak

ened by th e  f a c t  th a t  Gant, Helen, and Luke a l l  resen ted  

E liz a ’ s indulg ing her son by sending him to  a p r iv a te  school. 

They would comment s a r c a s t ic a l ly  to  th e  m other:

’You’ve ru ined  him com pletely since you sen t him to  a 
p r iv a te  s c h o o l.’ Or, ’He’ s too  good to  s o i l  h is  hands 
now th a t  h e ’s q u it  th e  p u b lic  s c h o o l.’

D espite the  close t i e  between mother and son , Eugene’ s s p i r 

i tu a l  m other, from th e  tim e he attended th e  Leonards’ school 

u n t i l  he l e f t  home t o  e n ro ll  in  co lleg e , was h is  id e a liz e d  

te a c h e r , M argaret Leonard, not E liz a  Gant.

When Eugene f i r s t  met M argaret Leonard, she was t h i r t y -  

fo u r years o ld , th e  mother of two sm all c h ild re n , and tu b e r

cu lar*  Her wasted f ig u re  and th e  ashen co lo r o f her sk in  r e 

vealed  her d is e a se . Eugene, however, fo rg o t about M argaret’s 

physica l cond ition  a s  soon as he tu rn ed  h is  eyes to  her f a c e . 

I t  was th e  most t r a n q u i l  and yet th e  most p ass io n a te  face  he 

had ever seen, and i t  was f i l l e d  w ith  th e  high  poetry  of her 

s p i r i t s  At once th e  boy f e l t  a sense o f m oral p u r if ic a t io n  

as i f  in  the presence of t h i s  woman, almost m iracu lously  he 

were in  union, not w ith  d ise a se , but w ith  th e  g re a te s t  h ea lth  

he had ever known:

A ll of h is  s in ,  a l l  o f h is  p a in , a l l  th e  vexed w eariness 
of h is  so u l were washed away in  th a t  deep ra d ia n c e : th e
tum ult and e v il  of l i f e  dropped from him i t s  fo u l and

l l b i d .*  p . 225.
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ragged cloak* He seemed to  be clo thed  anew in  garments 
of seam less l ig h t

Also he sensed th a t  t h i s  rem arkable woman, whose s p i r i t  had 

remained un tarn ished  by th e  ug ly  r e a l i t i e s  o f l i f e , ;  somehow 

recognized and seemed to  understand  h is  most s e c re t person

a l i t y .

Eugene had d iscovered  a t  l a s t  a mother whom he could 

love w ithout th e  ambiguous fe e l in g s  of g u i l t  and resentm ent 

which accompanied h is  p o te n t ia l ly  incestuous r e la t io n s h ip  

w ith  th e  demanding, e g o t i s t i c a l  E liz a . Equally im p o rtan t, 

in  h is  id e a liz e d  te ach e r he had found an immaculate em otional 

symbol w ith  which he could id e n t i f y  h is  own n o s ta lg ia  f o r  

h is  p re -sex u a l innocence.

M argaret remained Eugene^s s p i r i tu a l  in s p i r a t io n  w hile 

he attended  th e  Leonards* p r iv a te  schoo l. As an E nglish  

teach e r she guided h is  re ad in g , helped form h is  l i t e r a r y  

t a s t e s ,  and encouraged him in  h is  am bition to  become a w r i te r .  

In  a d d itio n , as a woman she gave him s e n s i t iv e  a f f e c t io n .  

Pamela Johnson, th e  E nglish  c r i t i c ,  reg ard s M argare t’ s in f lu 

ence as being so im portant th a t  Eugene, " fo r  th e  r e s t  o f  h is
2

l i f e ,  in  a l l  o th e r  women, sought fo r  her l ik e n e s s ."  We are  

s c e p tic a l  o f t h i s  conclusion  o f Miss Johnson’ s , f o r  Eugene’ s 

r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h is  te a c h e r  remained non-sexual and

l l b i d . ,  p .  477.
O
Pamela Johnson, 

S crib n er’ s Sons, 1948)
^Pamela Johnson, Hungry G u lliv e r (New York: C harles

, p. 45.
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i d e a l i s t i c .  The ad o lescen t boy refused  to  t e l l  h e r  about th e  

drunkenness and d iso rd e r  o f l i f e  in  h is  home, and any un

p leasan t f a c t  which th re a te n e d  to  le v e l M argaret down to  th e  

p la in n ess  of o rd in ary  ex is ten ce  was to  him "as u n rea l and 

h o r r ib le  as a n igh tm are,"^  In  term s of th e  c h i ld -s o rc e re s s  

dualism , M argaret rem ained th e  archetype of th e  s p i r i tu a l ly  

uncorrupted "ch ild -m o th e r,"  and when th e  memory o f h er c h i l 

dren f i r s t  im pelled  Eugene to  t r y  to  p ic tu re  th e  sexual r e 

la t io n s h ip  which a t one tim e obviously had e x is te d  between 

th e  p r in c ip a l and h is  w ife , th e  d isb e lie v in g  boy was h o r r i 

f ie d :

He had heard of th e  c h ild re n . Now he remembered them, 
and Leonardos w hite m uscular b u lk , w ith  a sense of hor
r o r ,  His sw ift v is io n  leaped a t  once to  th e  sexual r e 
la t io n ,  and-som ething in  him tw is ted  a s id e ,  incredu lous 
and a f r a id .

The boy*s sexual im agination  had been p reco c io u sly  

s tim u la ted  by h is  in tim a te  p h y sica l c lo sen ess  to  E liz a , when, 

as a p re -ad o lescen t boy, f o r  warmth and s e c u r ity  a t  n ig h t he 

had snuggled h is  t h in  ch ild * s  body a g a in s t th e  m atron ly  back 

and th ig h s  of h is  m other. I t  seems lo g ic a l  to  i n f e r ,  th e re 

fo re , th a t  th e  a t t r a c t i o n  which o ld e r women always possessed 

fo r  Eugene was cond itioned  not by M argaret Leonard bu t by h is  

r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  E liz a , When th e  boy 

was in  th e  fo u rth  grade in  grammar schoo l, a lre ad y  he was r e 

sponsive to  th e  sexual a t t r a c t io n  o f o ld e r  women. In  h is  

daydreams about h is  te a c h e r  a t  t h i s  tim e, he imagined

^HA. p ,  225, % b id . ,  p , 212.
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w ish fu lly  th a t  she had asked him to  remain a f t e r  school one 

evening so she could t e l l  him about her lo v e :

'You d o n 't  want one o f th e se  s i l l y  l i t t l e  g i r l s ,  Eu
g en e ,' she would say coax ing ly , 'Y o u 're  to o  good f o r  
them—y o u 're  a g re a t d ea l o ld e r  th an  your y e a rs . You 
need th e  understanding a mature woman can give y o u ,'

A few years l a t e r  Eugene had a d esp era te  crush  on Mrs, S e l-

borne, one o f th e  boarders a t D ix ie land , This heavy-bodied

woman, a m indless, sensual c re a tu re  in  her m id -tw en ties, was

in  th e  b o y 's  im agination  "the  l iv in g  symbol of h is  d e s ire —

th e  dim v a s t f ig u re  o f lo v e  and m a te rn ity ,"^

Eugene's b ro th e r Ben, f o r  whom’ he had such adm ira tion , 

a lso  favored o ld er women, and a t  th e  tim e o f h is  dea th  was 

having an a f f a i r  w ith  Mrs, P e r t ,  an a lc o h o lic  m arried  woman 

o f f o r ty - th r e e .  During a summer v aca tio n  a f t e r  Eugene had 

been away to  co llege  and had a lread y  lo s t  h is  v i r g in i ty  in  

th e  "red l ig h t"  houses of E xete r, he im ita te d  h is  b ro th e r 's  

example by s leep in g  c a rn a lly  w ith  Miss Brown, a woman a t  

le a s t  tw enty y ea rs  h is  se n io r  who was an o th er one of E l iz a 's  

questionab le  b o ard e rs . Miss Brown p rid ed  h e r s e l f  on being 

a h ig h -c la ss  p r o s t i tu te  in s te a d  of a common "ch ippy ,"  and be

cause Eugene had so l i t t l e  money to  pay fo r  th e  a t te n t io n s  

he rece ived  from th i s  woman,; he was persuaded to  give h er 

th e  medals he had won a t  th e  Leonards' sch o o l. I r o n ic a l ly ,  

Miss Brown had a son, p r a c t ic a l ly  th e  same age as th e  pro

ta g o n is t ,  who was l iv in g  in  th e  Middle W est. One n igh t as

l i b l d . ,  p . 110 , 2%bid,
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she and Eugene la y  in  bed to g e th e r  a f te r  having made love ,

th e  woman began to  d iscu ss  her son:

He tu rned  h is  head away sh a rp ly , w hitening w ith  a sense 
of nausea and h o rro r , f e e l in g  in  him an in cestu o u s 
p o l lu t io n .!

I t  has been mentioned th a t  th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  Gant, 

l ik e  th e  infamous Judge Bland, d iv ided  women in to  two c la s 

se s—p r o s t i tu te s  and m others—and th a t  a t  an e a rly  age Eu

gene had followed h is  f a t h e r 's  example* E v il women were 

meant to  be loved se x u a lly , bu t good women were supposed to  

be placed on a p ed e s ta l and id e a liz e d  s p i r i tu a l ly ,  s in ce  in  

th e i r  ro le  as th e  immaculate mother image, th ey  had managed 

to  transcend  th e  degrading v u lg a r ity  of sex . When Eugene a t 

tended grammar schoo l, in  one o f h is  classroom s he had been 

a t t r a c te d  by two g i r l s  who s a t  in  ad jo in in g  s e a ts .  One of 

th e se  g i r l s ,  Bessie Barnes,, was an e ro t ic  c re a tu re , a t  l e a s t  

in  th e  bo y 's  fa n ta sy , who d isp layed  "her long f u l l  s ilk e n  

leg "^  as she sa t s c r ib b lin g  a t  h er desk. S i t t in g  a t  th e  

desk behind th e  sensual B essie was Ruth, a demure, innocent 

g i r l  w ith m ilk-w hite eyes and h er black h a i r  p a rted  simply 

in  th e  middle*. As Eugene f u r t iv e ly  s tu d ied  th e  two g i r l s ,  

he t h o u ^ t  p le a sa n tly  "o f a w ild l i f e  w ith  B essie and of a 

l a t e r  re su rre c tio n ,, a pure and holy l i f e  w ith  Ruth*"^

The p ro tag o n is t had been in d o c tr in a te d  by h is  p a ren ts  

to  b e liev e  th a t  any brazen  exposure of sex was sham eful, par

t i c u la r ly  w ith in  th e  s a n c t i ty  of th e  home. One day Eugene

! l b i d . „  p. 471. Î b i d .a  p, 205. ^I b id ,
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had a c c id e n ta lly  d iscovered  a s tran g e  g i r l  and h is  b ro th e r 

Steve making love on Gant * s le a th e r  couch. Years l a t e r ,  even 

a f t e r  th e  two had been m arried , he could never see t h i s  cou

p le  descend th e  s t a i r s  to g e th e r  a t  D ixieland w ithout fe e l in g  

both embarrassed and ashamed.. Eugene a lso  f e l t  g u i l ty  about 

h is  own compulsive sexual d e s ire s  during  puberty . During 

th e  years  when he a tten d ed  th e  Leonards* schoo l, he b e liev ed  

th a t  he should have p re fe rre d  dea th  to  rev ea lin g  to  M argaret, 

h is  innocent s p i r i tu a l  m other, any o f h is  ugly sexual appe

t i t e s  and f r u s t r a t io n s :

She would have been s tr ic k e n  w ith  h o rro r i f  she could 
have known th e  w ild  confusion  o f adolescence, th e  sexual 
nightm ares of puberty , th e  g r i e f ,  th e  f e a r ,  th e  shame 
in  which a boy broods over th e  dark world o f h is  d e s i r e .  
She d id  not know th a t  every boy, caged in  from confes
sio n  by h is  f e a r ,  i s  to  h im self a monster*.

In  th e  autumn of 1915 Eugene took an excursion  t r i p  to  

C harleston,, South C a ro lin a . One o f th e  g i r l s  in  the  p a rty  

was a w a itre s s , se v e ra l years o ld e r  th an  h im se lf. When she 

and Eugene found them selves alone to g e th e r  in  a h o te l room 

in  C harleston , th e  more experienced g i r l  expected her p a r tn e r  

to  make th e  necessary  advances, Eugene made a few p re lim in a ry  

c a re s se s , but when he suddenly re a l iz e d  what e lse  th e  g i r l  

wanted him to  do, he f e l t  t e r r i f i e d .  He managed to  save him

s e l f ,  however, by invoking th e  approved V ic to rian  p u r ita n  

myth th a t  no s e lf - r e s p e c t in g  young man would ta k e  advantage 

o f a sw eet, unsuspecting  v irg in :

^I b id , . p ,  307 .
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*I won’t  be th e  f i r s t .  I  won’t  be th e  one to  begin  you.
. . .- I  may be bad, bu t I  won’t  do t h a t . ’^

I n  t h i s  experience , Eugene was th e  v irg in ,  not th e  g i r l  on

th e  bed to  whom he was g u i l t i l y  ap o lo g iz in g .

Since th e  p ro tag o n is t regarded women as e i th e r  s p i r i t 

u a l ly  innocent o r  sex u a lly  e v i l ,  he faced  an em otional dilem 

ma whenever he was in  th e  company of a g i r l  who a t t r a c te d  him 

ro m an tica lly . For example, he had f a l l e n  in  love w ith  Laura 

James c h ie f ly  because he had been ab le  to  id e a l iz e  h er p u r ity  

and innocence:

A ll th e  young beauty  in  th e  world dwelt f o r  him in  th a t  
face  t h a t  had kep t wonder, th a t  had kep t innocency, th a t  
had liv e d  in  such immortal b lin d n ess  to  the t e r r o r  and 
fo u ln ess  o f th e  w orld .^

Eugene was so im pressed by th e  immaculate cond ition  o f t h i s  

g i r l ,  as co n tra s ted  w ith  h is  own f a l l e n  s t a t e ,  th a t  when 

f in a l l y  he had summoned enough courage to  hold h er hand, he 

f e l t  a s  i f  he had p r a c t ic a l ly  seduced h e r . Laura, f iv e  y e a rs  

o ld e r th a n  th e  p ro ta g o n is t , was le s s  innocent than  he had a s 

sumed. E ven tua lly  Eugene was fo rced  to  recogn ize  th a t  th e  

g i r l  whom he id e a liz e d  had been in tim a te  w ith  o th e r  lo v e rs  

befo re  h im se lf , and t h i s  b i t t e r  knowledge made him f r a n t ic  

w ith  mixed fe e l in g s  o f  d isg u s t and b e tra y a l:

’You have fe llo w s—you l e t  them f e e l  you. They f e e l  
your le g s ,  th ey  p lay  w ith  your b r e a s ts ,  th e y -» ’ H is 
voice became in a u d ib le  th rough strangulation»-^

A fte r h is  ab o rtiv e  romance w ith  Laura James was ended, 

Eugene, l i k e  h is  f a th e r  and b ro th e rs  befo re  him, was

^I b i d . ,  p. 365 . Zi b i d . , p .  436 . ^I b id . ,  p . 455 .
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in troduced  to  th e  c a rn a l m ysteries of sex by th e  small town 

whore. During h is  f i r s t  year a t  th e  S ta te  U n iv ersity , he 

accompanied sev e ra l co lleg e  f r ie n d s  to  a somewhat is o la te d  

l a t t i c e d  house, w ith  i t s  id e n tify in g  "red l i g h t , "  in  th e  

nearby crossroads v i l la g e  o f E x e te r, A fte r h is  f i r s t  expe

rien ce  w ith  a p r o s t i tu t e ,  Eugene vomited as soon as he was 

o u ts id e  th e  l a t t i c e d  house. Then fo r  th e  next few days:

was haunted by h is  own lo s t  g h o st: he knew i t  to  be
irre co v e rab le*  For th re e  days he avoided every one: 
th e  brand of h is  s i n ,  he f e l t ,  was on him.

Conveniently reassu red  by h is  g u i l t s  th a t  no more of his;

sexual innocence could be l o s t ,  Eugene re tu rn ed  a t  th e  end 

o f th e  week to  th e  same e n tic in g  l a t t i c e d  house in  E xeter, 

During th i s  experience th e  p r o s t i tu t e  w ith  whom he s le p t even 

c a lle d  hinr. "son ,"”

Eugene*s id e n t i f i c a t io n  of sex w ith  p r o s t i tu t io n ,  to 

g e th er w ith  h is  ad o lescen t id e a l iz a t io n  of th e  innocent wom

an, were bo th  th e  outgrow th of h is  involved re la t io n s h ip  w ith  

E liza*  and in  h is  subconscious* o f h is  f e a r  of th e  vengeful 

Gant, I t  has been suggested  vario u s tim es in  th i s  d is s e r ta 

t io n  th a t  in  th e  Gant home, th e  p ro tag o n is t l i t e r a l l y  had 

usurped h is  fa th er*  s p lace  by con tinu ing  to  s leep  in  th e  same 

bed w ith  h is  mother u n t i l  he was tw elve . What made t h i s  Oedi

p a l replacem ent even more menacing was E liz a  and Gant*s con

tin e n ce  a f t e r  th e  b i r t h  o f t h e i r  youngest c h i ld . In  th e  t r i 

angu lar a f f a i r  invo lv ing  Gant, E liz a , and Eugene, th e  f a th e r ,

l l b i d , p ,  41 2 .
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in  a very  r e a l  sense had been shoved a s id e  as husband and 

lover I and th e  son, in  an eq u a lly  r e a l  sense, was th e  g u i l ty  

in te r lo p e r ,

Eugene, o f course , obviously  had to  experience tremen

dous g u i l t s  and fe a rs  because o f h is  p a r t ic ip a t in g  ro le  in  

a t r ia n g u la r  fam ily  s i tu a t io n  which was im possible to  re so lv e  

se x u a lly . As a son Eugene loved h is  m other, y e t he f e l t  

g u il ty  about h is  expressing  th a t  love openly, p a r t ic u la r ly  

when i t  seemed th e  l e a s t  b i t  p h y s ic a l, f o r  in  h is  subcon

scious memory th e  f ie r c e ,  cuckolded Gant, who needed only 

th e  slimmest excuse to  exact r ig h teo u s  vengeance, was always 

p re se n t. To p ro te c t h im self fronr th e  w rath of th e  avenging 

f a th e r ,  as w ell as to  avoid the  h o r r ib le  consequences a t 

ten d in g  h is  incestuous d e s ire s , th e  son had to  make a c le a r  

se p a ra tio n  between a f f e c t io n  and sex . His own psychological 

p o s itio n  would otherw ise have been unbearab le .

In  th e  Gant home th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  mother was th e  

one who p ro f ite d  most from th i s  O edipal s i tu a t io n .  She was 

ab le  to  enjoy th e  em otional and p h y sica l companionship o f her 

son, yet w ithout making sexual s a c r i f i c e s  and w ithout su rren 

dering  h er independence, Eugene was th e  one who remained in  

a dependent p o s itio n  and who f e l t  em otionally  th w arted . He 

was th e  spo iled  c h ild , s e l f i s h ly  id e n tify in g  w ith  h is  moth

er* s p lig h t im th e  s tru g g le  between h is  p a ren ts ; needing h er 

support d esp e ra te ly  fo r  h is  own em otional s e c u r ity ; y e t re b e l

l in g  a t  h is  dependent ro le  and f e e l in g  both  g u i l ty  and f e a r f u l
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of h is  f a th e r .  Home l i f e  fo r  th e  boy, th e re fo re , was an emo

t io n a l  p riso n  from which he had to  escape i f  he ever hoped 

to  secure independence and happiness fo r  h im se lf. The d i s 

tu rb in g  question  was how to  escape, e s p e c ia lly  since th e  

most b i t t e r  resen tm ents he f e l t  fo r  each paren t were seldom 

divorced  from moving f e e l in g s  o f p ity  and lo v e ;

He f e l t  th a t  he might be c lean  and f re e  i f  he could 
only escape in to  a s in g le  burning passion—f re e ,  and 
hard , and h o t, and g l i t t e r i n g —of lo v e , h a tre d , t e r r o r ,  
or d is g u s t .  But he was caugh t, he was s tra n g lin g  in  
th e  web of f u t i l i t y - - t h e r e  was no moment of h a te  th a t  
was not touched by a dozen sh a fts  o f lo v e ,^

The years passed and Eugene’s sense o f freed  cm gradu

a l ly  in c reased  as he became le s s  a f ra id  of th e  aging Gant,

The p h y sica l d e c lin e  of h is  cancerous f a th e r  was s w if t ,  and 

because h is  l i f e  p rev io u sly  had been connected w ith  such in 

tem perate g r a t i f i c a t i o n  o f h is  a p p e ti te s —excess in  e a tin g , 

d r in k in g , and huge r io t in g  debauchery—i t  was h o rr ib le  f o r  

th e  c h ild re n  s t i l l  a t  home to  watch th e  n o tic ea b le  d i s in te 

g ra tio n  o f h is  p h y sica l powers. Also Eugene was exasperated  

by th e  s e n ile  petu lance o f h is  f a th e r ,  e s p e c ia lly  when th e  

s e l f -p i ty in g  o ld  man whined fo r  a t te n t io n  and fo rg iv e n e ss . 

The boy re f le c te d  grim ly th a t  ”h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e  had de

voured whatever had served i t ,  and th a t  few men had had more 

sensuous enjoym ent, o r had been more ru th le s s  in  t h e i r  de

mands on o th e r s .*2

At t h i s  tim e E liz a  was in  a sp lend id  co n d itio n  to

^I b i d , ,  p .  549. ^I b i d , .  p .  2 7 9 .
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ponder upon th e  slow ly  approaching d ea th  o f her husband. Al

though she was in  her middle f i f t i e s ,  h e r  h e a lth  was excel

l e n t ,  f o r  she had grown trium phan tly  s tro n g e r  a f te r  th e  d is 

eases of her m iddle y e a rs . D ixieland was tu rn in g  out to  be 

a more p ro f i ta b le  investm ent than  even she had expected, and 

her o th e r p ro p e r tie s  were a ls o  in c re a s in g  in  v a lu e . U nfortu

n a te ly  fo r  h er c h ild re n , E l iz a ’s m is e r lin e s s  seemed to  keep 

pace in v e rse ly  w ith  h e r advancing p ro s p e r i ty .  One n ig h t Eu

gene became alm ost h y s te r ic a l  as he a tta c k e d  h is  m other’ s 

compulsive greed:

’Mama, mama, in  God’ s name, what i s  i t ?  What do you 
want? Are you going to  s tra n g le  and drown us a l l ?
Don’t  you own: enough? Do you want more s tr in g ?  Do 
you want more b o t t le s ?  By God, I ’ l l  go around c o l
le c tin g  them i f  you say s o , ’ His vo ice  had r is e n  a l 
most to  a scream , ’But t e l l  me what you w ant. Don’t  
you own enough? Do you want th e  town? What i s  i t? ^

As soon as Eugene had f in ish e d  h is  a t ta c k  he f e l t  g u i l ty .

His mother was c ry in g , and ta k in g  her son’ s hand in  her own,

alm ost as i f  she were s t i l l  a ch ild ,; E liz a  la id  her w h ite ,

g i r l i s h  fa c e , tw is te d  w ith  g r i e f ,  a g a in s t h is  shou lder:

I t  was th e  g e s tu re  o f a c h ild : a g e s tu re  th a t  asked 
fo r  lo v e , p i ty ,  and te n d e rn e ss . I t  to r e  up g rea t ro o ts  
i n  him, b lo o d ily .

’Don’t l ’ he s a id ,  ’Don’t ,  mamaI P le a s e l’
’Nobody know s,’ sa id  E l iz a ,  ’Nobody knows, I  need 

some one to o .  I ’ve had a hard l i f e ,  son , f u l l  of pain 
and t r o u b le l ’ Slowly, l ik e  a c h ild  ag a in , she wiped 
her wet weak eyes w ith  th e  back of h er hand.

Ah, he th o u g h t, as h is  h e a r t tw is te d  in  him f u l l  of 
w ild pain  and r e g r e t ,  she w i l l  be dead some day and 
I  s h a ll  ^ w ay s remember th is »  Always t h i s ,  T h is .^

During h is  second year a t  th e  S ta te  U n iv e rs ity , Eugene 

l lb ld , . pp. 438-39. ^I b ld , ,  pp. 439-40.
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had re tu rn ed  home fo r  th e  Christm as v aca tio n  and somewhat 

in a d v e r te n tly  had managed to  g e t drunk on Christmas Eve.

This was th e  f i r s t  tim e in  h is  l i f e  th a t  he had ever been 

in to x ic a te d , and th e  next day, a f t e r  he had sobered up, he 

was f i l l e d  w ith  g ra t i tu d e  th a t  h is  fam ily  seemed to le r a n t  

enough enough to  overlook what he had done. When th e  mood 

of th e  fam ily  changed and th ey  began to  make a se rio u s  moral 

issu e  o f h is  d rin k in g , Eugene f e l t  betrayed  and lashed  back 

a t t h e i r  a t ta c k ;

know th a t  I  have been g u ilty  of no g re a t crime 
a g a in s t you, and I  am no longer a f r a id  of you .f

’Why, b o y l’ sa id  E liza*  ’We’ve done a l l  we could fo r  
you. What crime have we accused you o f? ’

’Of b re a th in g  your a i r ,  o f ea tin g  your food, o f  l i v 
ing under your ro o f , of having your l i f e  and your blood 
in  my v e in s , o f  accep ting  your s a c r i f ic e  and p r iv a tio n , 
and of being u n g ra te fu l f o r  i t  a l l . ’^

On t h i s  o ccasio n , Eugene again  became h y s te r ic a l  as he 

expressed to  h is  mother th e  b i t t e r  resentm ents he had b o tt le d  

up in s id e  h im self from; the  tim e he was a c h i ld .  Then he em

phasized why he f e l t  so d esp e ra te ly  th a t  he had to  leave  home 

to  escape from h is  fam ily :

’U n n a tu ra l!’ E liz a  w hispered . ’ U nnatural son! You 
w il l  be punished i f  th e r e ’ s a ju s t  God in  h eav en .’

’Oh, th e re  i s !  I ’m sure th e re  i s i ’ c r ie d  Eugene, 
’Because I  have been punished. By God, I  s h a l l  spend 
th e  r e s t  o f  my l i f e  g e t t in g  my h ea rt back, h ea lin g  and 
fo rg e tt in g  every sc a r  you put upon me when I  was a c h i ld . 
The f i r s t  move I  ever made, a f t e r  th e  c ra d le , was to  
crawl f o r  th e  door, and every move I  have made s in ce  
has been an e f f o r t  to  escape. And now a t  l a s t  I  am 
f re e  from you a l l ,  although you may hold me fo r  a few 
years  more. I f  I  am not f r e e ,  I  am a t  l e a s t  locked up 
in  my own p riso n , but I  s h a l l  get me some beau ty , I

llbid., p. 504.
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sh a ll  get me some o rder out o f  t h i s  jung le  of my l i f e ;
I  sh a ll fin d  my way out of i t  y e t ,  though i t  take  me 
twenty years more—alone.*

'Alone?* sa id  E liz a , w ith  th e  old su sp ic io n . 'Where 
are  you going?'

'A h ,' he s a id , 'you  were no t look ing , were you? I 'v e  
gone. '-*■

Eugene's f in a l  leav e tak in g  from home was not so simple 

as he had p re d ic te d . He was given a d ress  re h e a rs a l o f what 

to  expect a few days a f t e r  B en 's d ea th , when E liz a  sa t be

fo re  th e  f i r e  a t  D ix ieland , " c a l l in g  up from th e  p as t th e  

b e a u tifu l lo s t  th in g s  th a t  never h a p p e n e d . *2 Suddenly she 

had looked over a t  her youngest c h i ld ,  her "baby,," and when 

Eugene saw the f e a r  in  h is  m o th e r 's  eyes, he rushed to  where 

she sa t*  grasped her work-worn hand, and th e  two clasped 

each o th e r  t ig h t ly  as E liz a  l a id  her face  g en tly  ag a in s t h is  

arm:

'D on 't go y e t , '  she sa id *  'Y ou've a l l  your l i f e  ahead 
of you. Stay w ith  me ju s t  a day o r tw o .'

'Yes, mama,' he s a id , f a l l i n g  to  h is  knees. 'Y es, 
mama;' he hugged her to  him f r a n t i c a l l y .  'Y es, mama.
God b le s s  you, mama* I t ' s  a l l  r ig h t  mama. I t ' s  a l l  r i g h t . '

E liz a  wept b i t t e r l y .
'I 'm  an old woman,' she s a id , 'and  one by one I 'v e  

lo s t  you a l l .  H e's dead now, and I  never go to  know him.
0 son, d o n 't  leave  me y e t .  Y ou're th e  only one t h a t 's  
le f t : :  you were my baby . D on't gol D on't go I '  She la id  
her vdiits face  ag a in s t h is  s le e v e .

I t  i s  not hard to  go (he th o u g h t) . But when can we 
f o rg e t?

In  th ese  f r a n t ic  good-byes, E liz a  f e l t  and knew a l l  

her son wanted to  say w ithout h is  even expressing  h is  lo v e ; 

a t  l e a s t ,  so i t  seemed to  Eugene a t  th e  time* Also he be

lie v ed  he understood th e  f in a l  wisdom of th e  e a r th , when, on

4bid., p. 5 0 5. Zibid.,, p. 5 7Ô. ^Ibid.
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th e  eve of h is  departu re  from home, he faced  th e  poignant 

r e a l i t y  of t h i s  in d iv is ib le  bond between mother and son, in  

which th e re  was n e i th e r  fo rg e t t in g , nor denying, nor ex

p la in in g , nor h a tin g :

0 m ortal and p e rish in g  lo v e , born w ith  t h i s  f le s h  and 
dying w ith  t h i s  b ra in , your memory w il l  haunt th e  e a r th  
fo re v e r .

And now th e  voyage o u t. If/here?^

I I

In  term s of th e  a r t i s t i c  v is io n  which governs a l l  of 

Wolfe*s f i c t i o n ,  th e  re p re se n ta tio n  o f th e  dualism  between 

th e  m asculine and fem inine p r in c ip le s  in  Look Homeward, Angel, 

g iven i t s  f i n a l  d e f in i t io n  by th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  Oedipal in 

volvement w ith  h is  p a ren ts  to g e th e r  w ith  h is  homosexual f e a r s  

and n o s ta lg ia  f o r  p re-sex u a l innocence, f u r th e r  illu m in a te s  

th e  a u th o r 's  c r i t ic is m  of th e  e th ic s  of V ic to ria n  p u ritan ism . 

To make t h i s  p o in t c le a r ,  i t  i s  necessary  to  re-exam ine 

b r ie f ly  m a te r ia l  which we have a lread y  inc luded  in  th e  p re 

ceding ch ap te rs  o f th i s  d is s e r ta t io n ,  bu t now using  th e  psy

cho log ica l experiences o f W olfe 's p ro ta g o n is t in  th e  f i c t io n  

i t s e l f  as an inform ing gu ide.

When Gant as  a V ic to rian  p u r ita n  f a th e r  sep ara ted  lu s t  

from" a f f e c t io n ,  he resembled h is  son Eugene in  th a t  he a lso  

was p ro je c tin g  h is  e a r ly  Oedipal r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h is  moth

e r  in to  a d u lt l i f e .  T h is , in  tu r n ,  meant th a t  sex and s p i r 

i t u a l  e v i l  had to  be u n ited  in  h is  eyes, s in c e  puberty

^Ibid., p. 6 1 6.
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rep resen ted  th e  trau m a tic  f a l l  from innocence which he had 

experienced p e rso n a lly . A fte r  puberty  Gant had been fo rced  

to  a d ju s t to  a co rrup ted  world in  which h is  own sexual de

s i r e s  were too pow erfu lly  unregenera te  to  c o n tro l ,  and which, 

whenever he subm itted  to  th e i r  u rgen t demands, l e f t  him f e e l 

ing  w eak-w illed and ashamed. To f in d  personal sa lv a tio n  in  

th i s  kind of h o p e less ly  s in f u l  w orld, he had to  e re c t a r i g 

id  b a r r ie r  between th e  i d e a l i s t i c  s id e  o f h is  p e rso n a lity , 

em otionally  f ix e d  in  a childhood s e t t in g  of p re -sex u a l inno

cence, and h is  depraved, p o st-p u b erty  animal n a tu re .

When Gant m arried  E liz a , th e re fo re ,  i t  was psycholog

i c a l ly  im possible f o r  him to  love h is  w ife p a s s io n a te ly , fo r  

he was a lready  cond itioned  to  regard  th e  p o te n t ia l  mother of 

h is  c h ild re n  w ith  th e  same pure fe e l in g s  w ith  which as a 

ch ild  he had loved h is  own m other. His sexual d e s ire s  had 

to  be tr a n s fe r re d  to  th e  common s lu t s  and p r o s t i tu te s  which 

th ey  deserved . L argely  f o r  t h i s  reaso n , whenever Gant * s lu s t  

became unmanageable, he had g o tten  drunk, v is i te d  th e  whores 

in  Eagle C rescen t, fo rn ic a te d  w ith  fu r io u s  r e l i e f ,  re tu rn ed  

home to  r e v i le  h is  f r ig id  vrife as th e  b e tra y e r , and a f t e r  

sobering  up, had repen ted  im a n eu ro tic  abyss o f shame. In  

h is  moods o f se lf -a b u s iv e  p en iten ce , Gant agreed w ith  h is  

w ife th a t  i f  only sex and l ic k e r  could be e lim in a ted  fronn 

l i f e ,  t h i s  would be th e  b e s t of a l l  p o ss ib le  w o rld s . This 

was th e  u n r e a l i s t i c  a t t i tu d e  toward human n a tu re  o f ty p ic a l  

V ic to rian  p u r ita n  p a re n ts , given i t s  em otional con tex t by
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t h e i r  attachm ent to  p r iv a te  world o f childhood innocence, and 

upon which was based th e i r  n a r c i s s i s t i c  in d if fe re n c e  to  s p i r 

i t u a l  e v i l ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  when i t  appeared w ith in  th e  sanctu 

ary  of th e  home.

Eugene Gant had grown up im a household in  which h is  

parents* u n c r i t i c a l  approval o f th e  v ir tu e s  to  be ob tained  

from hard work, money, r e s p e c ta b i l i ty ,  and exaggerated s e l f -  

lo v e , combined w ith  t h e i r  in g ra in ed  p u r i ta n ic a l  d i s t r u s t  of 

sex and a lc o h o l, helped make n e u ro tic s  o f a l l  t h e i r  c h ild re n . 

P rev iously  i t  was poin ted  out th a t  Eugene was s t i l l  a baby 

when he sensed th a t  h is  own happiness was somehow being be

tray ed  by th e  h o s t i l i t y  which ex is ted  between h is  p a re n ts . 

A ctually  no b e tra y a l was invo lved , f o r  Gant and E liz a  f a i le d  

to  respond w ith  normal a f f e c t io n  to  t h e i r  sm all c h i ld  simply 

because th ey  were unable to  respond w ith  normal a f f e c t io n  to  

each o th e r ; Eugene was in  no way to  blame#

The h e lp le s s  ch ild  d id  not f e e l  inn o cen t, f o r  in  h ie  

subconscious, even a t t h i s  e a r ly  age, h is  sense o f r e je c t io n  

was supported by fe e l in g s  o f g u i l t .  I n s t in c t iv e ly  he be

lie v ed  th a t  h is  p a ren ts  had no t g iven him th e  love he craved 

sim ply because he was undeserv ing . As th e  c h ild  grew o ld e r , 

h is  co n v ic tio n  o f personal unw orth iness, along w ith  h is  l a 

te n t  sexual g u i l t s ,  became more extrem e, and when he reached 

ado lescence, th e y  were in e x tr ic a b ly  meshed. P uberty , th e re 

fo re ,  had to  re p re se n t f o r  Eugene, as i t  had symbolized to  

h is  fa th e r  b efo re  him, a shocking f a l l  from innocence, fo r
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i t  was during th i s  d is tu rb ed  period  th a t  h is  lu s t  f in a l ly  

surfaced  to  be recognised  as th e  shameful th in g  h is  fe e lin g s  

of emotional r e je c t io n  and h is  subconscious g u i l t s  had p re

determ ined i t  should be. The nex t s tep  f o r  Eugene was to  

equate h is  sexual shame w ith  e v i l ,  and as soon as he had done 

th i s  he was both p sy ch o lo g ica lly  and s p i r i tu a l ly  prepared to  

make h is  g u il t - r id d e n  pilgrim age to  th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  

whorehouse, th a t  s o rc e re s s ’ s tem ple of wickedness and fo rb id 

den p leasu re .

The house of p r o s t i tu t io n  occupied such an im portant 

p lace in  th e  sexual im ag ination  of the V ic to rian  p u rita n  be

cause o f th e  accepted propaganda th a t  n ice  women were not 

supposed to  enjoy sexual in te rc o u rs e . By n ice women th e  

V ic to rian  p u r ita n  male u su a lly  ineant women whom he had placed 

on a p ed esta l because th ey  resembled h is  m other, W olfe’ s 

re p re se n ta tio n  of th e  Oedipal s i tu a t io n  in  Look Homeward, 

Angel suggests th a t  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  husband was com

p e lled  to  p lace h is  w ife on a p e d e s ta l, n e ith e r  because he 

t r u ly  esteemed her as  a woman, nor because th e  sen tim en ta l

ized  w ife e s p e c ia lly  enjoyed h er e lev a ted  p o s i t io n . He 

placed th e  ’’n ice  woman”' on a p ed e s ta l r a th e r  because he had 

to  p ro te c t him self p sy ch o lo g ica lly  from h is  rep ressed  in 

cestuous d e s ire s , as w ell as from th e  to r tu r in g  g u i l t s  which 

accompanied them, bo th  s e ts  of emotions having o r ig in a te d  in  

h is  Oedipal involvement as a c h ild  w ith  h is  own p a re n ts .
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The V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  husband, since he was co n s tan tly  

th rea ten ed  by th e  sp e c tre  of v ic a rio u s  in c e s t  i f  he con

sc io u s ly  a s so c ia te d  h is  sexual d e s ire  w ith  th a t  s u b s t i tu te  

mother f ig u re ,  h is  w ife , was em otionally  d riven  to  go o u t

s id e  th e  home fo r  c a rn a l p le a su re . The obvious p lace to  

f in d  t h i s  p leasu re  was th e  whorehouse, where he could pur

chase sexual a t te n t io n  from women v u lg ar enough to  g ive him 

th e  psycho log ica l freedom he needed to  make love on an aban

doned animal le v e l  and enjoy i t .  His sex u a lly  re je c te d  w ife , 

s ince  th e o r e t ic a l ly  she was supposed to  be non-sexual, was 

l e f t  f re e  to  compensate in  th e  home fo r  h er husbandis neg

l e c t ;  and in  th e  home i s  p re c is e ly  where, w ith  n e u ro tic  ven

geance* she exacted compensation» The double sexual s tan d 

ard  observed in  t h i s  c u ltu re  helps ex p la in  why th e  fam ily  

atmosphere in  a ty p ic a l  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  home was fre q u e n tly  

so deadly to  i t s  v a rio u s  members.

I t  has now been suggested th a t  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  

m ale, in  h is  a ttem p ts to  sep ara te  sexual d e s ire  from a f fe c 

t io n ,  ended up w ith  a sch izophren ic a t t i tu d e  toward women.

On th e  one hand, he had h is  w ife o r mother whom he could 

id e a liz e  but not lo v e  sexually*  and on th e  o th e r hand, th e re  

was th e  p r o s t i tu te  to  whom he could tu rn  f o r  ca rn a l g r a t i f i 

c a tio n ,^  T his double standard  was harm ful to  th e  psyche o f 

th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  male because i t  re - in fo rc e d  h is  lack

^Again th e  re a d e r  should be reminded th a t  t h i s  a t t i tu d e  
re p re se n ts  a  s p l i t t i n g  in to  sep ara te  ha lves o f th e  an c ien t 
f e r t i l i t y  a rche type  o f th e  c h ild -s o rc e re s s  mother*
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of confidence in  h is  own m a sc u lin ity , a co n d itio n  which had 

heen exaggerated by h is  prolonged em otional dependence upon 

th e  kind of possessive  mother which h is  c u ltu re  produced*

Also, th i s  double s tan d ard  was d e s tru c tiv e  in  th a t  i t  helped 

tu rn  h is  a d u lt in te r e s t s  com pletely  to  th e  world o f men where 

he could e s ta b lis h  r e la t io n s h ip s  which were p sy ch o lo g ica lly  

more s a t is fy in g  than  he could w ith  women. This was t ru e  be

cause in  th e  world o f men th e  sexual fe e l in g s  and a f fe c t io n s  

o f th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  were s u p e r f ic ia l ly  re -u n ite d  so 

th a t  he was ab le  to  experience th e  i l l u s io n  of em otional 

wholeness* Such a compromise worked, however, only  so long 

as h is  sexual d e s ire s  remained r e p r e s s e d f o r  th e  male world 

in  which he f e l t  in c re a s in g ly  a t  ease had fo r  i t s  foundation  

sublim ated homosexual resp o n ses .

In  h is  subconscious th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  male was aware 

o f h is  sexual am bivalence, and aga in  to  provide some kind o f 

p sycho log ica l defense a g a in s t h is  own compulsive weaknesses— 

as he had done when he p laced  th e  woman who rep resen ted  h is  

mother on a p e d e s ta l—he brought to  th e  su rface  h is  most de

vious g u i l t s  and fe a rs  and d ire c te d  them a g a in s t th e  overt 

homosexual. I f  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  male regarded  any open 

sexual p leasu re  w ith  women a s  n a s ty ~ a n  a t t i tu d e  stemming 

fromi h is  rep ressed  d e s ire  f o r  in c e s t  w ith  h is  mother coupled 

w ith  h is  f e a r  of th e  avenging f a th e r —than  lo g ic a l ly  he was 

fo rced  to  reg a rd  any open d isp la y  of hom osexuality as unspeak

ab ly  v i l e .
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The most d ep lo rab le  r e s u l t  of t h i s  a t t i tu d e  was th a t  

in  th e  ad u lt world of th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n , th e  obviously  

m aladjusted homosexual—in  th e  b o y 's  w orld, th e  s is s y —became 

th e  s o c ia lly  approved ta r g e t  f o r  th e  most n eu ro tic  expression  

o f s a d is t ic  m a lic e . Another un fo rtu n a te  r e s u l t  o f  th e  same 

a t t i tu d e  was th e  com pelling need of th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  

male to  prove h is  manhood venturesom ely, no t to  women but to  

o th e r men. Today th e  a th le tic a lly -m in d e d  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  

male seems to  have in h e r i te d  both o f th e se  a t t i tu d e s ,^  even 

as he i s  u su a lly  b l i s s f u l l y  unaware th a t  th ey  have any con

n ec tion  w ith  h is  own rep ressed  hom osexuality. For such a 

"red-b looded” m ale, th e  conno tations of the  word "pervert"* 

suggest human n a tu re  i n  an e s p e c ia lly  depraved form, s in ce  

l ik e  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  o f th e  preceding cen tu ry , he con

tin u e s  to  id e n t i f y  e v i l  w ith sex and to  w orship a t  th e  s p i r 

i t u a l  sh rin e  o f h is  own narcissism *

^Fbr docum entation note th e  p o p u la rity  o f E rnest 
Hemingway's f i c t i o n .



CHAPTER X

LOST INNOCENCE

All of our l i f e  goes up in  smoke. There i s  no s tru c 
tu r e ,  no c re a tio n  in  i t ,  not even th e  smoky s tru c tu re  
of dreams. Come low er, angel; whisper in  our e a rs .
We are  passing  away in  smoke and th e re  i s  noth ing to 
day but w eariness to  pay us fo r  y es te rd ay ’ s t o i l .  How 
may we save ourselves?^

Thomas Wolfe believed  th a t  th e  p ro tag o n is t in  h is  f i c 

t io n  was a microcosm fo r  ”th e  enormous w is tfu ln e ss  and lone

l in e s s  o f America where a l l  men wander and a re  s ick  f o r  home, 

and where a l l  th in g s  change but change i t s e l f . B e f o r e  Eu

gene Gant en tered  adolescence, however, he had not been p ar

t i c u la r ly  upset by change, fo r  th en , in  h is  childhood im agi

n a tio n  a t  l e a s t ,  he had belonged to  a world of innocence in  

which i t  seemed th a t  change, to g e th e r w ith  th e  e v i l  which 

freq u en tly  a ttended  i t ,  d id  not have to  be taken s e r io u s ly . 

The boy had grown up in  Altamont, th a t  ’’is o la te d  f o r t r e s s  in  

th e  h i l l s ’*̂  o f Old Catawba, when th e  town had contained be

tween f i f t e e n  to  twenty thousand in h a b ita n ts . I t  was ju s t  a 

sm all mountain town, bu t to  Eugene i t  had possessed enormous 

a u th o rity : ’’w ith  a c h i ld ’ s egotism i t  was fo r  him th e  c e n tre

^LHA, p. 295. p . 369. L̂HA, p. 106.
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of th e  e a r th , th e  small but dynamic core of a l l  life,.**^ Al

tam ont, in  a very  r e a l  sen se , rep resen ted  th e  world to  th e  

boy, and i t  was a re -a s s u r in g , fa m il ia r  w orld, fo re v e r  guard

ed by th e  soaring  b lue-g reen  h i l l s  in  th e  d is ta n c e : "beyond 

growth, beyond s tru g g le  and d ea th . They were h is  abso lu te  

u n ity  in  th e  m idst o f e te rn a l  change.

The fe e lin g s  o f  s e c u r ity  which Eugene a sso c ia ted  w ith

h is  fa m il ia r  home tov/n, p ro tec ted  by th e  surrounding moun

t a in s ,  were s im ila r  to  th o se  which he had experienced in  h is  

f a th e r ’ s house on Woodson S tr e e t ,  w ith  i t s  trem endous, e n c ir 

c l in g  v in e s . T his suggests th a t  in  th e  im agination  o f Wolfe’ s

ch ild  p ro ta g o n is t, h is  c h ie f  p ro te c tio n  ag a in s t th e  th r e a t  of

unceasing change, in  r e a l i t y ,  was n o t th e  mountains rimming 

h is  home town, but r a th e r  th e  a rch e ty p a l image of th e  f a th e r  

guarding h is  childhood home. In  th e  s e le c t io n  ’’The L ost Boy," 

Wolfe made t h i s  connection a l i t t l e  c le a r e r ,  f o r  in  th i s  se

le c t io n  young Grover Gant’ s sense o f s e c u r i ty  was a sso c ia ted  

only g en e ra lly  w ith h is  home town; s p e c if ic a l ly  i t  was id e n t i 

f ie d  w ith  h is  f a th e r ’s m arble shop a t  th e  co rner of the  town 

square as a symbol o f  Gant’ s re -a s su r in g  m asculine v i t a l i t y :  

Before examining "The Lost Bby," i t  i s  f i r s t  necessary  to  de

f in e ,  in  term s o f  W olfe’ s inform ing a r t i s t i c  v is io n , both th e  

c h i ld ’ s p re -ad o le scen t world o f innocence, as w ell as h is  

p o st-ad o le scen t world o f  " lo s t  innocence.*

The childhood world o f innocence in  W olfe’s a r t i s t i c

^Ibid. Zibid., p. 191»
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i s  always co n tro lle d  im ag in a tiv e ly  by th e  m asculine p r in c i 

p le  r t h a t  i s  I by th e  a rch e ty p a l image of th e  f a th e r .  In  th e  

ch ild * s psycho log ica l im ag ina tion , th e  f a th e r  p rovides th e  

image o f m asculine v i t a l i t y .  In  th e  c h i ld 's  r e l ig io u s  imag

in a tio n , th e  f a th e r  re p re s e n ts  God, The p re-sex u a l c h ild  i s  

a n a r c i s s i s t ,  but because of h is  im aginative a lle g ia n c e  to  

the s tru c tu re  o f  h is  f a t h e r 's  l i f e ,  both h is  s e lf - lo v e  and 

h is  fe e l in g s  o f innocence a re  kept r e la t iv e ly  f r e e  from h is  

em otional dependence upon h is  m other. For t h i s  reaso n , th e  

image of th e  c h ild -s o rc e re s s  m other, th e  archetype o f th e  

feminine p r in c ip le ,  only becomes menacing a f te r  th e  ch ild  has 

become an ad o le sc e n t.

In  th e  s a fe , uncorrup ted  world of ch ildhood , change, 

dea th , e v i l ,  and even tim e , a re  a l l  m eaningless a b s tra c t io n s , 

fo r  th ese  a b s tra c tio n s  need th e  confirm ation  o f puberty  to  

become em otionally  r e a l .  In  o th e r  words, th e  ch ild  does not 

a c tu a lly  e n te r  th e  world o f  change and tim e, i s  not even able 

to  have a convincing prem onition o f h is  own in e v ita b le  d ea th , 

much le s s  a rec o g n itio n  o f  s p i r i t u a l  e v i l ,  u n t i l  he has lo s t  

h is  ssxual innocence. In  a d d i t io n , h is  most d is tu rb in g  fe a rs  

and g u i l t s  remain l a te n t  in  h is  unconscious memory u n t i l  

th i s  p sy ch o lo g ica lly  determ in ing  lo s s  of innocence occu rs ,^

^This aspect o f  th e  c h i ld 's  p re -ad o lescen t experience 
i s  supported by th e  p sycho log ica l theo ry  o f Sigmund Freud 
and Theodore Reik: "We know th a t  e a r ly  experiences o f  c h ild 
hood, e s p e c ia lly  th o se  to  which we a t t r ib u te  th e  c h a ra c te r  of 
th e  tra u m a tic , seem to  be e n t i r e ly  fo rg o tte n . In  some form 
or o th e r , m ostly  d is to r te d ,  th ey  a re  remembered a t  th e  tim e
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F in a lly , th e  ch ild*s world i s  one in  which h is  sensuous im

pressions are alm ost always connected w ith  th e  p re se n t mo

ment, the  "immediate now"; moreover, whatever h is  senses r e 

spond to  in  th e  p resen t seems f re s h , o r ig in a l ,  and a liv e*

The em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  fre sh  world of c h ild 

hood innocence becomes th e  ro m an tica lly  s ta le  world of " lo s t  

innocence" a f te r  th e  c h ild  has experienced ado lescence . The 

a t t r a c t i v e  image of th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r  i s  than  supplanted 

by th e  h a te fu l  image of th e  Oedipal f a th e r ,  and th e  r e - a s s u r -  

ing  s tru c tu re  o f  th e  fa th e r* s  l i f e  i s  removed from th e  p re

sent and lo ca ted  in  th e  p a s t and in  th e  f u tu re .  In  th e  past 

i t  s t i l l  e x is ts  as the  archetype of m asculine v i t a l i t y ,  but 

th e  archetype is  n o s ta lg ic  r a th e r  than  v i t a l .  In  th e  fu tu re  

th e  m asculine s tru c tu re  o f  th e  fa ther*  s l i f e  i s  confused w ith  

th e  young man*s rom antic v is io n  o f th e  o u ts id e  w orld:

The g rea t v is io n  o f th e  c i ty  i s  burning in  your h ea rt 
in  a l l  o f  i t s  enchanted c o lo rs  ju s t  as i t  d id  when you 
were tw elve y ea rs  o ld  and thought about i t .  You th in k  
th a t  some g lo rio u s  happiness of fo r tu n e , fame, and t r i 
umph w ill  be yours a t any m inu te , th a t  you a re  about to  
take  your p lace among g re a t  men and lo v e ly  women in  a 
l i f e  more fo r tu n a te  and happy th an  any you have ever 
known.1

Beginning w ith  h is  p o st-p u b erty  y e a rs , th e  young man*s 

most in te n se  fe e l in g s  o f  " lo s t  innocence,*  which now rep resen t

of puberty  a f te r  a long  phase o f la te n c y , , , , we learn ed  
th a t  events o f  childhood begin  to  be remembered a t  p uberty . 
Only then  memories o f  ch ildhood, o ften  d is to r te d  and d is 
guised „ emerge and become o b je c ts  o f conscious r e c o l le c t io n ,"  
Theodore Reik, Mvth and G u ilt (New York: George B r a z i l le r ,
I n c . ,  1957)» pp. 160, 16$.

^ ^ »  p , 2,
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h is  s p i r i tu a l  in te g r i ty  as i t  were, are  in c re a s in g ly  subser

v ie n t to  th e  co n tro l which th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  th e  

arche typal ro le  o f th e  c h ild -s o rc e re s s  mother—th e  m ythical 

"dark Helen"—ex e rts  over h is  sexual l i f e .  In  a d d itio n , h is  

n a rc iss ism , which inexo rab ly  becomes more extrem e, i s  emo

t io n a l ly  supported by h is  dependence upon h is  own mother as 

a human being . To escape from th i s  c a s tr a t in g  em otional 

bondage,, as w ell as to  break both h is  s p i r i tu a l  f i d e l i t y  to  

" lo s t  innocence" and h is  a t a v is t ic  sexual attachm ent to  th e  

"dark Helen" of h is  Oedipal im agination , th e  young man has 

to  des tro y  th e  r ig id  n a rc iss ism  which i s  t h e i r  r e f le c t io n  by 

making a personal confirm ation  o r d iscovery  o f s p i r i tu a l  e v i l .  

At th a t  moment, h is  p a s to ra l  v is io n  of th e  world begins to  

co lla p se , and th e  young man i s  f r e e  to  begin h is  arch e ty p al 

search  fo r  th e  s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r .

In  Wolfe*s s to ry  "The Lost Boy," young Grover Gant, 

th e  g en tle  son w ith  th e  straw b erry  b irthm ark  on h is  neck, 

seemed undismayed by change as one sp ring  a fte rn o o n  in  1904, 

th e  y ea r  o f h is  dea th , he stood in  f ro n t o f h is  fa th e r* s  

marble shop a t the  corner o f th e  town Square and re f le c te d  

v acan tly :

Here i s  o ld  Grover, almost tw elve y ea rs  o ld . Here i s  
th e  month of A p ril, 1904» Here i s  th e  courthouse b e l l  
and th re e  o*clock. Here i s  Grover on th e  Square th a t  
never changes. Here i s  Grover, caught upon t h i s  po in t 
of tim e .1

Grover was m istaken, o f course , about th e  permanence

- V »  p . 2.
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of what he saw and f e l t ,  s in ce  th e  tw elve y ea r o ld  boy had 

a lready  begun to  lo se  h is  childhood v is io n  o f l i f e  as h is  

body s lip p ed  in to  puberty  and as h is  psyche was unexpectedly 

confronted by th e  g u i l t s  and fe a rs  emerging in to  h is  con

sciousness a t  th e  same tim e h is  sexual innocence d isappeared . 

For t h i s  reaso n , in  th e  s to ry ,  a f t e r  h is  p a in fu l experience 

w ith  Mr. Crocker in  th e  candy s to r e ,  young Grover r e a l iz e d , 

in  a somewhat confused way to  be s u r e , th a t  something in  h is  

home town had su ffe red  a permanent change : "som ething had 

been l o s t —something fo re v e r  gained,"'^ Since th e  Square and 

h is  fa th e r* s  shop had not a l te r e d  t h e i r  appearance, th e  boy 

re a l iz e d  th a t  th e  change must have tak en  p lace w ith in  h im se lf:

*This i s  th e  Square*--thought Grover as b e fo re— *This 
i s  Now* There i s  my fa th e r* s  shop. And a l l  o f i t  i s  
as i t  has always been—save 1.*%

Grover*s i n i t i a l  anger a g a in s t th e  candy s to re  pro

p r ie to r  was drowned by th e  "sw elling  t id e  o f guilt*^^ which 

accompanied h is  d read  o f what Gant might do when he d iscov

ered what had happened: "*0h God, i f  papa ever h ea rs i*

thought Grover, as h is  numb f e e t  s ta r te d  up th e  s te p s  in to  

h is  fa th e r* s  shop."^ The s to n e c u tte r  was d iscovered  a t  work 

in  th e  roomi a t  th e  back of th e  shop: "gau n t-v isag ed , mustache 

cropped, immensely long and t a l l  and g a u n t,^  hold ing  **in one 

hand a tremendous rounded,wooden m a lle t l ik e  a butcher*s 

b o le ; and in  th e  o th e r hand, a s tro n g  cold chisel,**^ Grover

^Ibid., p. 14. ^Ibid., p. 1 0 . ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
5lbid., p. 1 1 .
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stood q u ie tly  in  th e  room fo r  se v e ra l m inutes, watching h is  

f a th e r  c h is e l  in s c r ip t io n s  on a block o f m arble as d e l ic a te ly  

*̂ as a jew eler might work on a w atch, except th a t  in  th e  man 

and in  th e  wooden m a lle t th e re  was power to o .* ^

Soon th e  g u i l ty  boy confessed th e  argument he had had 

w ith  Mr, Crocker, The s to n e c u tte r  im mediately dropped h is  

to o ls ,  took h is  son by th e  hand, and walked s w if tly  to  th e  

candy s to re , where he a n g r ily  accused th e  owner o f m is tre a t

ing Grover because he had never been a f a th e r  h im se lf: "*You 

never knew th e  fe e l in g s  o f  a f a th e r ,  o r understood th e  f e e l 

in g s of a c h ild ; and th a t  i s  why you ac ted  as you d i d ,*"2 

The two Gants re tu rn ed  ac ro ss  th e  Square, th e  son hold ing  

t ig h t ly  to  h is  f a th e r ’ s hand, and " l ig h t  came ag a in  in to  the  

day,"'? For a moment th ey  stopped on th e  wooden sidew alk in  

fro n t o f th e  marble shop. Then Gant advised h is  sore, to  "be 

a good boy," and th e  s to n e c u tte r*  "w ith h is  g rea t s t r id e ," ^  

climbed th e  porch s tep s  le a d in g  to  h is  shop and went in s id e , 

Grover remained s tand ing  by th e  porch s te p s , t ry in g  to  

f e e l  re -a ssu red  by th e  near presence of h is  f a th e r  th a t  noth

ing  in  h is  childhood w orld had r e a l ly  been changed by h is  un

p leasan t experience e a r l i e r  in  th e  a fte rn o o n : " ’T his i s  Tim e,’ 

thought Grover, ’ Here i s  th e  Square, and here i s  my f a th e r ’s 

shop, and here am U nfortuna tely , something had hap

pened which could no t be rev e rsed , even by h is  f a th e r ,  and

^Ibid,* p, 1 2 , Zibid., p, 13, ^Ibid., p, 14-
^ Ib id . 5 lb id .
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which would permanently a f f e c t  th e  way th e  boy envisioned 

th e  w orld. The innocence o f  h is  childhood had begun to  van

is h :

And l ig h t  came and went and came aga in—but now not 
q u ite  th e  same as i t  had done b e fo re . The boy saw th e  
p a t te rn  of fa m ilia r  shapes and knew th a t  th ey  were ju s t  
th e  same as th ey  had always been. But something had 
gone out o f  day, and something had come in  ag a in . Out 
of th e  v is io n  o f those  q u ie t eyes some b r ig h tn e ss  had -, 
gone, and in to  t h e i r  v is io n  had come some deeper c o lo r .

In  th e  opening se c tio n  of The Web and th e  Rock, th e  

tw elve year o ld  ”Monk” Webber, l ik e  Eugene and Grover Gant 

of Wolfe*s e a r l i e r  f i c t i o n ,  a lso  seemed unperturbed by th e  

impermanence of vdiat he observed as he la y  day-dreaming on 

th e  g rass  in  f ro n t o f h is  uncle*s house. The neighborhood 

scene was n e i th e r  s tran g e  nor u n s e t t l in g ;  r a th e r  i t  was **com

mon, homely, and f a m il ia r ,  and when remembered l a t e r ,  wonder

fu l,,  th e  way th in g s  are,**^ With regard  to  Webber* s happi

n e ss , what d if fe re n c e  d id  i t  make i f  th e  commonplace th in g s  

he saw, **the s tru c tu re  o f  so many l i t t l e  and fa m il ia r  th in g s  

as hen houses, barns . . . th e  s l a t e  ro o fs  and th e  sh in g le s , 

th e  law ns, th e  hedges and th e  g a b le s , th e  b ack y ard s,*3 were 

in  r e a l i t y  **as ac c id e n ta l as th e  s t r in g s  o f b lin d  chance,**^ 

In  th e  boy*s v is io n  they were a lso  "somehow fo re -o rd a in ed  

as a d e s tin y : th e  way th in g s  a r e ,  because they  a re  th e  way 

they  a r e .*5 U nfortunately  th e  in e v ita b le  p r ic e  of ad o le s

cence was th e  s a c r i f ic e  of t h i s  i l l u s io n  o f an unchanging 

neighborhood w orld, and Webber*s most p ress in g  problem as he

llbid. p. la. 3lbld. ^Ibid. Îbid.
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grew o lder was to  f in d  something equa lly  com forting and f a 

m il ia r  to  take i t s  p la c e .

A fter W olfe 's second p ro tag o n is t had become a newspa

per re p o r te r  in  New York C ity , he decided to  w r i te  a novel 

centered  around "a b o y 's  v is io n  of l i f e  over a ten-month 

period  between h is  tw e lf th  and th i r te e n th  y e a r s , and th e  

book would be c a lle d  The End of th e  Golden W eather. Webber 

gave th e  novel t h i s  t i t l e  because he wanted to  w rite  about 

th a t  confused period  in  a b o y 's  l i f e  when th e  "golden weath

e r of childhood begins to  change, and, fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e,

some o f th e  tro u b lin g  w eathers o f a m an's soul a re  revea led  
2to  him."' In  o th e r  words, he in tended to  w ri te  about th e  

end of childhood innocence as h is  p ro tag o n is t en te red  ad o les

cence.

With t h i s  in te rp r e ta t io n  in  mind, th e  read e r e a s i ly  can 

understand th e  symbolism Wolfe employed a t  th e  beginning of 

h is  own novel, when h is  p ro ta g o n is t , nicknamed "Monk"’ because 

of h is  p e c u lia r  "taonkey-like"’ physique, was in troduced  as th e  

" c h ild  C a l i b a n , M o n k  a t  th i s  tim e was ju s t  a t  th e  th r e s 

hold o f p u b erty . He resembled th e  C aliban o f S hak esp eare 's  

p lay , "The Tem pest,"’ not only because of h is  a n im a l is t ie  ap

pearance, but because, l ik e  the a-m oral, n a tu r a l i s t i c  C aliban, 

Monk a lso  belonged to  a p a s to ra l world in  which e v i l  seemed 

n o n -e x is te n t. I t  was an innocent world in  th e  v is io n  o f th e  

boy because i t  was p re -sex u a l, and th a t  Wolfe consciously

^Ibid, Zibid., p . 263, ^Ibid., p , 3 .
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had th i s  in te rp r e ta t io n  in  mind seems a reasonab le  in fe ren ce  

from th e  age he gave h is  p ro tag o n is t,; to g e th e r  w ith  th e  au

thor* s note a t  th e  beginning of th e  novel th a t  i t s  theme was 

th a t  of ” *the innocent man* d iscovering  l i f e , ”^ As p rev ious

ly  suggested , th e  d isappearance of Monk*s sexual innocence 

coincided w ith  th e  end of h is  own "golden weather,**

Eugene Gant had been in troduced  to  th e  golden w eather 

of h is  ch ild * s  world by h is  sen ses . In  th e  d is s e r ta t io n  we 

have a lread y  mentioned th a t  when Eugene was a baby, trapped  

in  the  t in y  p riso n  of h is  c r ib ,  h is  most u rgen t problem had 

been to  communicate to  th e  grown-ups in  h is  fam ily  bo th  h is  

physical and em otional needs» His next most urgent problem 

had been one o f knowledge a p a r t from communication. I n  o th 

e r words, he faced th e  problem o f how to  get to  know th e  

a l ie n  world o f stran g e  bod ies, fo re ig n  p h y sica l o b je c ts ,  and 

changing n a tu re  which surrounded him. His senses in s ta n t ly  

came to  h is  a id  in  h e lp in g  hinr so lve  t h i s  problem, f o r  th e  

in fa n t Eugene acqu ired  h is  e a r l i e s t  knowledge by "p iec ing  

th e  puzzle o f se n sa tio n  to g e th e r  b i t  by b i t , He saw th e  

dancing f ire -s h e e n  on th e  poker, heard  th e  cluck ing  of th e  

sun-wam hens i n  th e  back yard , f e l t  th e  s id e s  of th e  la rg e  

woven basket in  which he was confined , sm elled th e  odor o f  

food cooking in  th e  k itc h en , and ta s te d  th e  warm m ilk from 

h is  mother* s b reas t*

As th e  baby Eugene grew o ld e r , he continued to  use h is

l lb id , , p, V, L̂HA, p, 30,
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senses to  o b ta in  knowledge, and in  th is  reg a rd , th e  world 

which he g rad u a lly  d iscovered  seemed uniquely  f r e s h  and o r ig 

in a l ,  alm ost as i f  he were th e  f i r s t  person who had ever 

l iv e d , or perhaps some "ex p lo re r  suddenly b u rs tin g  in to  an 

undiscovered Eden,"^ Not only were h is  sensuous im pressions 

unborrowed from someone e l s e ,  b u t n e i th e r  had th ey  been made 

s ta le  by h a b it  and in d if fe re n c e . In stead  they  were immedi

a te ly  f i r s t - h a n d ,  o p era tin g  always w ith in  th e  p re sen t moment, 

and r e f le c t in g  th e  c h i ld 's  p r i s t in e  p h y sica l c o n d itio n . In  

ad d itio n ,, th ey  rev ea led  th e  c h i ld 's  em otional a le r tn e s s ,  fo r  

h is  senses d id  not respond in  an em otional vacuum. The im

p re ss io n s  which h is  senses rece iv ed  c o n s ta n tly  evoked p r i 

mary fe e l in g s  u n t i l  l a t e r  in  Eugene's memory th e  two became 

in se p a ra b le . F in a l ly , behind th i s  sensuous and em otional 

knowledge was s t i l l  th e  m ystery o f h is  p re -n a ta l  monory;

He had been sent from one mystery in to  an o th e rr some
where w ith in  or w ithou t h is  consciousness he heard a 
g rea t b e l l  r in g in g  f a i n t l y ,  as i f  i t  sounded under
sea , and as he l is te n e d ,  th e  ghost o f memory walked 
through h is  mind, and f o r  a moment he f e l t  th a t  he had 
alm ost recovered what he had l o s t . 2

In  th e  case o f W olfe 's p ro ta g o n is t, h is  sensory  equip

ment was so complete th a t  even before he s ta r te d  to  grammar 

schoo l, " a t th e  moment o f p ercep tion  o f a s in g le  th in g , th e  

whole background o f  c o lo r , warmth, odor, sound, t a s t e ,  e s ta b 

lis h e d  i t s e l f , " ^  and y ea rs  l a t e r  he could r e c a l l  th e  sensa

t io n  p r a c t ic a l ly  in  i t s  e n t i r e ty .  As an a d u lt Eugene

^Ibid. Zibid. ^Ibid.. p. I8l.
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believed  th a t  h is  childhood sen sa tio n s  had remained so v iv id  

p re c ise ly  because they  had been sensuous and co n cre te , w ith  

each in stan taneous response unweakened by sen tim en ta l r e 

f le c t io n  and u n d is to r te d  by h is  p o st-p u b erty  memory. Also 

he re c a lle d  th a t  h is  a b s tra c tin g  in te l l ig e n c e  had played 

only a minor ro le  in  t h i s  e a r l i e s t , t h r i l l i n g  c h i ld ’ s d i s 

covery o f knowledge. L ife  then  had in te n se  meaning fo r  Eu

gene simply because he accepted  u n c r i t i c a l ly  a sensuous, emo

t io n a l ly  com pelling, innocent and b e a u tifu l w orld .

For a number of y ea rs  Eugene was p erm itted  to  continue 

h is  happy ex is ten ce  "w ith in  th e  l im i t le s s  meadows of sensa

t io n ,  and during  th e se  y e a rs , d e sp ite  th e  changes which 

were tak in g  p lace around him, he f e l t  se cu re . He c e r ta in ly  

could not be tro u b led  by th e  th r e a t  o f change as an a b s tra c 

t io n ,  and in  h is  personal l i f e ,  he was l e f t  e x h ila ra te d  in 

stead  o f menaced, by h is  unending succession  o f new sensa

t io n s  and ex p erien ces , Eugene’ s p re -ad o le scen t v is io n  of a 

fa m il ia r  world had l i t t l e  space fo r  conscious t e r r o r r  h is  

home was th e  c e n te r  o f th e  town, h is  sm all town was th e  hub 

of th e  w orld, and keeping th e  world e te rn a l ly  sa fe  was God 

i n  th e  image o f h is  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r .

In  The S torv o f a Novel Wolfe s ta te d  t h a t  th e  c o n tro l

l in g  myth behind h is  f i c t io n  was the  p ro ta g o n is t’ s search  

fo r  a f a th e r ,  "not m erely th e  f a th e r  of h is  f le s h ,  no t merely 

th e  lo s t  fa th e r  o f h is  youth , but th e  image of a s tren g th

^I b i d é p.  Ô2.
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and wisdom ex te rn a l to  h is  need and su p e rio r  to  h is  hunger, 

to  which th e  b e l ie f  and power of h is  own l i f e  could be 

u n ite d ."^  In  term s of th i s  sta tem en t, th e  search  f o r  the  

f a th e r  was obviously  no t ju s t  a quest f o r  m asculine v i t a l i t y  

and m a tu rity . Almost l i t e r a l l y  i t  was a s p i r i tu a l  search 

fo r  God, o r a t  l e a s t  f o r  an adequate m y stica l s u b s t i tu te  f o r  

Godhead, What e s p e c ia lly  com plicated th i s  search  f o r  th e  

s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r  in  Wolfe*s f ic t io n  was th e  p ro tag o n is te s  

in ten se  n o s ta lg ia  f o r  h is  lo s t  childhood innocence, as w ell 

as th e  enslavem ent o f h is  psyche a f t e r  he en tered  adolescence 

to  th e  m yth ical fem inine p r in c ip le ,. Both o f th e se  themes 

w ill  now be in v e s tig a te d , p a r t ic u la r ly  as th ey  r e l a t e  to  the  

form ation o f a n a r c i s s i s t i c  p a s to ra l  v is io n  o f l i f e  in  th e  

im agination o f W olfe’s p ro ta g o n is t. The theme o f lo s t  inno

cence w i l l  be considered  f i r s t .  The theme o f th e  c h ild -  

so rce re ss  mother w i l l  be given an independent tre a tm en t, in  

which E liz a  Gant’ s p e rso n a lity  w ill  be examined as th e  sus

ta in in g  metaphor fo r  th e  arch e ty p a l fem inine p r in c ip le  in  

th e  p o st-p u b erty  im agination  o f her son,

I I

We have emphasized in  th i s  chap ter th a t  in  th e  world 

of p re -sex u a l innocence, th e  c h i ld ’s conception  of r e a l i t y  

i s  based la rg e ly  on h is  p r is t in e  sense im pressions, given

p. 39.



256
th e i r  emotional te x tu re  by cond itions in  th e  p resen t moment, 

and fo r  th a t  reaso n , u n d is to rte d  by in tru d in g  memories o r  by 

conscious g u i l t s  and f e a r s .  A fter th e  boy en te rs  adolescence, 

h is  g u i l t s  and fe a rs  emerge in to  consciousness, as th e  psy

cho log ica l s e c u r ity  provided by th e  image o f th e  a t t r a c t iv e  

arch e ty p a l fa th e r  i s  rep laced  by th e  image of th e  vengeful 

Oedipal f a th e r .  At t h i s  tim e th e  boy a lso  begins to  respond 

to  th e  th r e a t  im p l ic i t  in  a v is io n  o f l i f e  in  which only th e  

sensation  experienced in  th e  p resen t moment i s  r e a l .

The second se c tio n  of Look Homeward, Angel begins w ith 

th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  en trance  in to  puberty , and during  t h i s  

period he g rad u a lly  began to  r e a l iz e  th a t  although "every 

mcxnent i s  a window on a l l  t im e , th e  u n s e tt l in g  c o ro lla ry  

o f th i s  view might be th a t  every th ing  e ls e  in  l i f e  o u ts id e  

th e  monentary response i s  u n re a l . Eugene b e liev ed  th a t  th e  

w h irlin g  im pressions rece iv ed  from th e  window o f a moving 

t r a in  b es t i l l u s t r a t e d  t h i s  d is tu rb in g  c o n f l ic t  between 

" f ix i ty  and change*':

And i t  was t h i s  th a t  awed him—th e  weird com bination 
of f i x i t y  and change y th e  t e r r i b l e  moment of im m obility 
stamped w ith  e te r n i ty  in  which, passing  l i f e  a t  g rea t 
speed, both th e  observer and th e  observed seem frozen  
in  tim e . There was one moment of tim e le ss  suspension 
when th e  land  d id  no t move, th e  t r a in  d id  not move*
I t  was as i f  God had l i f t e d  h is  ba to n  sh arp ly  above th e  
endless o rc h e s tra tio n  o f th e  se a s , and th e  e te rn a l 
movement had stopped, suspended in  th e  tim e le ss  a rc h i
te c tu re  o f th e  a b so lu te .

Moreover, i f  only th e  p resen t moment were r e a l ,  then  th e  p as t

•4jHAi p . 1 9 2 . Î b i d .
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had to  re p re se n t d ea th , and th e  unceasing f lu x  in  l i f e  was 

l i t t l e  more th a n  a d is tra c tio n , g lo ss in g  over th e  ug ly  r e a l i t y  

of m an's prolonged dying.

As Eugene en tered  ado lescence , "he d id  no t understand 

change, he d id  not understand grow th ."^  The p a s t had assumed 

a new im portance fo r  him, but i t s  im portance was tre a c h e ro u s , 

f o r  when th e  confused p ro ta g o n is t t r i e d  to  use h is  memory to

reca p tu re  what he had a c tu a l ly  been l ik e  before  p uberty , he
2

suddenly became th e  "haunter o f h im self"’ and "ceased a t  th a t
3

moment to  b e lie v e  in  h is  own ex istence,"^  Even when he exam

ined h is  framed baby p ic tu re  in  th e  p a r lo r ,  he f e l t  as i f  he 

were looking a t  a r e p re s e n ta tio n  o f p a r t of h im self which 

was a lread y  dead, and he " tu rned  away s ick  w ith  f e a r  a t  the  

e f f o r t  to  to u ch , r e ta in ,  g rasp  h im se lf only f o r  a moment.*^ 

In  h is  torm ented psyche he seemed to  have become a g h o st, 

s ince how could he consciously  d ise n tan g le  h is  changing p er

so n a lity  a t  any given moment in  th e  p resen t from what i t  had 

been in  th e  p a s t o r from what i t  was co n s tan tly  becoming in  

th e  fu tu re :

I  am, he th o u g h t, a p a r t  o f a l l  th a t  I  have touched 
and th a t  has touched me, w hich, having fo r  me no e x i s t 
ence save th a t  which I  gave to  i t ,  became o th e r th an  
i t s e l f  by being mixed w ith  what I  then  was, and i s  now 
s t i l l  o th e rw ise , having fu sed  w ith  what I  now am, which 
i s  i t s e l f  a cum ulation o f  what I  have been becoming.^

Eugene was a s o l i p s i s t  in  h is  f e a r  th a t  no th ing  bu t

^I b ld . ,  p . 191. Zi b l d . 3l b l d . ^ Ib id .
___Î b ld ., p. 192.
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th e  s e l f  a c tu a l ly  e x i s t s ,  but h is  more deeply  entrenched 

scepticism  th a t  h is  personal id e n t i ty  might be fo re v e r  un

knowable th rea ten ed  to  transfo rm  h is  su b jec tiv e  world in to  

a nightm are. For th i s  reaso n , to  t r y  to  f in d  permanence and 

se c u r ity  in  a p r iv a te  world th rea ten e d  by n ightm arish  change, 

th e  p ro tag o n is t f e l t  th a t  he had to  r e ta in  con tac t w ith  h is  

" lo s t  innocence" as th e  tim e le ss  s p i r i tu a l  cen te r of h is  p re

puberty  s e l f .  In  h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  im agination , th e re fo re , 

h is  immaculate, non-sexual innocence, as a c o n tro ll in g  symbol 

fo r  th e  t r u e  s p i r i t  or " g h o s t o f  h im self, quickly  became an 

id e a l i s t i c  ab so lu te  removed from th e  menacing changes ta k in g  

p lace in  th e  n a tu ra l  world w ith  which h is  ado lescen t physica l 

s e l f  had become h o p e lessly  confused. Before con tinu ing  our 

examination of t h i s  im portant asp ec t o f " lo s t  innocence,*  i t  

i s  f i r s t  necessary  to  make connections between Wolfe*s psy

chological trea tm en t o f th e  m otif in  h is  f i c t io n  and th e  

l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t io n .

The c r i t i c  Monroe S tea rn s has commented on W olfe’s 

handling of " lo s t  innocence* in  Look Homeward, Angel, w ith  

i t s  P la to n ic  suggestions of th e  p rs= sx istence  of th e  soul and 

the  r e a l i t y  of governing s p i r i t u a l  a b so lu te s . Mr. S tearns 

be liev es th a t  Wolfe undoubtedly owed a debt to  th e  E nglish  

romantic p o e ts , e s p e c ia l ly  to  Wordsworth and C oleridge, f o r  

h is  o r ig in a l in te r e s t  in  th e  "Innocence" theme. The c r i t i c  

a lso  b e liev e s  th a t  even though Eugene Gant’ s com pelling nos

t a lg ia  fo r  p re -n a ta l b l i s s  can be given a Freudian
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in te rp r e ta t io n —th a t i s ,  Eugene’s n o s ta lg ia  r e f le c ts  psy

ch o lo g ica lly  an a ta v is t ic  d e s ire  to  re tu rn  to  th e  p ro te c tiv e  

m aternal womb—th e  t r a d i t io n a l  P la to n ic  m o tif, which in 

cludes a strenuous longing f o r  th e  heaven o f id e a l essence , 

i s  a lso  unm istakably p re se n t. In  th e  opinion of th e  c r i t i c ,  

th e  r e f r a in  used throughout th e  book, " lo s t ,  and by th e  wind 

g riev ed , g h o s t,"  corresponds m y s tic a lly  to  th e  P la to n ic  

"sense of p re -ex is ten ce  o f th e  so u l, which vanishes as th e  

in d iv id u a l advances in  m a te r ia l tim e down th e  r iv e r  o f co r

po rea l e x is te n c e ,”^ Since we ag ree w ith  Mr. S tearns th a t  

P la to n ic  im p lic a tio n s , somewhat ro m an tica lly  rendered , a re  

to  be found in  Wolfe’ s trea tm en t of " lo s t  innocence ,” a b r ie f  

summary w ill  be given of t h e i r  appearance in  h is  f i r s t  n o v e l.

We have a lready  in d ic a ted  th a t  Eugene was bom w ith  a 

d is tu rb in g  memory o f  th e  m ystery , as w ell as th e  immaculate 

innocence* o f h is  p re -n a ta l e x is te n c e . The p ro tag o n is t f e l t  

th a t  as soon as he en tered  th e  p h y s ica l p rison  of h is  moth

e r ’ s womb, he had broken co n tac t w ith  h is  o r ig in a l  s p i r i t u a l  

innocence. For t h i s  reason , b i r th  involved both an e x i le  

from p e rfe c tio n  and permanent i s o la t io n  w ith in  th e  confines 

o f a p h y s ic a lly  corrupted w orld:

Naked and alone we came in to  e x i le ,  in  her dark womb 
we d id  not know our m other’ s fa c e ; from th e  p riso n  of 
her f le s h  we have come in to  the .unspeakab le  and incom
municable p riso n  o f th i s  e a r th .

The ch ild  Eugene remained e te rn a l ly  a p riso n e r on e a r th , as

^Stearns, p. 204. L̂HA, p. 2.
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w ell as a s tra n g e r , because he no longer possessed th e  a b i l 

i ty  to  communicate s p i r i tu a l ly  w ith  anything o u ts id e  h im se lf . 

He was even pow erless to  communicate w ith  th e  members o f h is  

fam ilyr

Which of us has known h is  b ro th e r?  Which of us has 
looked in to  h is  f a th e r ’s h e a r t?  Which o f us has not 
remained fo re v e r  p riso n -p en t?  Which o f us i s  not f o r 
ever a s tra n g e r  and alone?^

Not only W olfe’ s p ro tag o n is t bu t a l l  men s p i r i tu a l ly
2

are ’’fo rev e r s tra n g e rs  to  one a n o th e r ,” Even so , men a re  

born w ith a dim but urgent r e c o l le c t io n  o f t h e i r  u n fa lle n  

co n d itio n , and because of t h i s  haun ting  memory they  are d r iv 

en throughout t h e i r  l iv e s  to  seek ’’th e  g rea t fo rg o tte n  la n 

guage, the l o s t  lane-end  in to  h e a v e n . T h e  rom antic Eugene 

was c e r ta in  th a t  h is  own l i f e  was ”fed  by th e  l o s t  communi

ca tio n s  o f e t e r n i t y , ”^  and th a t  i f  he ever approached p er

fe c t io n , he would recognize i t  in s ta n t ly .  His m y stica l 

idea lism , which in  h is  e c s ta t ic  moods rev erb era ted  w ith in  

h is  h e a rt l ik e  a solemn m usic, would not play him f a l s e :

The world was f i l l e d  w ith  s i l e n t  marching men: no word 
was spoken, but in  th e  h ea rt o f each th e re  was a common 
knowledge, th e  word th a t  a l l  men knew and had fo rg o tte n , 
th e  l o s t  key opening th e  p r iso n  g a te s , th e  lane-end  
in to  heaven, and as the music soared and f i l l e d  him, 
he c r ie d :  ’I  w i l l  remember. When I  come to  th e  p la c e ,
I  s h a ll  know,

The d is tin g u ish e d  B r i t i s h  c r i t i c  W illiam Empson has 

r e la te d  th e  theme o f lo s t  innocence, as developed under th e

^ I b ld . ,  p , 3 7 . % b id . ^I b id , ,  p , 2 .

^ Ib id , ,  p .  286, Î b id ,
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genera l heading "The Child as Swain," to  th e  p a s to ra l  t r a d i 

tion? in  E nglish  l i t e r a t u r e .  I t  i s  th e  c r i t i c ' s  op in ion  th a t  

a rom antic w r i te r  such as Wordsworth d e if ie d  th e  c h ild  not 

only because th e  ch ild  has f re s h , spontaneous f e e l in g s ,  v iv id  

sense resp o n ses, and such a la rg e  measure of p r i s t in e  inno

cence, bu t perhaps most im portan t o f  a l l ,  because th e  c h ild  

seems to  have "ho sexual d e s ire s  reco g n izab le  as such ."^

This view of Mr, Empson's, implying a connection between th e  

p a s to ra l l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n  and th e  rom antic w r i t e r 's  a t ta c h 

ment to  sexual innocence, accords w ith  our own th e o ry . Also 

i t  helps illu m in a te  an im portant connection in  W olfe 's  f i c 

t io n  between th e  p a s to ra l  v is io n  o f h is  ad o lescen t p ro tago

n i s t  and th e  s p i r i tu a l  a u th o r ity  which M argaret Leonard, as 

th e  immaculate mother symbol f o r  h is  vanished innocence, was 

ab le  to  ex e rt over th e  b o y 's  im ag ina tion .

We have mentioned th a t  when Eugene f i r s t  en te red  th e  

Leonards' schoo l, he was moved by M a rg a re t's  em acia tion . She 

was an a r re s te d  tu b e rc u la r ,  and h e r th in  body and ashen skim 

betrayed  th e  d e l ic a te  balance she had managed to  e s ta b lis h  

between d isease  and h e a l th .  Evsr3rth ing  about M argaret, how

ever, d e sp ite  her d is e a s e , was sc ru p u lo u sly  c le a n , " l ik e  a 

scrubbed k itc h en  b o a r d , E u g e n e  qu ick ly  le a rn e d  to  reg ard  

even th e  woman's em aciated f le s h  as th e  outward symbol of

W illia m  Snpson, E nglish  P a s to ra l P oetry  (New York:
W, W, Norton and Company, 1938), p . 278.

^LHA, p . 213,
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her s p i r i tu a l  innocence: " I f  he no ticed  h e r emaciationâ a t a l l  

now, i t  was only w ith  a sense o f her p u r if ic a t io n ," ^

Puberty had brought to  Eugene a new knowledge o f th e

ta in te d  co n d itio n  o f th e  w orld, but M argaret, w ith  h er non-

sexual p u r i ty ,  seemed to  have escaped th e  genera l t a i n t .

For th a t  reaso n , whenever Eugene was near th e  woman, he not

only responded to  h e r innocence but f e l t  c leansed h im self:

"All h is  s in ,  a l l  h is  p a in , a l l  th e  vexed w eariness o f h is

soul were washed away in  th a t  deep r a d i a n c e . * 2  in  a d d itio n ,

th e  id e a liz e d  te a c h e r  w ithstood d is illu s io n m e n t so th a t  years

l a t e r ,  when Eugene was to  ask h im self th e  q u es tio n : "What had

w ithstood  th e  scourge o f growth and memory?"^ he could answer

th a t  M argaret rem ained. This woman had been th e  guard ian  of

h is  s p i r i t  when he was a d is tu rb e d  ad o lescen t boy, and i t  was

her sexual sp o tle ssn e ss  to  which he had responded and which

s t i l l  seemed removed from change :

One by one th e  m e rc ile ss  years reaped down h is  gods and 
c a p ta in s . What had l iv e d  up to  hope? What had w ith 
stood th e  scourge o f  growth and memory? What had made 
th e  gold become so dim? A ll of h is  l i f e ,  i t  seemed,, h is  
b la z in g  lo y a l t ie s  began w ith  men and ended w ith  images; 
th e  l i f e  he leaned on m elted below h is  weight and look
ing  down, he saw he clasped  a s ta tu e ;  but enduring , a 
v ic to r io u s  r e a l i t y  amid h is  shadow-haunted h e a r t ,  she 
rem ained, who f i r s t  had touched h is  b linded  eyes w ith  
l i g h t ,  who nested  h is  hooded h ouse less so u l. She r e 
mained. 2

Enough has a lread y  been p resen ted  to  show th e  s p i r i tu a l  

im pulse, em otionally  d o v e ta ile d  w ith  an immaculate mother 

symbol, behind Eugene*s attachm ent to  " lo s t  innocence ,"  and

Îbid. Zib id . , p. 477. Îbid. , p. 216.
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to  r e la te  t h i s  n o s ta lg ia  in  term s o f l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t io n  to  

th e  English rom antic p o e ts . I t  was suggested p rev io u sly , 

however, th a t  th e  theme o f o r ig in a l  innocence was id e n tif ie d  

sym bolically  by Wolfe w ith  th e  "g h o st-an g e l-s tran g e r*  m otif, 

in  which th e  "ghost* or "angel*  rep resen ted  th e  unchanging 

core of Eugene^s id e n t i ty  as a k ind  o f s p i r i t u a l  ab so lu te .

In  th i s  reg a rd , a f t e r  th e  p ro ta g o n is t had en tered  puberty, 

th e re  were a c tu a l ly  two Eugenesr one h is  corrupted  sexual 

s e l f  liv in g  inn th e  p re se n t, and th e  o th e r h is  immaculate s p i r 

i t u a l  s e l f ,  removed from contemporary change by being " f ix e d ,*  

both  em otionally  and s p i r i t u a l ly ,  in  h is  n o s ta lg ic a l ly  lo s t  

world o f childhood innocence.

The an th ro p o lo g is t S ir  James F razer has mentioned irr 

The Golden Bough how p r im itiv e  people b e liev e  th a t  th e  soul 

can be disengaged from th e  body and "stowed away in  some sa fe  

and s e c re t place*^ to  in su re  th e  l i f e  o f i t s  ovmer. T h is  

convenient disengagement o f th e  soul from- th e  vu lnerab le body 

o rd in a r ily  tak es  p lace  when o u ts id e  circum stances are  unduly 

th re a te n in g :

A ccordingly, in  such c ircum stances, p r im itiv e  man tak es 
h is  soul out o f  h is  body and d ep o s its  i t  f o r  se cu rity  
in  some snug sp o t, in ten d in g  to  rep la ce  i t  in  h is  body 
when th e  danger i s  p a s t .  Or i f  he should d iscover some 
place o f ab so lu te  s e c u r i ty ,-h e  may be con ten t to  leave 
h is  soul th e re  perm anently,

Wolfe*s p ro tag o n is t seems to  have tak en  a s im ila r

^ S ir  James G, F raze r, The Golden Bough (New York:
The Macmillan Company, 195o), p , 774.

Zibid,
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ac tio n  w ith  h is  ’’ghost-angel" ' when he was menaced by puberty . 

In  o th e r words, du ring  th a t  confusing and th re a te n in g  p erio d , 

he f e l t  th a t  he was p ro te c tin g  h is  s p i r i t u a l  id e n t i ty  by r e 

moving i t  from h is  sexual s e l f  and secu re ly  lo c a tin g  h is  

’’g h o s t - a n g e l in  th e  t im e le s s , non-sexual world of ’’l o s t  in 

nocence,’’' There were d e s tru c tiv e  consequences, however, con

nected w ith  t h i s  sch izophren ic  s p l i t t i n g  o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s 

p e rso n a lity . Perhaps th e  most damaging was th a t  th e  o ld e r he 

grew, th e  more extreme became th e  sep ara tio n  between h is  emo

t io n a l - s p i r i tu a l  l i f e ,  n o s ta lg ic a l ly  a ttach ed  to  an uncor

rup ted  p a s t, and th e  immediate stim ulus o f  a c tio n s  and events 

in  th e  p re se n t. Also th e  p ro tag o n is t was p sy ch o lo g ica lly  

torm ented by t h i s  d iv is io n  o f  h is  su b je c tiv e  s e l f  in to  th e  

"beast"  and "angel": th e  "b e a s t” re p re se n tin g  h is  in s t in c t iv e ,-  

yet in c re a s in g ly  ca llo u sed  a lle g ia n c e  to  th e  m asculine p r in 

c ip le ;  and th e  "angel” r e f le c t in g  h is  n e u ro tic  dependence 

upon th e  c a s tr a t in g  fem inine p r in c ip le .  In  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n  

the  search  o f th e  p ro tag o n is t fo r  s p i r i t u a l  s a lv a t io n , on one 

le v e l c e r ta in ly ,  was h is  attem pt to  r e -u n i te  h is  two d i s t in c t  

se lv es which had f i r s t  been d is a s tro u s ly  a l ie n a te d  when he 

was a f e a r f u l  and g u il t - r id d e n  ad o le sc en t.

In  th e  p rev io u sly  mentioned s e le c tio n  "The L ost Boy,,” 

Wolfe tr e a te d  somewhat sen tim en ta lly  th e  theme o f  the  "angel” 

lo s t  em otionally  in  th e  childhood p as t of h is  p ro ta g o n is t.

In  th e  fo u rth  p a r t  of t h i s  s e le c t io n , Eugene Gant as a grown 

man r e v is i te d  th e  house in  which h is  fam ily  had liv e d  during
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th e  summer o f 1904, when th ey  were a tten d in g  th e  World*s F a ir  

in  S a in t L ouis, T his had been a trau m a tic  summer f o r  th e  

ch ild  Eugene, who was no t q u ite  fo u r y ea rs  o ld  a t  th e  tim e» 

not only  because o f th e  excitem ent which accompanied th e  c a r

n iv a l atmosphere o f  th e  F a ir ,  bu t because o f th e  sudden, un

expected d ea th  from typhoid  fe v e r  of h is  b ro th e r  G rover, Be

cause h is  memories o f th e se  experiences had remained so v iv id , 

Eugene f e l t  th a t  i f  he r e - v i s i t e d  th e  house in  which h is  fam

i l y  had stayed  during  th o se  im pressionab le  months, perhaps he 

might be ab le  to  r e - e s ta b l i s h  con tac t w ith  th e  tim e le ss  core 

of h is  fo u r-y e a r  o ld  s e l f ,  as w ell as to  re c a p tu re , a t  le a s t  

m om entarily, h is  childhood v is io n  o f l i f e ;

And he f e l t  t h a t  i f  he could only s i t  th e re  on th e  
s t a i r s  once more, in  so litu d e  and absence in  th e  a f t e r 
noon, he would be ab le  to  g e t i t  back ag a in . Then would 
he be ab le  to  remember a l l  th a t  he had seen and been— 
th e  b r ie f  sum of h im se lf , th e  u n iv e rse  of h is  fo u r y e a rs , 
w ith  a l l  th e  l ig h t  o f  Time upon i t ~ t h a t  un iv erse  which 
was so sh o rt to  m easure, and y e t so f a r ,  so en d less , to  
remember. Then would he be ab le  to  see  h is  own sm all 
face  ag a in , pooled in  th e  dark m irro r  o f th e  h a l l ,  and 
peer once more in to  th e  grave eyes o f th e  c h ild  th a t  he 
had been, and d isco v er th e re  in  h is  q u ie t fo u r-y e a r ’ s 
s e l f  th e  lone in te g r i ty  o f * 1 ,’’ knowings ’Here i s  th e  
House, and here House l i s te n in g ;  here i s  Absence » Ab
sence in  th e  a fte rn o o n ; and here in  t h i s  House, th is :  
Absence, i s  my co re , my kernel= -here  am 11?!

A fter Eugene as a grown man had re tu rn e d  to  S a in t L ouis, 

he a t  f i r s t  was unable even to  lo c a te  th e  s t r e e t  upon which 

th e  house was b u i l t ,  fo r  ap p aren tly  th e  name of th e  s t r e e t  

had been changed s in ce  1904. Not to  be d iscouraged , he dog

gedly spent an a f te rn o o n  making in q u ir ie s  u n t i l  he f in a l ly

p. 3Ô.
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discovered  th e  re-named s t r e e t ,  and soon he was s ta r in g  a t  

th e  o u ts id e  of th e  an c ien t house, w ith  i t s  high stone steps- 

and a tu r r e t  a t  one co rn er, which looked? cu rio u sly  enough, 

l i t t l e  a l te re d  in  appearance from th e  way he had remembered 

i t .  As Eugene stood fo r  se v e ra l moments gazing a t  th e  haun t- 

in g ly  fa m ilia r  frame b u ild in g , he suddenly re a liz e d  th a t  th e  

most irrev o cab le  change which th e  in te rv en in g  years had 

brought p i t i l e s s l y  in  t h e i r  wake had been in  h im se lf. The 

image of th e  sm all ch ild  who had liv e d  in  th a t  house w ith  

such in te n s i ty  f o r  one b r ie f ,  t r a g ic  summer was nowhere to  

be found:

For a moment he stood th e re ,  w a itin g —fo r  a word, and fo r  
a door to  open, f o r  th e  c h ild  to  come. He w aited , but no 
words were spoken; no one came,^

A woman was s i t t i n g  in  a rocker on th e  wooden porch of 

th e  house, and a f t e r  Eugene had in troduced  h im self and ex

p la in ed  th e  purpose behind h is  v i s i t ,  he inqu ired  i f  th e  p re 

vious owner o f th e  house. Dr, P acker, were s t i l l  a l i v e .  The 

woman re p lie d  th a t  th e  do c to r had been dead fo r  many y ea rs  

and th a t  th e  room he had used fo r  h is  o f f ic e  had since  been 

converted in to  a bedroom. Except f o r  t h i s  a l te r a t io n ?  she 

added th a t  th e  in s id e  o f th e  house was p re t ty  much th e  same 

as i t  had always been. She th en  asked Eugene i f  he wished 

to  s te p  in s id e  and look a t  th e  rooms. As soon as th e  s e n t i 

m ental p ro tag o n is t en tered  th e  darkened hallway le ad in g  from) 

th e  porch, he r e a l iz e d  a t once th a t  th e  woman’ s o b se rv a tio n

llbid,, p. 32,
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about th e  unchanged in te r io r  o f th e  house was t r u e :  every

th in g  he saw seemed almost p r e te rn a tu ra l ly  f a m il ia r ,  "except 

fo r  absence, th e  s ta in e d  l ig h t  o f  absence in  th e  a fte rn o o n , 

and th e  c h ild  who once had s a t  th e re ,  w aiting  on th e  s t a i r s , " ^

Eugene walked to  th e  r e a r  of th e  house to  see i f  the  

old board fence and th e  red  ca rr ia g e  house in  th e  backyard 

were s t i l l  th e re ;  then  he asked th e  woman i f  he could examine 

th e  room in  which h is  b ro th e r had d ie d . She o b lig in g ly  s l i d  

back th e  doors to  th i s  room, and a s  soon as he n o ticed  th e  

arched bay windows a t  th e  f r o n t ,  th e  f ire p la c e  w ith  i t s  mot

t l e d  green t i l e s ,  th e  heavy walnut m antel, and th e  d re s se r  

and bed , " ju s t  where th e  d re s se r  and bed had been so long 

ago,"^ th e  in-betw een years m iracu lously  seemed to  d isap p ea r, 

and once again he was s ta r in g  in to  th e  s e n s it iv e  fa c e  of h is  

dead b ro th e r , seeing  c le a r ly  and v iv id ly  "the  dark eyes, th e  

s o f t  brown berry  on h is  neck, th e  raven h a i r . F o r  a b r ie f  

moment Eugene's childhood v is io n  had re tu rn e d , but th e n  i t  

faded , "was lo s t  a g a i n . E u g e n e  thanked th e  woman and l e f t ,  

knowing th a t  h is  n o s ta lg ic  m ission  to  S ain t Louis had been 

a f a i l u r e .  Although he had succeeded in  lo c a tin g  th e  old 

house, th e  image o f h im self a sso c ia ted  w ith  the  house, t o 

ge th er w ith  h is  magic childhood v is io n  o f l i f e , ,  had b o th  van

ish ed :

llbid.. p. 37. Zibid., p. 39. ^Ibid., p. 41.
4bid.
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And he knew th a t  he would never come ag a in , and th a t  
l o s t  magic would n o t come ag a in . Lost now was a l l  o f 
i t —th e  s t r e e t ,  th e  heat,, King’ s highway, and Tom th e  
P ip e r’ s son, a l l  mixed in  w ith  th e  v a s t and drowsy mur
mur o f th e  F a ir ,  and w ith  th e  sense of absence in  th e  
a fte rn o o n , and th e  house th a t  w aited , and th e  c h ild  
th a t  dreamed. And out of th e  enchanted wood, th a t  
th ic k e t of man’ s memory, Eugene knew . . .  th e  lo s t  
boy was gone fo rev e r,, and would not return .-^

The read e r may r e c a l l  in  Look Homeward, Angel th a t  Ben 

Gant, th e  son who observed th e  p re ten s io n s  and s e lf - r ig h te o u s  

hypocrisy  of h is  p a ren ts  and th e i r  fe llo w  townspeople w ith  

such " b i t te r  c l a r i t y , "  u su a lly  ended h is  b r ie f  remarks in  a 

conversa tion  w ith  a s a rc a s t ic  glance "Upwards and to  th e  s id e  

to  th e  companion to  whom- he communicated a l l  h is  contemp

tuous observa tion—h is  dark s a t i r i c  a n g e l . Eugene’ s "angel- 

g h o s t-s tra n g e r"  was l e s s  sardonic* th an  Ben’ s , but i t  r e p re 

sen ted  in  a s im ila r  fa sh io n  th e  s p i r i t u a l ly  detached core of 

h is  p e rso n a lity , f re q u e n tly  unknowable, y e t se rv ing  as both 

th e  image o f , and i r o n ic a l  m onitor o v er, h is  i n te g r i ty  as a 

perso n :

There la y  in  him something th a t  could not be seen and 
could no t be touched , which was above and beyond him— 
an eye w ith in  an eye, a b ra in  above a b ra in , th e  S tranger 
th a t  dwelt in  him and regarded him and was him, and th a t  
he d id  not know, 5

When Eugene was f i r s t  perplexed by th e  question  o f how

to  fin d  sa lv a tio n  in  a world o f c e a s e le s s , u n d if fe re n tia te d

change, he invoked t h i s  p r iv a te  s p i r i t u a l  m onitor f o r  h e lp :

Gome low er, an g e l; w hisper in  our e a rs .  We are  passing  
away in  smoke and th e re  i s  nothing to -d ay  but w eariness

^Ibid., p. 42. ^LHA, p. 124. ^Ibid.. pp. 493-94.
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to  pay us f o r  y e s te rd a y 's  t o i l .  How may we save our
se lves?^

At th e  time o f B en 's d ea th , when Eugene was prowling through 

h is  m other's  boarding house a t  n ig h t,  a ttem p ting  to  f in d  some 

escape from th e  p a in , u g lin e s s , and p i ty  in  which he seemed 

to  be ho p elessly  drowning,, he f e l t  h is  S tranger tw is t in g  in 

sid e  him l ik e  a caged b ir d :

This b r ig h t th in g , th e  core of him, h is  S tran g e r, kept 
tw is t in g  i t s  head ab o u t, unable to  look a t  h o rro r , un
t i l  a t  le n g th  i t  gazed s te a d f a s t ly ,  as i f  under a dread
f u l  hypnosis, in to  th e  eyes o f death  and d arkness,*

During adolescence Eugene had communicated m y s tic a lly  w ith

h is  " a n g e l-g h o s t-s tra n g e r” e a r ly  one morning ju s t  b efo re  he

s ta r te d  on h is  paper r o u te .  I t  was dark in  th e  boarding

house, and a f t e r  th e  boy had s lip p ed  out o f bed, s t i l l  h a l f -

a s le e p , h is  s p i r i t u a l  m onitor had suddenly addressed him:

Waken, gho st-ea red  boy, but in to -d a rk n e ss . Waken, 
phantom, 0 in to  u s . Try, t r y ,  0 t r y  th e  way. Open 
th e  w all of l i g h t .  Ghost, ghost, who i s  th e  ghost?
0 l o s t .  Ghost, g h o st, who i s  th e  ghost? 0 w hisper- 
tongued la u g h te r ,  Eugenei Eugenel Have you f o r 
g o tten ?  The le a f ,  th e  ro ck , th e  w all of l i g h t .  L i f t  
up th e  rock,, Eugene, th e  le a f , ,  th e  s to n e , th e  unfound 
door. R eturn , re tu rn

The im portance of th e  ”a n g e l-g h o s t-s tra n g e r"  m o tif in  

Look Homeward, Angel cannot be overem phasized. I t  p rep ares  

th e  read e r f o r  th e  c lim a tic  m y stica l ch ap ter a t  th e  end of 

th e  book in  which Eugene, in  th e  d ese rted  m oonlight o f th e  

town Square, has a long conversa tion  w ith  H en's "ghost"

l l b i d , ,  p , 295, 2%bid, ,  pp . 54&-49.

^Ibid,, pp. 2 9 5-9 6 .
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about th e  meaning o f l i f e .  In  a d d itio n , i t  helps ex p la in  

th e  symbolism behind th e  angels  on th e  porch of Gant’ s mar

b le  shop; th e  meaning o f  th e  re c u r re n t l i n e „ l o s t ,  and

by th e  wind g rieved , g h o s t, come back ag a in " ;^  and th e  myth

i c a l  s ig n if ic a n c e  of th e  t i t l e  Look Homeward, Angel. In  

each of th e se  in s ta n c e s , th e  "angel" re p re se n ts  th e  s p i r i t 

u a l k e rn e l of th e  person invo lved , r e a l  as a symbolic abso

lu te  in  h is  "buried  l i f e , " '  y e t rem aining detached from h is  

commonplace ex is ten ce  i n  th e  world of p h y sica l r e a l i ty *

At th e  close of Look Homeward, Angel, when Eugene as 

an i d e a l i s t i c  n a r c i s s i s t  was p reparing  to  begin h is  p a s to ra l  

search , which would not be concluded u n t i l  he had made a 

personal confirm ation  o f  e v i l  in  h is  own l i f e , ,  he was san

guine th a t  through th e  d ed ica ted  search  he would be ab le  to  

merge h is  co rrup ted  sexual s e l f  w ith  th e  immaculate image of 

h is  " lo s t  a n g e l."  At th e  same tim e , th e  p a s to ra l search  in 

volved p sy ch o lo g ica lly  h is  a ttem p t to  escape from th e  c a s 

t r a t in g  fem inine p r in c ip le  p e rso n if ie d  in  E liz a  Gant* The 

ca rd in a l passage in  th e  novel which u n ite s  th e se  two themes 

in c lu d es an address from Eugene’ s "ghost"’ in  which bo th  th e  

psycho log ica l search o f th e  p ro tag o n is t fo r  freedom, and 

h is  s p i r i t u a l  search to  reco v er l o s t  p e r fe c t io n , a re  rendered 

sym bolica lly  as th e  ex ten sio n  o f h is  in tim a te  O edipal in 

volvement w ith  h is  m other:

^ Ib id * , p .  2 .
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This l i t t l e  b r ig h t and s tr ic k e n  th in g  stood up on 

Eugene’ s h ea rt and ta lk e d  in to  h is  mouth,
0 but I  can’t  go now, sa id  Eugene to  i t ,  (Why not? 

i t  w hispered ,) Because her face  i s  so w hite* and her 
forehead i s  so broad and h igh , w ith th e  b lack  h a ir  
drawn back from i t ,  and when she s a t th e re  a t  th e  bed 
she looked l ik e  a l i t t l e  c h ild , I  can’t  go now and 
leave h er a lo n e , (She i s  a lo n e , i t  s a id , and so a re  
y o u ,) And when she purses up her mouth and s ta re s  so, 
so grave and th o u g h tfu l, she i s  l ik e  a l i t t l e  c h i ld ,  
(You a re  alone now i t  s a id . You must escape, o r  you 
w il l  d ie . )  I t  i s  a l l  l ik e  d ea th : she fed  me a t  her 
b re a s t ,  I  s le p t in  th e  same bed w ith  h e r, she took  
me on h er t r i p s .  A ll o f th a t  i s  over now, and each 
tim e i t  was l ik e  a d ea th . (And l ik e  a l i f e ,  i t  sa id  to  
him. Each tim e th a t  you d ie ,  you w il l  be born  a g a in . 
And vou w il l  d ie  a hundred tim es before you become a 
man,)' I  can’t  I I  can’t  I Not now—l a t e r ,  more slow ly , 
(No, Now, i t  s a id . )  I  am a f r a id ,  I  have nowhere to  
go. (You must f in d  th e  p la ce , i t  s a id ,)  I  am l o s t ,  
(You must hunt f o r  y o u rs e lf , i t  s a id .)  I  am ,alone, 
% ere  a re  you? (You must f in d  me, i t  s a id , )^

llbid,, pp. 577-78,



CHAPTER XI

THE PASTORAL WORLD

Naked came I  from my m other’ s womb. Naked sh a ll  I  r e 
tu rn .  Let th e  m othering womb o f e a rth  engulf me. Na
ked, a v a l ia n t wisp of man, in  v a s t brown lim bs en
gu lfed

The p a s to ra l  world in  which th e  boy f in d s  h im self a f t e r  

he has become an ado lescen t i s  possessed  em otionally  by th e  

fem inine p r in c ip le  in  th e  image of th e  ’’c h i ld -s o rc e re s s ”' 

mother ju s t  as th e  c h i ld ’ s world of innocence was supported 

im ag ina tive ly  by th e  m asculine p r in c ip le  in  th e  image of th e  

"golden f a th e r ." ’ In  term s of t r a d i t i o n ,  perhaps th e  most r e 

assu ring  p e rs o n if ic a tio n  of th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  i s  th a t  of 

th e  f a m il ia r  "earth -m o ther, and perhaps th e  most ominous i s  

th a t  of th e  cannibal "v u ltu re  m other" feed in g  p a r a s i t i c a l ly  

on her c h ild re n . D espite t h e i r  s u p e r f ic ia l  d is s im i la r i ty ,  

th ese  two images, th e  "earth -m other" and th e  "vu lture-m oth

e r ," ’ a re  in tim a te ly  r e la te d ,  and bo th  a re  c o n tro lle d  symbol

ic a l ly  by th e  " c h ild -so rc e re s s"  a rch e ty p e . A ll of th e se  sym

bo ls appear w ith  varying degrees o f inc idence in  W olfe’ s f i c 

t io n ,  and a l l  a re  connected w ith  a p a s to ra l world dominated

l l b i d . , p . 277.

272
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em otionally  by th e  mother of h is  p ro ta g o n is t.

T his p a s to ra l w orld, governed by the  c a s tr a t in g  person

a l i t y  of E liz a  Gant, was th e  one Eugene en te red  when he 

reached puberty  and was fo rced  to  d is a s s o c ia te  h im self from 

th e  a rch e ty p a l image of h is  fa th e r^ s  m a sc u lin ity . This a lso  

was th e  su ffo c a tin g  world from which he was a ttem p tin g  to  

f le e  when he l e f t  home to  escape E l iz a 's  p o sse ss iv en ess . So 

long as Eugene remained em otionally  and s p i r i t u a l ly  trapped  

in  h is  m o th e r's  w orld, however, h is  view of l i f e  rep resen ted  

a "b a s to ra l v is io n ," ' and h is  search  to  escape from h is  moth

e r 's  world was a "p a s to ra l s e a rc h ,"  The b i t t e r  irony  was 

th a t  he could remain trapped  by determ ining memories long 

a f te r  he appeared to  have made a su ccessfu l p h y s ic a l escape.

I t  has been suggested th a t  th e  psyche o f th e  young man 

in h a b itin g  th e  p a s to ra l world f o r  to o  long a tim e s u f fe rs  

permanent damage from h is  excessive attachm ent to  th e  fem i

nine p r in c ip le  in  h is  sex u al, em otional, and s p i r i t u a l  l i f e .  

This helps ex p la in  th e  symbolism behind th e  m yth ica l env i

sion ing  o f th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  th e  d e s tru c t iv e  ro le s  

of th e  a-m oral " e h ild -s o rc e rs s s "  m other, th e  a ll-p o s s e s s iv e  

" e a r th -m o th e r ,a n d  th e  c a n n ib a l is t ic  "vu ltu re-m other,'*  Al

so i t  im p lies  th a t  th e  p a s to ra l  world i s  no d i f f e r e n t  from 

th e  c h i ld 's  except th a t  th e  a ff irm in g  im ag ina tive  s tru c tu re  

of th e  f a t h e r 's  l i f e ,  to g e th e r  w ith  a m asculine image of God, 

i s  fo re v e r  m issin g . By rem aining in  th e  p a s to ra l  w orld, 

th e re fo re , th e  young man, fre q u e n tly  w ithout q u ite  r e a l iz in g
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what he i s  doing, confirm s h is  most in f a n t i l e  fe e lin g s  u n t i l

h is  p e rso n a lity  becomes in f le x ib ly  n eu ro tic  and s p i r i t u a l ly

s t e r i l e .  In  a d d itio n , he f r u s t r a t e s  perm anently any hope he

might have of ach iev ing  manhood in  th e  fu tu re ,

Wolfe*s p ro tag o n is t i n i t i a l l y  was unaware of th e  danger

im p lic i t  in  th e  a u th o r ity  which th e  fem inine p r in c ip le ,  found

in v a ria b ly  in  o ld e r  vomen, had over h is  sexual d e s ire .  When

he was young, fo r  in s ta n c e , th e  sensual,, fu ll-b o d ie d  Mrs,

Selborne became "the l iv in g  symbol of h is  d e s ire "^  p re c ise ly

because she seemed to  rep re se n t th e  ex h au stle ss  f e r t i l i t y  of

th e  fem inine p r in c ip le :

the dim v as t f ig u re  o f  love and m atern ity ,, age less and 
autumnal, w a itin g , c o m -h a ire d , d eep -b reasted , blond of 
lim b, in  th e  r ip e  f i e ld s  of h a rv e s t—Demeter, Helen, 
th e  r ip e  ex h au stle ss  and renewing energy, th e  c rad lin g  
nurse of w eariness and d isenchan tm en t,%

L ater th e  same in s t in c t iv e  attachm ent to  th e  fem inine p r in c i 

p le  in sp ire d  h is  ad o lescen t f a n ta s ie s  of th e  p e rfe c t " c h i ld -  

so rce re ss*  m is tre s s :

She was su b tle  and a l i t t l e  weary: a ch ild  and a m other, 
as old and as deep as A sia, and as young as germ inal 
A pril who re tu rn s  fo re v e r  l ik e  a g i r l ,  a m is tre s s , a 
p a re n t, and a n u rse ,^

In  Eugene* s p a s to ra l  im agination  as a young man, even th e

sea which he hoped some day would b rin g  him to  th e  "happy

l a nd , was p e rso n if ie d  as th e  fem inine p r in c ip le :

0 seal , . , You are  a woman ly in g  below y o u rse lf  on 
th e  co ra l f lo o r .  You are  an immense and f r u i t f u l  woman

^Ibid., p, 14Ô, Zibid. ^Ibid., p, 53?.
4bid., p. 5 2 2 ,
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w ith v a s t th ig h s  and a g rea t th ic k  mop of c u r lin g  wom
an’ s h a ir  f lo a t in g  l ik e  green moss above your b e lly

Eugene had grown up in  a V ic to rian  p u rita n  environment, 

and i t  was in e v ita b le  th a t  as soon as he had lo s t  h is  v irg in 

i t y ,  he should connect th e  m ythical fem inine p r in c ip le  w ith 

the  p r o s t i tu te s  he had known in  E xete r:

L ily i L ouisel Ruthi E l lenI 0 mother of lo v e , you 
crad le  of b i r th  and l iv in g ,  whatever your b i l l i o n  names 
may be, I  come, your son, your lo v e r . Stand, Maya, by 
your opened door, denned in  th e  jung le  web o f N igger- 
to w n .2

A ctua lly , as th e  l a s t  sentence of th e  quo ta tion  im p lie s , th e  

connection between th e  ag e le ss  fem inine p r in c ip le  and th e  

’’so rc e re ss”' p r o s t i tu te  had o r ig in a l ly  been suggested to  Eu

gene when he was a paper boy w ith a ro u te  in  th e  Negro sec

t io n  of Altamont. He f re q u e n tly  had gone to  t h i s  slum sec

t io n  of th e  town a t  n ig h t to  make overdue c o l le c t io n s .  On 

th ese  t r i p s  he had g rad u a lly  sensed th a t  th e  n o c tu rn a l world 

of th e  Negroes was ’’hived w ith  f le s h  and m ystery ,”^ and f o r

th e  f i r s t  tim e in  h is  l i f e ,  ”in  th i s  o ld  witch-magic o f th e

dark , he began to  know th e  awful innocence of e v i l ,  th e  t e r 

r ib l e  youth of an an c ien t r a c e .”^

One n ig h t Eugene found h im self in s id e  th e  d im ly - l i t  

shack of th e  m ula tto  p r o s t i tu te  E lla  Corpening, who was a l 

ways weeks behind in  her su b sc rip tio n . E lla , in  her middle 

tw e n tie s , was ” â handsome woman of Amazonian p ro p o rtio n s , 

w ith  smooth tawny s k in .”’5 When th e  boy f i r s t  en te red  her

^Ibid., p. 534. ^Ibid., p. 303. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
^Ibid., p. 304.
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shack, he discovered th e  se n su a l, heavy-bodied Negress " fa c 

ing  th e  door in  a rock ing  c h a ir ,  pu rring  l a z i l y  i n  th e  red  

glow of a l i t t l e  k itch en  ran g e , w ith  her b ig  le g s  s tre tc h e d  

com fortably out on th e  f l o o r . A f t e r  le a rn in g  why th e  boy 

had come, E lla  o ffe red  to  pay him th e  overdue c o l le c t io n  in  

" J e lly  R o ll ."  In s te a d , th e  ado lescen t Eugene asked her to  

tak e  o ff  her flim sy  co tto n  d re ss  and dance f o r  him. The Ne

g ress complied n o n ch a lan tly , but when she stood naked in  

f ro n t of th e  boy*s bewitched gaze, her b re a th  began to  come 

more qu ick ly , and in  an alm ost sexual tra n c e , she began th e  

a n c ien t, r i t u a l i s t i c  pagan dance of th e  " so rc e re ss"  p r o s t i 

tu te

She began to  moan s o f t ly ,  w hile an undulant trem or 
flowed through her g re a t yellow  body; her h ip s and her 
round heavy b re a s ts  w rithed  slow ly in  a sensual rhythm .

Her s t r a ig h t  o ile d  h a ir  f e l l  across her neck in  a 
th ick  shock. She extended her arms fo r  ba lance , th e  
l id s  closed  over h e r  la rg e  yellow  e y e b a lls . She came 
near him. He f e l t  h er hot b rea th  on h is  fa c e , th e  
smothering flood o f h er b r e a s ts .  He was w hirled  l ik e  
a chip in  th e  w ild  to r r e n t  of her p ass io n . Her power
f u l  yellow hands gripped h is  s lender arms round l ik e  
b ra c e le ts .  She shook him to  and f ro  slow ly , fa s te n in g  
him t ig h t ly  a g a in s t her p e l t .^

By th i s  tim e, th e  t e r r i f i e d  Eugene, overwhelmed by th e  

sw e a t- r il le d  f le s h  o f th e  demonic N egress, h er m ind less p as

sio n , and the savage s tre n g th  o f her Amazonian, embrace,

l lb id .
2I t  has been m entioned p rev io u sly  th a t  th e  p r o s t i tu t e ,  

as a symbol fo r  th e  m yth ica l " c h ild -so rc e re s s"  m other, has 
been given a r e l ig io u s  ro le  in  most pagan c u l tu re s .

L̂HA. p. 305.
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pushed back d e sp e ra te ly  to  f re e  h im se lf , "Without opening 

her eyes, moaning,"^ th e  tra n sp o r te d  woman r e le a s e d  th e  

s tru g g lin g  boy. Throughout t h i s  sensual perform ance, her 

voice r i s in g  e e r i ly  and th en  s ink ing  to  a w ailin g  moan, E lla  

had repeated  a kind o f profane witches* chantr " ’J e l ly  R o lll 

J e -e -e - ly  R o l l l E v e n  a f t e r  Eugene had lo c a ted  th e  ou t

side door, je rk ed  i t  open, and lunged in to  th e  c lean -sm elling  

a i r ,  th e  w ailing  chant o f th e  N egress, "Unbroken and undis

turbed  by h is  d e p a rtu re ,"^  follow ed him as he f le d  in to  the  

n ig h t.

I t  was no t long a f t e r  Eugene’ s experience w ith  th e  mu

l a t t o  p r o s t i tu te  th a t  he began to  id e n t i fy  ro m an tica lly  w ith  

anything e v il  in  l i f e  which suggested  a k in sh ip  w ith  "’i l l i c i t  

na t ur e . Because o f th i s  a s s o c ia tio n , Shakespeare’ s  King 

Lear became h is  f a v o r i te  p lay , and th e  passage which he l ik e d  

best was Edmund’ s " te r r ib le  and epic in v o ca tio n "^ to  n a tu re .

This passage—which begins w ith  th e  l in e ,  "Thou, N ature, a r t  

my goddess,"  and which ends w ith  th e  l i n e ,  "Now, gods, stand

up fo r  b a s ta rd s" —seemed, in  h is  rom antic im ag ina tion , "de

monic" and "drenched in  e v i l . Eugene found th e  b as ta rd  

son’s a-m oral v is io n  o f n a tu re  e s p e c ia lly  moving:

I t  was as dark as n ig h t ,  as e v i l  as Niggertown, as v as t 
as th e  e lem ental winds th a t  howled down ac ro ss  th e  h i l l s ;  
he chanted i t  in  th e  b lack  hours of h is  la b o r , in to  th e  
dark and th e  w ind. He understood; he exu lted  in i t s  e v i l— 
which was th e  e v i l  of e a r th , o f  i l l i c i t  n a tu r e , '

^Ibid.. p, 306, Zibid, ̂ Ibid, ^Ibid,. p, 310,
S ib id . 6 lb id , 7 lb id .
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I t  was to  be expected th a t  Wolfe’ s ado lescen t p ro tago

n i s t ,  trapped  in  a p a s to ra l  world because o f h is  Oedipal a t 

tachment to  h is  m other, whould have been s t i r r e d  by th ?  bas

t a r d ’ s son r e b e l l io u s  address to  ’’n a tu re ” as th e  "goddess" 

resp o n sib le  fo r  w hatever e v i l  ex is ted  w ith in  h im se lf . The 

p ro tag o n is t p rev io u sly  had asso c ia ted  E liz a  w ith  n a tu re , in  

th e  arch e ty p a l ro le  o f " e a r th  m other,”^ and, in  a d d itio n , 

even before he en tered  puberty , had connected h is  rep ressed  

sexual d e s ire  w ith  th e  image of a m y th ica lly  a-m oral "Dark 

Helen

So, she tu rn ed  always in to  th e  South, th e  South th a t  
burned l ik e  Dark Helen in  Eugene’ s b lood, and she a l 
ways took him w ith  h e r . They s t i l l  s le p t  to g e th e r .%

The use by Wolfe o f "Dark Helen in  our h e a r ts  fo re v e r  

burning"^ as a symbolic r e f r a in  in  h is  second and th i r d  nov

e ls  i s  in  accordance w ith  a sta tem ent he made in  a l e t t e r  to  

Maxwell Perkins (December 9» 1930) about th e  re p re s e n ta tio n  

of th e  m ythical fem inine p r in c ip le  in  h is  f i c t i o n :

The woman in  v ario u s forms, a t  d i f f e r e n t  tim es , i s  
Gaea, Helen, o r Demeter—but th e se  th in g s  a re  never 
to ld  you* and th e  s to ry  i t s e l f  i s  d ir e c t  and sim ple, . 
given shape by t h i s  legend, and by th e  idea I  to ld  you .4

The woman w ith  whom Eugene f e l l  in  love  a t  th e  c lose  

o f Of Time and th e  R iver (she i s  not s p e c if ic a l ly  mentioned 

by name in  th e  novel) appeared as a person only in  th e  con

cluding se c tio n  e n t i t l e d  "Faust and H elen."' In  t h i s  s e c tio n ,

^The ro le  of E liz a  as "ea rth  mother"’ w i l l  be examined 
l a t e r  in  th i s  c h a p te r ,

hsM» P* 154. ^OTR, p. 261 Vowell* p. 279.
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since  Eugene p rev io u sly  had been id e n t i f ie d  w ith  "Faust 

th e  woman obviously had to  be "H elen,"’ Near th e  c lo se  of 

the  preceding chap ter of th e  novel, however, Eugene had ex

perienced a dream in  which th e  m ythical Helen appeared in  

her a-m oral ro le  as th e  "c h ild -so rc e re ss" ' m is tre ss :

th e  sea was w ine-dark , a gold and sapph ire  p u r ity  o f  
l ig h t  f e l l  on th e  w alls  of Troy, a lu c en t d ep th less  
p u r ity  o f l ig h t  w elled from th e  eyes of Helen, as 
f a l s e ,  f a t a l ,  and innocen tly  co rru p t a woman as ever 
wrought d e s tru c tio n  on th e  e a r th .

The read e r unquestionably  i s  supposed to  make some kind of 

them atic correspondence between t h i s  "m ythical Helen"' in  th e  

p ro ta g o n is t’ s dream and th e  p e rso n a lity  o f th e  woman who 

ev en tu a lly  became h is  m is tre ss  in  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n .

The f i r s t  th i r d  of The Web and th e  Rock illu m in a te s  

George Webber’ s in tro d u c tio n  to  e v i l  a f t e r  he en tered  puber

ty ,  and in v a ria b ly  th e  e v il  which he found most d is tu rb in g  

rep resen ted  a sexual th r e a t  combined w ith  th e  a-m oral inno

cence of n a tu re , Mrs, Lampley, th e  s a d is t ic  b u tch er’ s w ife , 

f o r  example, was described  as an a-m oral c re a tu re , "as inno

cen t as n a tu re , as m erc ifu l as a r iv e r  in  f lo o d , as  moral as 
2

th e  e a r th ,"  In  a d d itio n , her weak, yet v ic io u s , son r e 

sembled h is  mother in  being "a c re a tu re  crim inal from n atu re  

and e n t ire ly  in n o cen t," ’̂

Dick P ro sse r, th e  Negro who was lynched in  th e  chap ter 

e n t i t l e d  "The Child by T ig e r ," ” had a more complex ro le  in  

W olfe’ s a r t i s t i c  v is io n  th an  th e  s a d is t ic  Lampleys, At th e

IpTR, p,  8 9a, p ,  1 1 9 . ^Ibid,„ p.  1 2 9 .
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same tim e , th e  murderous P rosser was also  p ic tu re d  as ""a sym

bol o f man’s e v i l  innocence . . .  a t ig e r  and a c h i l d , I n  

term s of th e  connection which Wolfe made between innocence 

and e v i l ,  perhaps th e  most im portant symbol of th e  a-m oral 

fem inine p r in c ip le  was th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s in g ra in ed  h o s t i l i t y

to  h is  m other’ s fam ily , th e  Jo y n ers , because they  ”Were a
2

race  as law less as th e  e a r th , as crim inal as n a tu re .*  In

being id e n t i f ie d  w ith  th e  a-m oral law lessness of n a tu re  by

W olfe’ s you thfu l p ro ta g o n is t , th e  Joyners were a t  th e  same

moment removed from ’’tim e”' as w ell as m o ra lity :

O ther t r ib e s  of men came up out of th e  e a r th , f lo u r ish e d  
fo r  a space, and th e n , engulfed and f a l l i n g ,  went back 
in to  th e  ea rth  from which th ey  came. Only th e  Joyners— 
th e  horror-hungry , tim e-devouring  Joyners—liv e d  and 
would not d ie .J

In  a l e t t e r  to  Maxwell Perkins (December, 1930), Wolfe 

expressed th e  rom antic view th a t  th e  s in g u la r  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  

of th e  in h a b ita n ts  o f North C arolina (Old Catawba in  h is  f i c 

t io n )  had re su lte d  c h ie f ly  from th e  p e c u lia r  f e r t i l i t y  of th e  

North C aro lin ian  e a r th , to g e th e r  w ith i t s  ’’haun ting , brood

ing  q u a l i ty ,”^ upon which they  and th e i r  an c es to rs  had spent 

such a la rg e  p a rt o f t h e i r  lo n e ly  l iv e s :

Do you th in k  th i s  i s  fa r -fe tc h e d ?  S co tt F , d id  and r i d 
ic u le d  the  idea th a t  th e  e a r th  we liv e d  on had any th ing  
to  do w ith  us—but don’t  you see th a t  300 years upon 
th i s  e a r th , l iv in g  alone minute by minute in  th e  w ild e r
n ess , ea ting  i t s  food, growing i t s  tobacco , being buried  
and mixed w ith  i t ,  g e ts  in to  th e  blood, bone, marrow, 
sinew of th e  peop le ,?

^Ib id . ,  p . 156, Zi b i d . ,  p , S3, ^I b id ,

%owell, p, 284. Îbid,
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In  W olfe’ s p a t r io t ic  es tim a tio n , th e  ty p ic a l  North 

C a ro lin ia n  was a person , ”r ic h ,  ju ic y , d e l ib e r a te ,  f u l l  of 

pungent and sardon ic humor and honesty , co n serv a tiv e  and cau

tio u s  on to p ." ^  Beneath th e  su rfa ce , however, t h i s  same con

v en tio n a l person was "w ild , savage, and f u l l  o f th e  murder-
2ous innocence of th e  e a r th  and th e  w ild e rn e s s ,’’ In  Wolfe’ s 

a r t i s t i c  v is io n , th e  "w ild, savage"* submerged s e l f  of th e  in 

d iv id u a l, f i l l e d  w ith  "the  murderous innocence of th e  earth,"* 

was in v a r ia b ly  id e n t i f ie d  w ith  th e  a-m oral fem inine p r in c ip le .

In  th e  s e le c tio n  "The Men of Old Catawba,"* Wolfe a t 

tem pted to  d is t in g u is h  between th e  m asculine and fem inine 

p r in c ip le s  in  th e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  to  th e  " e a r th ”  as a c o n tro l

l in g  p a s to ra l image :

The land has a brooding presence th a t  i s  immensely o ld  
and m asculine, i t s  s p i r i t  i s  rugged and r a th e r  d e s o la te , 
yet i t  broods over i t s  people w ith  s te rn  benevolence.
The e a r th  i s  a woman, bu t Old Catawba i s  a man. The 
e a rth  i s  our mother and our n u rse , and we can know h e r , 
but Old Catawba i s  our f a th e r ,  and although  we know th a t  
he i s  th e r e ,  we s h a ll  never f in d  him. He i s  th e re  in  
th e  w ild e rn e ss , and h is  brows are  bowed w ith  g ra n ite :  
he sees our l iv e s  and dea ths and h is  s te rn  compassion 
broods above u s . Women love him, but only men can know 
him:: only men who have c r ie d  out in  t h e i r  agony and 
t h e i r  lo n e lin e s s  to  t h e i r  f a th e r ,  only men who have 
sought throughout th e  world to  f in d  him, can know - 
Catawba: bu t t h i s  in c lu d es a l l  th e  men who ever l iv e d ,

Men can never f in d  th e i r  f a th e r  because Old Catawba i s  

a s p i r i t u a l  symbol, as w ell as an im aginative  s t ru c tu re  o f 

l iv in g ,  independent o f th e  p h y sica l r e a l i t y  o f th e  p a s to ra l  

w orld . Opposed to  t h i s  m ythical image o f th e  f a th e r  i s  th e

llb id , Zibid, p, l87.
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ex h au stle ss  f e r t i l i t y  o f  th e  e a r th , w ith  a l l  o f i t s  p r o l i f i c  

em otional and p h y sica l d e n s ity , fo re v e r  sym bolizing i t s  lu s t  

to  possess ( f ig u ra t iv e ly  to  devour)t " the  ea rth  i s  never 

*taken possession  of* ; i t  possesses .* ^  The concluding para

graph of "The Men of Old Catawba"* suggests th a t  th e  fem inine 

e a r th  l i t e r a l l y  has devoured:

th e  m illio n s  o f men who have l iv e d  th e i r  b r ie f  l iv e s  in  
s ile n c e  upon th e  e v e r la s tin g  e a r th ,  who have l is te n e d  
to  th e  e a r th  and known her m illio n  tongues, whose l iv e s  
were g iven to  th e  e a r th , whose bones and f le s h  a re  r e 
compacted w ith  th e  e a r th , th e  immense and t e r r i b l e  e a rth  
th a t  makes no answer.^

Throughout h is  f ic t io n  Wolfe co n tin u a lly  made use o f 

th e  exp ression  "e v e r la s tin g  ea rth "  to  emphasize th a t  th e  fem

in in e  p r in c ip le  e x is ts  o u ts id e  th e  stream  of tim e, and a lso  

to  c o n tra s t  th e  "b re v ity  o f man*s days" w ith  th e  e te r n i ty  o f 

th e  seasons, invo lv ing  an unceasing p a s to ra l r i tu a l is m  of 

b i r th ,  youth , m a tu rity , o ld  age, d ea th , decay, th en  r e b i r th .  

Since th e  r i tu a l is m  o f th e  seasons i s  never-ending, th e  pas

to r a l  world c o n tro lle d  sym bolica lly  by th e  "e a rth  m other" i s  

a lso  removed from change. T his view agrees w ith  a sta tem ent 

made by Wolfe in  a l e t t e r  to  John H all Wheelock (June 24,

1930) th a t  n a tu re  i s  "the th in g  th a t  does not change, th e
3f ix e d  p r in c ip le ,  th e  female p r in c ip le —th e  e a rth  a g a in ."

We have p rev io u sly  suggested th a t  th e  p a s to ra l world 

in  which th e  boy f in d s  h im self a f t e r  he en te rs  adolescence 

i s  dominated by th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  th e  same way th a t

l lb id . ŴR, p. 204. ^Nowell, p. 235.
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th e  c h i ld ’ s world of innocence was co n tro lle d  by th e  mascu

lin e  p r in c ip le . The p a s to ra l  w orld , in  which th e  ea rth  

serves as a f e r t i l i t y  symbol fo r  th e  " c h ild -so rc e re s s” moth

e r ,  i s  likew ise  in d if f e r e n t  to  change, tim e, d ea th , lo v e , 

m o ra lity , and r e l ig io n .  The e te rn a l ly  p r o l i f ic  e a r th , in  

term s o f th e  e v e r la s t in g  r i tu a l is m  of th e  seasons, i s  in d i f 

fe re n t to  change, tim e, and d ea th . The m ind lessly  possessive 

ea rth  i s  o b liv io u s to  even th e  ex is ten ce  of m utually  respon

sive lo v e . The a ll-em b rac in g , a l l - fo rg iv in g , "murderously 

in nocen t"^earth  i s  removed from m o ra lity  in  th a t  i t  i s  f o r 

ever a-m oral. F in a lly , th e  e a r th  i s  o u ts id e  r e l ig io n  in  th a t  

i t  p a r a s i t i c a l ly  devours th e  m asculine s p i r i tu a l  image upon 

which th e  g re a te s t  r e l ig io n s  in  th e  p as t have been based.

This l a s t  aspect o f  th e  m ythical fem inine p r in c ip le  helps ex

p la in  why Wolfe’ s n a r c i s s i s t i c  p ro ta g o n is t, a p r iso n e r  in  

th e  p a s to ra l world governed by h is  m other, was fre q u e n tly  de

pressed  not only by th e  impermanence of th e  somewhat meaning

le s s  l i f e  he observed around him, bu t a lso  by th e  tr a n s ie n t  

h is to ry  of th e  male gods:

Ha f e l t  suddenly th e  d ev a s ta tin g  impermanence of th e  
n a tio n . Only th e  e a r th  endured—th e  g ig a n tic  American 
e a r th , bearing  upon i t s  awful b re a s t a world o f flim sy  
r i c k e t s .  Only th e  e a r th  endured—th e  broad* t e r r i f i c  
e a rth  th a t  had no ghosts to  haunt i t ,  Stogged in  th e  
d e s e r t ,  h a lf-b ro k en  and over-throw n, among th e  columns 
of lo s t  tem ples strew n , th e re  was no ru ined  image o f  
Menkaura, th e re  was no a la b a s te r  head of Akhnaton,
Nothing had been done in  s to n e . Only th i s  e a rth  endured, 
upon whose lo n e ly  b re a s t he read  E u rip id es, W ithin i t s

^WR, p , 156,
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h i l l s  he had been held  a p r iso n e r; upon i t s  p la in  he 
walked, a lone , a s tra n g e r .

I I

When Wolfe f i r s t  began to  work on th e  m anuscript which 

ev en tu a lly  became Of Time and th e  R iv e r, he wrote to  Maxwell 

Perkins (Ju ly  17, 1930)- th a t  he wanted "the  d e s ire  and long- 

ing"2 of h is  p ro tag o n is t to  r e f le c t  th e  "d e s ire  and longing
3

of th e  ra c e — ’wandering fo re v e r  and th e  e a r th  again**" In

th e  same l e t t e r  Wolfe explained  th a t  he be lieved  wandering

was "more of a male th in g , and th e  f r u c t i f i c a t io n  of th e

e a rth  more o f a female t h i n g , I n  a d d itio n , Wolfe commented

th a t  f o r  h is  new book he planned to  make "an ex tensive  use of

old m y t h s , a l t h o u g h  he never informed h is  read e r ex ac tly

what he was doing:

I  am making an ex ten siv e  use of o ld  myths in  my book, 
although I  never t e l l  th e  read er t h i s ;  you know a lread y  
th a t  I  am using  th e  H eracles ( in  my book th e  C ity  i s  
H eracles) and Antaeus myth; and you know th a t  th e  lo rd s  
of f r u c t i f i c a t io n  and th e  e a r th  a re  almost always women: 
Maya in  th e  E astern  legends; Demeter in  th e  Greek; Ceres 
in  L a tin , etc,®

According to  W olfe’ s a r t i s t i c  p lan  when he w rote t h i s  

p a r t ic u la r  l e t t e r  to  h is  e d i to r ,  th e  f i r s t  s e c tio n  o f h is  

book, to  be c a lle d  "Antaeus" or "Immortal E a r th ,"  was to  con

ta in  around tw enty ch a p te rs , w ith  a h a lf  dozen ch ap te rs  in 

te rsp e rse d  "concerned w ith  th e  female th in g : th e  id e a  o f th e

L̂HA» P* 423. ^Nowell, p. 243. Îbid. 4ibid.
Îbid. , pp, 243-44. ^Ibid., p, 243.
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e a r th , f r u c t i f i c a t io n ,  and repose ..”^ Moreover, th e se  chap

te r s  d ea lin g  w ith th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  were to  be "alm ost 

e n t i r e ly  about women and to ld  in  th e  language of woment th e  

m other, th e  m is tre s s , and th e  c h i ld —sometimes a l l  included  

in  one person , sometimes found se p a ra te ly  in  d if f e r e n t  wom

e n . Perhaps th e  b es t of th e s e  s to r ie s  d ea lin g  w ith  "the  

female th in g " ' and " to ld  in  th e  language o f womenr th e  moth

e r ,  the  m is tre s s , and th e  ch ild " ' i s  "The Web of E arth ," ' which, 

according to  h is  l e t t e r s ,  Wolfe completed during  th e  sp rin g  

months of 1932.^

The long  s to ry  "The Web of Earth"' c o n s is ts  of a n in e ty -  

two page monologue by E liz a  Gant. The p h y sica l s e t t in g  fo r
h

th e  s to ry  i s  Eugene*s apartm ent in  Brooklyn o r M anhattan, 

near enough to  th e  New York harbor fo r  th e  w h is tle s  of th e  

ocean-going sh ip s  to  be heard , and th e  season i s  e a r ly  sp r in g . 

At th e  beginning of th e  s e le c t io n , E liz a  i s  in troduced  t a lk 

ing  to  her son, who obv iously , s in ce  th e  form of th e  s to ry  i s  

a monologue, was unable to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  h is  m other’s p ro 

longed and h igh ly  id iom atic  co n v e rsa tio n . In  th e  f i r s t  and 

l a s t  paragraphs o f th e  s to r y ,  E liz a  addressed  th e  th i r ty - y e a r  

old Eugene as C hild , c h i l d , ’" and th r o u ^ o u t  th e  body of 

th e  s e le c t io n ,  she co n s ta n tly  rep ea ted  th e  word c h i ld . The 

r e p e t i t iv e  use of t h i s  a p p e lla t io n  whenever th e  mother ad

dressed  Eugene serves co n s tan tly  to  remind th e  read e r th a t

^I b id . Zi b i d . ^I b id . ,  p . 339.

^In  th e  s to ry  Wolfe does not in d ic a te  th e  s p e c if ic  
lo c a tio n  o f Eugene’ s apartm ent.
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in  th e  im agination of th e  possessive E liz a , her son was not 

a grov/n man. In s te a d , she regarded him em otionally  as th e  

same dependent; p re-ad o lescen t boy who had shared her bed 

a t  D ixieland some tw enty years b e fo re .

The psycho log ica l s e t t in g  fo r  ’’The Web o f E arth*  i s  

n e i th e r  Brooklyn nor Manhattan but th e  p a s to ra l world id e n t i 

f ie d  w ith  th e  m other’ s p a s t .  In  t h i s  re g a rd , E l iz a ’ s ”d c to - 

p a l memory,”’ as i t  so p a t ie n t ly  and ph legm atica lly  wove th e  

semblance of a n a r r a t iv e  from her alm ost in e x h au s tib le  s to re  

of dead experiences, i s  c le a r ly  to  be connected w ith  th e  

’’web”" in  the  t i t l e .  The ’’e a r th ”' in  th e  t i t l e  i s  a symbol of 

E liz a ’ s p e rso n a lity  as ’’th e  female th in g ,”’ According to  t h i s  

tra n s p o s it io n  of key words, th e  t i t l e  ”The Web of E arth*  con

ceivab ly  might read  "The Memory World of th e  E arth  M other,”’ 

In  th e  s to ry  i t s e l f ,  the ”e a rth  m other’s*  l i f e ,  as i n t e r 

p re ted  by Wolfe through h is  conscious s e le c tio n  and arran g e

ment o f th e  memories E l iz a  has been perm itted  to  r e s u r re c t  

from her dead p a s t, re p re se n ts  sym bolically  th e  a rch e ty p a l 

fem inine p r in c ip le  op era tin g  in  th e  d e -sex u a liz ed  p a s to ra l 

world of th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n .

S h o rtly  a f t e r  th e  s to ry  b eg ins, E liz a  i s  rev ea led  as a 

compulsive ta lk e d  w ith  an encyclopaedic memory f o r  seemingly 

unim portant m inu tia  from her own l i f e :

’I  can remember a l l  th e  way back to  th e  tim e when I  
was two years o ld , and l e t  me t e l l  you, boy* th e r e ’ s 
mighty l i t t l e  I ’ve fo rg o tte n  s in c e , ’!

^EM, p , 215,
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in  th e  im agination of th e  possessive  E liz a , her son was not 

a grown man. In s tea d , she regarded  him em otionally  as th e  

same dependent, p re -ad o lescen t boy who had shared her bed 

a t  D ixieland some tw enty y ea rs  b e fo re .

The psychological s e t t in g  f o r  "The Web of Earth"^ i s  

n e i th e r  Brooklyn nor Manhattan but th e  p a s to ra l world id e n t i 

f ie d  w ith th e  m other’s p a s t .  In  th i s  reg a rd , E liz a ’ s "bcto - 

p a l memory,"’ as i t  so p a t ie n t ly  and ph legm atica lly  wove th e  

semblance o f a n a r ra t iv e  from her alm ost in ex h au s tib le  s to re  

of dead experiences, i s  c le a r ly  to  be connected w ith  th e  

"web"’ in  the  t i t l e .  The "earth" ' in  th e  t i t l e  i s  a symbol of 

E liz a ’ s p e rso n a lity  as "the fem ale th in g ," ' According to  t h i s  

tr a n s p o s it io n  of key words, th e  t i t l e  "The Web of Earth"’ con

ceivab ly  might read  "The Memory World of th e  E arth  Mother,"^ 

In  th e  s to ry  i t s e l f ,  the  "e a r th  m other’s"' l i f e ,  as i n t e r 

p re ted  by Wolfe through h is  conscious s e le c tio n  and arrange

ment of th e  memories E l iz a  has been perm itted  to  r e s u r re c t  

from her dead p a s t ,  re p re se n ts  sym bolically  th e  arch e ty p a l 

fem inine p r in c ip le  o p e ra tin g  in  th e  d e-sex u a lized  p a s to ra l 

world o f th e  V ic to rian  p u r i ta n .

S h ortly  a f t e r  th e  s to ry  beg in s, E liz a  i s  revealed  as a 

compulsive ta lk e d  w ith  an encyclopaedic memory fo r  seemingly 

unim portant m inutia from h er own l i f e :

’I  can remember a l l  th e  way back to  th e  time when I  
was two years o ld , and l e t  me t e l l  you, boy„ th e r e ’ s 
mighty l i t t l e  I ’ve fo rg o tte n  s in c e ,

D̂M, p, 215,
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As t h i s  garru lous o ld  woman rambled on from one experience 

in  th e  past to  an o th er, each remembered apparen tly  only be

cause i t  formed a s tran d  in  th e  v a s t ,  s e lf -c e n te re d  web o f 

her l i f e ,  th e  s to ry  which she r e la te d  to  her son seemed 

hopelessly  d isconnec ted . I f  th e  read e r w il l  make a c lo se r  

in sp ec tio n  o f E liz a ’ s monologue, he w i l l  d iscover th a t  t h i s  

disconnected q u a li ty  i s  m islead ing , f o r  behind th e  exasper

a tin g  ju x ta p o s itio n  of chance memories i s  a meaningful form 

c a re fu lly  m anipulated by Wolfe, Moreover, t h i s  form in c lu d es 

an in te g ra te d  summary o f th e  values of V ic to rian  pu ritan ism , 

as w ell as th e  illu m in a tio n  of t h e i r  connection w ith  th e  o th 

er lead ing  themes in  Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n .  Although i t  i s  no t 

f e a s ib le  in  t h i s  ch ap ter to  e x p lic a te  th e  whole of ”The Web 

of E arth ” to  document th i s  statem ent about th e  s to ry ’ s con

t r o l l in g  form, i t  does seem im portant to  examine th o se  pas

sages which r e l a t e  to  E liz a ’ s ro le  as th e  a rche typal n in e 

te e n th  century m other.

At th e  beginning of th e  s to ry  E liz a  was ta lk in g  to  her 

son about an in c id e n t which took p lace ’’’th e  year th e  lo c u s ts  

cams, and a l l  o f th e  t r e e s  were ea ten  b a r e ,” ’̂  This passage, 

which i s  repea ted  se v e ra l tim es a t  th e  opening of th e  s to ry , 

as w ell as v a rio u s o th e r tim es l a t e r ,  i s  a kind of p a s to ra l 

r e f r a in  su s ta in in g  th e  mood of E l iz a ’ s rem iniscences. In  ad

d i t io n ,  i t  in d ic a te s  th a t  E liz a ’ s conception of tim e was pas

to r a l  in  th a t  she dated  ev en ts , no t num erically  and

l lb id , , p, 212,
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ch ro n o lo g ica lly , but on th e  more p r im itiv e  b a s is  o f n a tu ra l  

events which had lodged in  her r e te n t iv e  memory.

A longer quote from th e  s to ry * s opening paragraph:

"*C hild! C hild! I t  seems so long ago since th e  year th e  

lo c u s ts  came, and a l l  th e  t r e e s  were ea ten  b are : so much has 

happened and i t  seems so long ago, * al so suggests th a t  t h i s  

im portan t r e f r a in  i s  th e m a tica lly  connected w ith  Elizra* a  own 

fe e lin g s  o f immaculate innocence. I n  o th e r words, ”’’th e  year 

th e  lo c u s ts  came, and a l l  th e  t r e e s  were ea ten  b a r e , ’ ” on th e  

b a s is  of her subsequent memories in  th e  s to ry , cannot be sep

a ra ted  from E liz a ’ s confirm ation  of sexual e v i l  in  h er m arried  

l i f e .  This occurred when h er n a r c i s s i s t i c ,  non-sexual v is io n  

o f l i f e ,  a chaste  legacy  from h er world o f childhood innocence, 

f i r s t  had to  confront the a n im a lis t ic  r e a l i t i e s  o f her r e l a 

t io n s h ip  w ith  the  lecherous Gant.

In  her ro le  o f  th e  a rch e ty p a l n in e tee n th  cen tu ry  m other, 

E liz a  Gant rep resen ted  th e  ag e le ss  fem inine p r in c ip le ,  v is u a l

ized  m y th ica lly  as th e  f o r e v e r - p r o l i f ic ,  a ll-d e v o u rin g , a-mor- 

a l  f e r t i l i t y  mother, only a f t e r  th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  im agina

t io n  had made th a t  image sex u a lly  decorous and re s p e c ta b le .

In  th i s  re s p e c t,  th e  immaculate E liz a , perched s e lf - r ig h te o u s 

ly  on h e r p ed e s ta l of ch aste  and f r i g i d  v ir tu e ^  was th e  e t e r 

n a lly  innocent ch ild -m o th er, f o r  a t  le a s t  in  her own mind, 

her innocence, l ik e  th a t  o f  th e  c h i ld ’ s ,  was uncorrupted  by 

sexual d e s i r e s .  At th e  same tim e , her innocence was a-m oral,

^Ibid.
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"the murderous innocence of th e  e a r th ,"  in  th a t  she was ob

sessed w ith  sexual e v i l  in  o th e rs  a t  th e  expense of any re c 

o g n itio n  of th e  s p i r i tu a l  dualism  between good and e v i l  

w ith in  her e g o t is t ic a l  s e l f .  Most in c re d ib le  o f a l l ,  as th e  

n a r c i s s i s t i c  and e te rn a lly  innocent ch ild -m o ther, id e a liz ed  

by h er ch ild re n  even as she p a r a s i t ic a l ly  dominated and ex

p lo ite d  t h e i r  em otional l i v e s ,  E liz a , by g iv in g  b ir th  to  a 

la rg e  fam ily , had been ab le  fu n c tio n a lly  to  s a t i s f y  th e  f e r 

t i l i t y  ro le  o f th e  m yth ical fem inine p r in c ip le  w ithout v io

la t in g  her sexual p u r ity  in  th e  p ro cess.

We have emphasized p rev io u sly  th a t  th e  n in e tee n th  cen

tu ry  m other’s sexual innocence, supported by th e  martyrdom 

im p lic i t  in  her ro le  of p r o l i f i c  c h ild -b e a re r ,  provided in  

th e  p a s to ra l  world of th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  th e  e th ic a l  foun

d a tio n  f o r  a sacrosanc t "mythology"" o f th e  fam ily . Also, i t  

helped account f o r  th a t  sch izophrenic s p l i t t i n g  of th e  c h ild -  

so rce re ss  archetype o f th e  feminine p r in c ip le  in to  two d is 

t i n c t  c la s se s  o f women: th e  id e a liz e d  mother and th e  v i l l i -  

f ie d  whore. According to  t h i s  mythology, as rev ea led  through 

E liz a ’s monologue, th e  w orst s in  a man could commit was one 

which v io la te d  th e  dom estic s a n c ti ty  of th e  home. In  th e  

s to ry  t h i s  was th e  reason  th a t  E liz a  rep ea ted  com placently 

th e  adm ission of th e  m urderer Ed H ears, th a t  even though he 

had k i l l e d  sev e ra l men and had many o th e r crim es on h is  

blackened " ’ soul to  atone f o r , ” ’lh e  had never in  h is  whole

^Ibid,. p, 2 9 3..
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" ’sunk so low as to  s te a l  a man’ s w ife away from him. ’ ’’̂

Such an e th ic a l  v is io n  might seem more convincing today 

i f  emotional re la tio n s h ip s  in  th e  ty p ic a l  n in e teen th  century  

fam ily had been regarded le s s  sen tim en ta lly  by th e  paren ts*  

The f a t a l  weakness, however, o f th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  temper

ament, as rep resen ted  by E liz a  Gant, was th e  ease w ith  which 

she could b lin d  h e r s e lf  se n tim e n ta lly  ag a in s t any unpleasan t 

r e a l i t i e s  in  her own home fo r  which she might ju s t i f i a b ly  

have been blamed. The moral v is io n  o f E liz a , th e re fo re ,  was 

n e ith e r  honest nor a d u lt ,  f o r  th e  s p i r i tu a l  c e n te r  of th a t 

v is io n  always remained her n a r c i s s i s t i c  attachm ent to  a non- 

sexual world o f childhood innocence.

I t  has been suggested th a t  th e  child-woman E liz a  Gant, 

as th e  a rch e ty p a l n in e teen th  cen tury  mother in  W olfe’ s f i c 

t io n ,  in h a b ited  a world which was em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  

p a s to ra l ,  no t only because she was id e n t i f ie d  sym bolically  

w ith th e  a-m oral e a r th , but because her innocent v is io n  o f 

l i f e  was e th ic a l ly  i r r e le v a n t .  In  a d d itio n , th e  id e a liz e d  

innocence o f E liz a  was p sy ch o lo g ica lly  damaging to  h er c h i l 

d ren , and in  t h i s  re sp e c t, rep resen ted  th e  c a s tra t in g  s te r i l=  

i t y of th e  mother in  th e  home as opposed to  her much more ob

vious f e r t i l i t y  ro le  as fecund ch ild -b ea re r*  At th i s  p o in t, 

however, i t  must be remembered th a t  E liz a ’ s in d e s tru c t ib le  

confidence in  l i f e ,  as rev ea led  e sp e c ia lly  in  ’’The Web; of

^Ibid.
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E a rth ,*  belonged to  her ro le  as "e a rth  m other,"' and symbol

ized  th e  s e c u r ity  of th e  c e a se le s s ly  c re a tiv e  fem inine p r in 

c ip le  in  a tim e le ss  n a tu re .

In  the l a s t  p a rt of her monologue, E liz a  re fe r re d  smug

ly  to  her f e r t i l i t y  powers as she complimented th e  in s t in c 

t iv e  v i t a l i t y  which had enabled her to  bear and r a is e  her 

la rg e  fam ily , d esp ite  th e  in tem perate behavior of her hus

band:

’Lordl Lordl I  o ften  th in k  of a i l  th a t  I ’ ve been 
through, and wonder th a t  I ’m here to  t e l l  i t ,  I  reckon 
fo r  a f a c t  I  had th e  Power o f Nature in  me ; why! no 
more tro u b le  than  th e  e a r th  tak es  bearing  corn , a l l  of 
the ch ild e rn , th e  e ig h t who l iv e d , and a l l  th e  o th e rs  
th a t  you never heard about—a l l  o f the  ch ild e rn  and le ss : 
m arried l i f e  than  any woman th a t  I  knew,’-*-

E liz a ’ s f e r t i l i t y  p o te n t ia l ,  th e  "power of n a tu re "  in  

h e r , was equally  v is ib le  in  th e  ease w ith  vAiich she grew 

th in g s  in  her garden and o rchard . One of h er neighbors, a f t 

e r  observing th e  luxuriance o f E liz a ’ s v eg e tab les , had com

mented :: " ’You’ve got th e  power of natu re  in  you fo r  a f a c t .  

I ’ve never seen th e  l ik e  of i t , ’ "^ In  "The Web of E arth "  

E liz a  adm itted th a t  what th e  neighbor sa id  was tru e  and th a t  

she had possessed th i s  magic f e r t i l i t y  power s in ce  she was 

a ch ild  t

’Why, yes! d idn’t  I  have them a l l ,  and couldn’t  I  make 
th in g s grow by to u ch in ’ them, and wasn’t  i t  th a t  way 
ever since I  was a c h ild —te rm a te rs  and flow ers and com  
and vegetab les—and a l l  k inds of f r u i t .  Why Lordl 
i t  seemed th a t a l l  I  had to  do was s t ic k  my f in g e rs  
in  th e  e a rth  and th e y ’d come up f o r  m e.’3

llbid,, p, 2 9 7 . ^Ibid., p, 300, ^Ibid,
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Even in  her old age, a f te r  th e  economic c rash  of 1929 had 

taken most of her p ro p erty  and sav ings, E liz a  s t i l l  re ta in e d  

her p a s to ra l f a i t h .  No m atte r what u n s e t t l in g  changes l i f e  

might b r in g , she knew th e  e te rn a l ly  f e r t i l e  e a rth  was a l 

ways th e re , and because of t h i s  knowledge, she was u n afra id  

of th e  fu tu re ;:

*0h, but E l i z a , ’ he s a id , ’i t ’ s too  l a t e ,  too  l a t e .
We’re  both  too o ld  to  s t a r t  ag a in , and we’ve lo s t  
ev e ry th in g .’ ’N o,’ I  s a id , ’no t ev ery th in g . T here’ s 
something l e f t * ’ ’What i s  i t ? ’ he s a id , ’We’ve got 
th e  e a r t h , ’ I  s a id . ’We’ve always got th e  e a r th .
We’l l  stand upon i t  and i t  w i l l  save u s . I t ’ s never 
gone back on nobody y e t . ’

When th e  a rche typal fem inine p r in c ip le  i s  envisioned 

as a combination of th e  a-m oral ’’c h i ld ”' and ’’e a r th ”  ̂ m other, 

th e  m3Tthical ro le  of th e  " so rc e re ss” mother in e v ita b ly  i s  to  

be found somewhere in  th e  background. This i s  tru e  in  

W olfe’ s f i c t i o n  in  which th e  symbolic ro le  of E liz a  Gant as 

a " so rc e re ss” mother i s  most f re q u e n tly  a sso c ia ted  w ith  her 

c la irv o y an t sense o f d e s tin y , almost as i f  she were h e r s e lf  

one of th e  an c ien t F a te s , to g e th e r  w ith  her a t a v is t ic  emo

t io n a l  and s p i r i tu a l  attachm ent to  a world belonging to  a 

dead p a s t,

"The Web- of E arth” i s  framed by E liz a ’ s s u p e rs t i t io u s ,  

f a t a l i s t i c  s o rc e re s s ’ memory in  th a t  th e  opening and c lo s in g  

in c id e n ts , which provide th e  excuse fo r  th e  rem ainder o f th e  

monologue, sp rin g  from th e  old woman’ s death-haunted  f a i t h

llbid,, p, 303,
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in  her own c la irv o y an cy . E liz a , "the year th e  lo c u s ts  came,"’ 

was s i t t i n g  in  th e  p a r lo r  o f her home w ith  her husband when 

she heard two p re te rn a tu ra l  vo ices through th e  open window; 

" ’Two . . .  Two,’ th e  f i r s t  voice sa id : and ’Twenty . . .  

Twenty,’ sa id  th e  o t h e r . E l i z a  was upset by th e  w eird 

v o ic e s , s in ce  she was c e r ta in  t h e i r  message was supposed to  

convey some kind of w arning. She explained  her fe a rs  to  

Gant, but s ince  he had not heard th e  v o ic e s , he to ld  h is  w ife 

her prem onition was probably something she had imagined, 

noth ing e l s e .  The psychic E liz a  d isa g re ed : " ’Oh, no I  d id 

n ’t , ’ I  s a id .  ’I t ’ s th e re I  a l l  r ig h t  I —because I  knew, I  

knew. I n  th e  concluding in c id e n t of th e  s to ry ,  E liz a  gave 

her own s u p e rs t i t io u s  ex p lan a tio n  o f th e  m ystery of th e  

v o ic es :

’Two . . . Two,’ th e  f i r s t  voice s a id , and ’Twenty . .
.. Twenty’ sa id  th e  o th e r: —

Twenty days l a t e r  from th a t  evening Ed Mears came 
th e re  to  our house, to  th e  m inute, a t  twenty m inutes to  
te n  o ’clock on th e  seven teen th  day o f  O ctober, tw ins 
were bom —Ben and Grover were born th a t  n ig h t.

The nex t day as I  lay  th e re  th in k in g , i t  f la sh ed  
over me, th e  meaning of i t ,  o f course I  saw i t  a l l .
The m ystery was exp la ined .

And t h a t ’ s th e  s to r y ,  s i r ,  t h a t ’ s ju s t  th e  way i t  
happened.

’Two . . .  Two,’ th e  f i r s t  voice s a id , and ’Twenty .
. . Tw enty,’ sa id  th e  o th e r .3

B i l l  P entland was Eugene’ s g re a t-g ra n d fa th e r  on h is  

m other’ s s id e ,  and in  "The Web o f E a r th "  E liz a  to ld  her son 

th e  s to ry  of how th e  in c re d ib ly  s tro n g -w illed  and c la irv o y an t 

o ld  man knew th a t  he was going to  d ie . One day B i l l  Pen tland ,

llbid., p. 212. Zibid. 3lbid., p. 303.
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advanced in  years but apparen tly  s t i l l  h a le  and h ea rty , sen t

word to  h is  son Sam th a t  he wanted to  see him in  th e  f a th e r ’ s

cab in . When Sam a r r iv e d , th e  o ld  man to ld  him th a t  on th e

b a s is  o f a prem onitory c a l l  he had ju s t  re ce iv ed , he knew

th a t  h is  tim e to  d ie  was th e  fo llow ing  a fte rn o o n :

’Why, F a th e r ,’ says Sam, ’what a re  you ta lk in g  about? 
You’re  no t going to  d i e , ’ he say s, ’Yes,* says B i l l ,
I ’ve made up my mind to  d ie tom orrow,’ says ’I ’ve made 
up my mind to  d ie  a t  te n  m inutes a f te r  s ix  tomorrow 
afte rn o o n , and t h a t ’ s th e  reason  I  sent f o r  y o u ,’^

As th e  wind howled and roared  th a t  n ig h t o u ts id e  th e  

l i t t l e  mountain cab in , Sara and h is  f a th e r  ta lk e d  about people 

and events from th e  dark , remote p a s t .  When morning came, 

th ey  cooked b re ak fa s t and ta lk ed  some more. At noon th ey  

cooked d inner and s t i l l  lay  around ta lk in g , w ith  th e  o ld  man 

seeming ”as w ell and stro n g  as he’d ever been, a t  peace w ith  

mankind, s i r ,  and w ithout a worry in  th e  w o r l d . W h e n  s ix  

o ’clock a r r iv e d , however, th e  f a th e r  tu rn ed  to  Sam and to ld  

him to  get ready ; th en  ”a t  te n  m inutes a f t e r  s ix  to  th e  d o t, 

he looked a t him again  and sa id , ’Good-bye, Sam: i t ’ s my 

tim e , I ’m going s o n ,’ and he tu rned  h is  face  to  th e  w a ll, 

s i r ,  and died., ”^ A fte r f in ish in g  t h i s  s to ry , E liz a  commented 

to  Eugene th a t  old B i l l ’ s prem onition o f h is  dea th  was not 

unusual in  th e  Pentland fam ily : ”We’ve a l l  had i t  in  us, th a t  

same th in g , when i t  came our tim e to  go, we knew it,*®^

The most rem arkable of E liz a ’ s mountain kinsmen was

^Ibid,, p, 220, ^Ibid, ^Ibid., p. 221. ^Ibid.
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not her g ran d fa th e r but th e  f a n a t ic a l  backwoods prophet,

Uncle Bacchus, whose symbolic r o le  in  W olfe’ s f ic t io n  as th e  

h a lf-p ag an , h a lf -p u r i ta n  f e r t i l i t y  god of n in e teen th  cen tu ry  

w ilderness America d o v e ta iled  w ith  E liz a ’ s own ro le  as th e  

V ic to rian  p u r ita n  archetype of th e  c h ild -so rc e re ss  m other.

In  a d d itio n , in  term s of W olfe’ s h i s to r ic a l  myth o f th e  Amer

ic an  n a tio n  in  which th e  C iv il War has such a c ru c ia l  sym

b o lic  p o s i t io n ,!  Uncle Bacchus provided a necessary connect

ing lin k  between Gant’ s w orld-seeking  m ascu lin ity , as re p re 

se n ta tiv e  o f th e  s p i r i t  of th e  v ic to rio u s  North, and E l iz a ’s 

n o s ta lg ic  fe m in in ity , as ty p ify in g  th e  s p i r i t  of th e  defea ted  

South»

Uncle Bacchus, nicknamed " s tin k in g  Jesus"’ because h is  

pow erful, f le sh y  body gave o f f  a s tench  o ffen siv e  enough to  

"put a goat to  s h a m e , h a d  gone "queer on re lig io n "^  as a 

young man, when he became convinced th a t  th e  end o f th e  world 

was imminently a t  hand. In  ad d itio n  to  h is  re lig io u s  f a n a t i 

cism, th i s  backwoods p rophet, more than  any o th e r member of 

the  c la irv o y an t Pentland t r i b e ,  was g if te d  w ith  th e  p r e te r 

n a tu ra l power of being "seen"* before  a kinsman d ied . The 

h i s to r ic a l  l in k  between th e  G ants'and th e  Pentlands was a lso  

e s ta b lish e d  by Uncle Bacchus, f o r  he was th e  bearded moun

ta in e e r ,  th e  "mad Rebel s in g in g  of Armageddon,’*  ̂ who had l e f t

^ In  term s of Wolfe’ s h i s t o r i c a l  myth, th e  C iv il War 
rep resen ted  f o r  th e  American n a tio n  a traum atic  lo s s  of s p i r 
i t u a l  innocence s im ila r  to  t h a t  experienced by th e  young man 
during p u b erty .

OTR, p. Bo. 3lb id .  ̂ p .  7Ô. ^HA, p. 6,
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such a permanent im pression  on young ¥ .  0* Gant * s boyhood 

im agination one hot summer morning in  IS 63 . At th e  tim e Gant 

and h is  b ro th e r had been stand ing  a t  th e  edge of a country 

road in  Pennsylvania, watching w ith  mixed fe e lin g s  th e  dusty  

Rebel s o ld ie rs  as th ey  trudged past on th e i r  way to  G ettys

burg and th e  bloody b a t t l e  which would s p e ll  th e  d efea t of 

th e  Southern cause:

Yes, he had been th e re  th a t  morning, Bacchus P entland , 
th e  fa te d  and chosen o f God, th e  su p e rn a tu ra l appearer 
on roads a t  n ig h t f a l l ,  th e  harb inger of d ea th , th e  proph
e t ,  chanting even th en  h is  promises of Armageddon and 
th e  coming of th e  Lord, speaking fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e to  
th e  fa sc in a te d  ea rs  of those two boys, th e  f u l l ,  drawling^ 
unctuous accen ts  o f  th e  f a te d , tim e-trium phant P en tlan d s.^

Ju s t before Gant met E liz a  in  Look Homeward, Angel» th e  

s to n e c u tte r  was stand ing  on th e  porch of h is  m arble shop a t  

th e  corner of th e  Square when he unexpectedly heard th e  s t i l l  

f a m il ia r  " f l a t , d raw ling , complacent"^ voice of th e  mad Reb

e l ,  Uncle Bacchus, and observed, r e t r e a t in g  down th e  board 

sidew alk, " the  b u rly  p ersu asiv e  f ig u re  of th e  prophet th a t  

he had l a s t  seen van ish ing  down th e  dusty  road th a t  le d  to  

G ettysburg and Armageddon."^ In  Of Time and th e  R iver Uncle 

Bacchus made h is  f i n a l  appearance in  th e  dea th  scene o f Gant. 

Ju s t a few moments b efo re  th e  s to n e c u tte r  d ied , he suddenly 

s ta re d  w ith c la irv o y an t in te n s i ty  in to  th e  face  o f h is  w ife , 

and asked: " ’Whereas Bacchus?’ "^

The Pentlands were a fam ily  "who fo rg o t one ano ther 

never," ' but "who saw one ano ther only in  tim es of dea th ,

lOTR, p. SO. 2LHA, p. 9. ^Ibid. ^OTR, p. 262.
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p e s t i le n c e , and t e r r o r . ”^ They came from th e  w ilderness 

county of Zebuloni in  th e  w estern  p a r t of th e  s ta te r  th e  moun

ta in  is o la te d  home of th e  d e a th - lu s t in g , g o a tish -sm e llin g , 

p u r i ta n ic a l  s e e r .  Uncle Bacchus, In  th e  f i c t i o n ,  "Zebulon— 

th e  s y lla b le s  th a t  shaped th e  very c lay  of h is  m other’ s an

c e s t r a l  e a rth ,"^ re p re se n te d  fo r  th e  p ro ta g o n is t th e  p a s to ra l  

world of th e  dead past*  I t  was a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e  fem inine 

p r in c ip le  in  Eugene’ s im agination  sim ply because whatever was 

most c a s tr a t in g  in  h is  m other’s p e rso n a lity  in v a ria b ly  seemed 

to  suggest th e  fo rb id d in g , s t e r i l e ,  death -haun ting  v is io n  o f 

l i f e  which E liz a  had in h e r i te d  from her mountain kinsmen, 

trap p ed , w ith  a l l  of th e i r  s u p e rs t i t io u s  ghosts of an c ien t 

memory and d ea th , in  th e  w orld-rem ote is o la t io n  of th e  Old 

Catawba h i l l s .  This was th e  reason  th a t  th e  boy, as h is  f a th 

e r  had done before him, in s ta n t ly  connected th e  smug, draw l

ing mountain vo ice of Uncle Bacchus w ith  s t e r i l i t y  and d ea th  

th e  f i r s t  tim e he heard i t :

The voice was b enevo len t, a l l - s u r e ,  trium phan t, un fo r
g e t ta b le —as h a te fu l as th e  sound o f good and unctuous 
vo ices th a t  speak s o f t ly  w hile men drown. I t  was th e  
very death-w atch o f a v o ice , th e  voice of one who w aits  
and w atches, a l l- tr iu m p h a n t, w hile o th e rs  d ie ,  and th en  
keeps v ig i l  by th e  dead in  a  cab in  in  th e  h i l l s ,  and 
draw ls th e  death-w atch out to  th e  accompaniment of 
c rack lin g  p in e-k n p ts  on th e  h e a rth  and th e  slow crum
b lin g  o f th e  a s h .3

A ll of th e  Gant c h ild re n , as w e ll as th e i r  f a th e r ,  had 

been exasperated  by E liz a ’’s s u p e rs t i t io u s  fa ta lis m , which 

they  a sso c ia ted  w ith  her mountain kinsmen, th e  Pentlands*

^LHA, p, 2 9 , p, 122* 3ibid,, p. 1 2 3 .
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In  Look Homeward, Angel, a f te r  E liz a  mentioned one of her 

recen t prem onitions, Helen had re p lie d  good-humoredly, but 

a lso  w ith  v is ib le  annoyance: ” ’Don^t s t a r t  th a t  Pentland

spooky s tu f f I  I t  makes my f le s h  c r a w l . E l i z a  d if fe re d  

from her husband and ch ild re n  in  th a t  she took se rio u s ly  th e  

"Pentland spooky s tu f f .."  Moreover, her f a t a l i s t i c  accep t

ance of d e s tin y , to g e th e r w ith  her in f le x ib le  conv ic tion  of 

moral s u p e r io r i ty , was "enforced by her Scotch s u p e rs t i t io n  

and th e  b lind  van ity  of her fam ily , which saw e x tin c tio n  fo r  

o th e rs  but not fo r  i t s e l f , " ^  Even when h e r youngest son*s: 

head had alm ost been crushed by th e  hoof of a h o rse , th e  

c h ild -s o rc e re s s  E liz a , in  th e  s u p e rs t i t io u s  depths of her
■3

"’c la irv o y an t Scotch s o u l,"  was not dismayedr

But a l l  of t h i s ,  as E liz a  knew in  her h e a r t ,  was p a rt 
of th e  plan of th e  Dark S is te r s ,  The e n t r a i l s  had been 
woven and read long s i n c e . 4

Almost from her b i r th  E liz a  had been convinced th a t  

her l i f e  was being "'shaped to  a purpose.*^ For t h i s  reason, 

"w ith the  i n f in i t e  composure, th e  tremendous p a tien ce  which 

w aits  h a lf  a l i f e t im e  fo r  an ev en t, not so much w ith  c e r ta in  

fo re s ig h t ,  as w ith a p ro p h e tic , brooding i n s t i n c t , " ’̂  th e  

c la irv o y a n t, f a t a l i s t i c  woman knew th a t  befo re  she d ied , th e  

p red estin ed  purpose of her l i f e  inexorab ly  was going to  be 

f u l f i l l e d .  On th i s  p rophetic  le v e l ,  E liz a  as th e  V ic to rian  

p u r ita n  archetype of both th e  c h ild -so rc e re ss  and th e  e a rth

^LHA, p. 37Ô. %bid., p. 17. ^Ibid., p. 43.
^bid. ^Ihid., p. 21. ^Ibid., p. 20.
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mother, liv e d  in  a p a s to ra l world which seemed u t te r ly  o u t

side personal ru in  and d is a s te r ,  ju s t  as her innocence a lso  

seemed "'somehow above and beyond a moral judgment":^

her s p i r i t  was as e v e r la s tin g  as th e  e a rth  on which she 
walked, and could not be touched—no m atte r what c a ta s 
trophes of g r ie f ,  death , t r a g ic  lo s s ,  and u n fu lfilm en t 
might break th e  l iv e s  of men—she was trium phant over 
the ravages of tim e and a c c id e n t, and would be trium 
phant to  her d ea th . For th e re  was only th e  in e v ita b le  
fu lfilm e n t of h er own d e s tin y —and ru in ,  lo s s ,  and death  
ava iled  n o t—she would be f u l f i l l e d .  She had liv e d  te n  
liv e s  and now she was embarked upon another one, and so 
i t  had been ordered in  th e  beg inn ing : th i s  was a l l  th a t  
m attered in  th e  end.

IpTR, p. 4. Zibid. , p. 352.



CHAPTER XII 

THE PASTORAL VISION

’I  s h a ll  save one land  u n v is i te d , ' sa id  Eugene, Et 
ego in  A rcadia. 1

The "p a s to ra l v is io n "  in  W olfe’ s f ic t io n  i s  th e  pro

ta g o n is t ’ s view of l i f e  w hile he i s  l iv in g  in  th e  "^pastoral 

w orld ," ' I t  re p re se n ts  h is  em otional dependence upon th e  

c h ild -s o rc e re s s  mother in  a world from which has been ex

cluded th e  s p i r i tu a l  r e a l i t y  o f th e  dualism  between good and 

e v i l .  The fem inine p r in c ip le ,  as rev ea led  in  th e  id io m atic  

expression  of E liz a  Gantr " ’Get c lo se  to  N ature, as th e  f e l 

l e r  says, and’ you’l l  get c lose  to  God,’"^ i s  th e  r e a l  d iv in 

i t y  in  t h i s  w orld . As p rev io u sly  suggested , th e  s p i r i tu a l  

id e n t i ty  o f th e  young man w ith  th e  "p a s to ra l v is io n "  has been 

perm anently removed from th e  u n s e t t l in g  p resen t to  th e  inno

cent s e t t in g  of h is  p re -p u b erty  p a s t .  F in a lly , th e  young 

man’ s passion  fo r  is o la t io n ,,  in te n s if ie d  by th e  em otional r e 

je c t io n  which he su ffe re d  as a c h ild  in  a V ic to rian  p u r ita n  

home, to g e th e r  w ith  h is  d is tu rb ed  re a c tio n s  during  adolescence 

to  h is  su rfac in g  O edipal f e e l in g s ,  i s  detached as much as

i LHA, p . 624. P* 137.
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p o ssib le  from anything ugly or menacing in  h is  immediate ex

p erien ce . In  t h i s  r e s p e c t;  h is  passion  fo r  i s o la t io n  i s  th e  

expression  of h is  burgeoning s e lf - lo v e ;  as th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  

young man a ttem p ts to  c re a te  w ith in  h im self a s a t i s f a c to ry  

psychological r e t r e a t  from an ou tside  world which appears in 

c reas in g ly  in d i f f e r e n t ;  when i t  i s  no t c le a r ly  a n ta g o n is tic ;  

to  th e  fu lf ilm e n t of h is  romantic d esire*

In  th e  prev ious chap ter we s ta te d  th a t  to  a person ex

is t in g  em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  in  th e  p a s to ra l w orld; 

n a tu re  seems to  provide an answer to  th e  n igh tm arish  th r e a t  

of a world of continuous change in  which th e  u ltim a te  r e a l 

i ty  i s  d ea th . Death i s  an i l lu s io n  in  n a tu re  in  th a t  th e  

r i tu a l is m  o f th e  seasons—th a t  i s , th e  c y c lic a l  movement of 

th e  months through sp rin g ; summer; autumn; and w in te r—ends 

w ith a r e b ir th  each re tu rn in g  sp r in g . I t  was t h i s  p a s to ra l 

v is io n  of a p e rp e tu a lly  se lf-renew ing  e a rth  to  which Wolfe’ s 

adolescen t p ro ta g o n is t;  a f t e r  he had become a w il l in g  cap

t iv e  to  h is  n a rc iss ism ; in v a ria b ly  tu rned  whenever he wanted 

ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  h is  rom antic f a i t h :

V ic to rio u s ly ; he tro d  th e  neck o f doubt as i f  i t  were a 
se rp en t: he was jo in ed  to  th e  e a r th ;  a p a r t  of i t ;  and 
he possessed i t ;  he would be wasted and consumed; f i l l e d  
and renewed e te r n a l ly ;  and he would f e e l  unceasing ly  
a l te rn a te  t id e s  of l i f e  and dark o b liv io n ; he would be 
emptied w ithout w eariness; rep len ish ed  fo re v e r  w ith  
strong jo y . l

The e a r th ; as th e  expression  of th e  d e a th le s s  fem inine 

p r in c ip le  in  n a tu re ; no t only a ffo rd s  reassu ran ce  because

I qtR; p. 510.
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i t s  f e r t i l i t y  i s  e v e r la s tin g , but a lso  because th e  c y c lic a l  

appearance of r e b i r th ,  w ith each new morning as w ell as every 

re tu rn in g  sp rin g , c re a te s  th e  im pression th a t  n a tu re  every

where i s  in n o cen tly  v ib ran t w ith l i f e ,  f re s h , juvenescen t, 

and t ru e :

The ea rth  emerged w ith a l l  i t s  ancien t and e te rn a l 
q u a l i ty :  s ta te ly  and solemn and lo n e ly -lo o k in g  in  th a t  
f i r s t  l i g h t „ i t  f i l l e d  men’s h e a r ts  w ith  a l l  i t s  an
c ie n t wonder. I t  seemed to  have been th e re  fo re v e r , 
and, though they  had never seen i t  b efo re , to  be more 
fa m il ia r  to  them th a n  th e i r  m other’s fa c e . And a t  the  
same tim e i t  seemed th ey  had discovered  i t  once more, 
and i f  th ey  had been th e  f i r s t  men who ever saw th e  
e a r th , th e  joy of th i s  d iscovery  could not have seemed 
more s tran g e  or more f a m il ia r .  Seeing i t „  they  f e l t  
nothing but s ile n c e  and wonder in  t h e i r  h e a r ts ,  and 
were naked and alone and s tr ip p e d  dovna to  t h e i r  bare 
se lv e s , as near to  t r u th  as men can ever come.

This i s  th e  a t t r a c t iv e  p hysica l world w ith  which th e  

ch ild  f i r s t  a s so c ia te s  h is  p r i s t in e  sensuous responses and 

fe e lin g s  of innocence. I t  i s  lik ew ise  th e  com pletely a-moral

and in d if f e re n t  physica l w orld , ’’th e  immense and t e r r i b l e
2.ea rth  th a t  makes no answ er,” which in  th e  c h i ld ’ s imagina

t io n ,  i r o n ic a l ly ,  appears as com forting and fa m ilia r  as he 

wishes h is  own mother to  be . For th ese  reaso n s , th e  ch ild  

develops a sym pathetic a t t i tu d e  towards n a tu re , and a f t e r  

puberty , does not f in d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  see in  th e  r i tu a l is m  

of th e  seasons, a re -a s su r in g  symbol of th e  se c u r ity  provided 

by h is  n a r c i s s i s t ic  attachm ent to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le .

This seems e sp e c ia lly  convincing since  th e  possessive  feminine 

p r in c ip le , symbolized in  n a tu re  by th e  a ll-em b rac in g , germinal

llbid., p .  77. p. 204.
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e a r th , i s  so e a s i ly  equated em otionally  by th e  son w ith th e  

com pletely u n c r i t i c a l ,  a l l - f o rg iv in g  Oedipal- m other,

Eugene Gant was s t i l l  a baby when he ”'f i r s t  f e l t  th e  

mixed lone ly  ache and promise of th e  seasons.*^ As he grew 

older and began to  accumulate experience , he recognized "the  

commonness of a l l  th in g s  in  th e  ea rth  w ith a strange fam il

i a r i t y . ”'̂  He was p a r t ic u la r ly  impressed by th e  r e b i r th  of 

natu re  in  th e  e a r ly  morning when th e  town emerged from th e  

darkness w ith  a ’’washed ren ascen t c le a n lin e s s ”' and " a l l  the  

world seemed as young as s p r in g .”'̂  Once when he was perm it

ted  to  accompany h is  b ro th ers  to  th e  r a i lro a d  yard to  watch 

th e  c ircu s  t r a i n  unload, he had a m ystical sen sa tio n  o f being 

p a r t of a f re s h , innocent w orld suddenly being reborn in  th e  

magic l ig h t  of dawnr

th a t  u n ea rth ly  and magic f i r s t  l ig h t  o f day which seems 
suddenly to  red isco v er th e  g rea t ea rth  out of darkness, 
so th a t  th e  e a rth  emerges w ith  an aw ful, a g lo r io u s , 
s c u lp tu ra l s t i l l n e s s ,  and one looks out w ith  a f e e l in g  
of joy and d is b e l ie f ,  as th e  f i r s t  men on th i s  e a rth  
must have done, fo r  to  see th i s  happen i s  one of th e  
th in g s  th a t  men w ill  remember out o f l i f e  fo re v e r  and 
th in k  of as th ey  d ie .3

Eugene was equally  a ffe c te d  by th e  s ig n ific a n c e  o f na

tu r e ’ s r e b i r th  in  sp rin g . As a c h ild  he might be s ta r in g  a t 

a f r u i t  t r e e  bending s t i f f l y  in  th e  icy  January wind, yet in  

h is  im agination  he would be t ry in g  to  env ision  th e  same t r e e  

as i t  blossomed in  A pril o r grew heavy w ith  f r u i t  in  summer:

^LHA, p, 6 8 . ^Ibid., p. 1 6 2 , 3lbid,, p, 1 7 9 .
p, 2 0 5 .
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The plum t r e e ,  black and b r i t t l e ,  rocks s t i f f l y  in  
th e  w in te r wind. Her m illio n  l i t t l e  tw igs are  frozen  
in  spears of i c e .  But in  the Spring , l i t h e  and heavy, 
she w i l l  bend under her g rea t load of f r u i t  and b lo s
soms. She w ill  grow young ag a in . Red plums w ill  r ip 
en, w i l l  be shaken d esp e ra te ly  upon th e  t in y  stem s.
They w il l  f a l l  bu rsted  on th e  loamy warm wet e a r th .^

To th e  im aginative boy th e  f a m il ia r  s e t t in g  of Altamont 

in  th e  sp rin g  was l i t e r a l l y  a garden of d e l ig h tfu l  innocence, 

and a f te r  en te rin g  adolescence, th e  p ro ta g o n is t extended th e  

Arcadian metaphor to  inc lude  th e  o u ts id e  w orldr

Spring lay  abroad through a l l  th e  garden of t h i s  
w orld. Beyond th e  h i l l s  th e  land bayed out to  o th er 
h i l l s ,  to  golden c i t i e s ,  to  r ic h  meadows, to  deep fo r 
e s t s ,  to  th e  seas . Forever and f o r e v e r

I t  was t h i s  p a s to ra l metaphor of a "garden w orld ,"  to g e th e r

w ith  h is  in c reas in g  n a rc iss ism , which was responsib le  fo r

much of Eugene’ s rom antic enthusiasm  a f t e r  he l e f t  home to

begin h is  p a s to ra l sea rch . In  W olfe’s e s tim a tio n , however,

th e  callow ness of h is  p ro ta g o n is t’ s p a s to ra l v is io n  of l i f e

was o f fs e t  by th e  au th o r’ s a t t i tu d e  toward th e  " r itu a lism

of ex p e rien ce ."3

When Eugene made h is  f i r s t  t r i p  from Altamont to  Har

vard , he stopped o ff  in  Baltim ore to  v i s i t  h is  f a th e r ,  who 

was then  a p a t ie n t a t  Johns Hopkins H o sp ita l. He d iscovered 

h is  f a th e r  s i t t i n g  on th e  high porch of th e  h o sp ita l b u ild 

in g , surrounded by o th e r old men who had come th e re  to  d ie .

^LHA. p .  1 6 5 .  ^I b id . ,  p .  1 9 3 .

Wolfe was a rom antic " e x i s t e n t i a l i s t*  in  th e  im portance 
which he a ttach ed  to  experience . In  t h i s  ro le , Wolfe b e liev ed  
th a t  before emotional and s p i r i tu a l  t r u th  can be known, i t  has 
to  be confirmed somehow in  one’ s personal l i f e *
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Several o f th ese  w asted, feeb le  men were sm iling  as they  

ta lk e d  w ith  r e la t iv e s ,  and in  th e i r  s e n ile  sm iles Eugene de

te c te d  something th a t  was d isg ra c e fu lly  im potent, as i f  th e  

men them selves had been ’’h d ro it ly  c a s tra te d  in  th e  h o s p ita l ,  

and shorn of t h e i r  manhood,”^

The g rea t s t e r i l e  engine of th e  h o s p i ta l ,  w ith a l l  i t s  

d o c to rs , n u rse s , in te rn e s , and a tte n d a n ts , i t s  u n n a tu ra lly  

c lean  sm ells and inhuman p e rfe c tio n s , had v io la te d  th e  r i t 

ualism  of experience fo r  th e se  em asculated o ld  men by s t r i p 

ping d e a th , not only of i t s  an c ien t t e r r o r ,  but of i t s  human 

d ig n ity  as w e ll .  In  Eugene’ s op in ion , death  was one of th e  

c ru c ia l v e r i t i e s  of a p erson ’s? experience which could not be 

so ftened  o r  g lossed  over sen tim en ta lly  w ithou t destroy ing  

th e  r i t u a l i s t i c  fa b r ic  of l i f e  i t s e l f .  When he t r ie d  to  p ic 

tu re  h is  own death  amid th e  suave, s t e r i l i z e d  p e rfe c tio n  of 

such a h o s p i ta l ,  he f e l t  ashamed as a man:

I t  was an image of death  w ithout man’ s an c ien t pains 
and o ld  gaunt aging—an image of death  drugged and 
s tu p e fied  out of i t s  an c ien t t e r r o r  and s te m  d ig n i t ie s — 
of a shameful death  th a t  went out s o f t ly ,  d u lly  in  
a n e s th e tiz e d  o b liv io n , w ith  th e  fad ing  sm ell of chem
ic a l s  on man’s f in a l  b re a th . And th e  image of th a t  
dea th  was h a te fu la^

The ’’r i tu a l is m  of experience* a p p lie s  to  a l l  periods 

of a man’ s l i f e ,  and produces a r e l a t i v i s t i c  a t t i tu d e  towards 

t r u th  as w ell as behav io r. Obviously a young boy should be

have l ik e  a young boy and not l ik e  an old man, but any kind 

of personal t r u th  fo r  th e  two in d iv id u a ls  i s  equally

lOTR, p. 84. ^Ibid.
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dependent upon age. In  o th er words,, th e  p a s to ra l v is io n  of 

l i f e  le g it im a te ly  re p re se n ts  t r u th  fo r  th e  ado lescen t boy 

even th o u ^  i t  i s  bo th  a f a ls e  and em asculating v is io n  fo r  

an o ld er man to  r e t a in .

Equally im portan t, th e  adolescen t boy cannot v io la te  

th e  r i tu a l is m  of experience by using second-hand knowledge 

to  become p reco c io u sly  m ature. The only tru e  em otional and 

s p i r i tu a l  knowledge th e  boy w il l  ever possess ev en tu a lly  has 

to  be confirmed through h is  personal experience:; through h is  

having l iv e d , made m is tak es, su ffe red  th e  in e v ita b ly  b i t t e r  

consequences, and i f  he i s  b lessed  by fo rtu n e  and se lf-aw are 

n ess , having gained a l i t t l e  knowledge. Since th is  kind of 

tru e  knowledge i s  im possible to  o b ta in  v ic a r io u s ly , W olfe’ s 

p ro tag o n is t in  The Web and th e  Rocdc be lieved  th a t  many of 

E sther Jack ’ s young acquain tances in  th e  th e a t r ic a l  world of 

New York C ity—young a c to rs  and a c tre s s e s  who pretended a 

f a ls e  s o p h is t ic a tio n —were s p i r i tu a l ly  l o s t  in d iv id u a ls  be

cause the  cleverness: o f t h e i r  knowledge had no t re su lte d  from 

th e i r  own p r iv a te  experience :

C e rta in ly  a l l  o f them were s t i l l  q u its  young, but a lready  
they  had lo s t  a g re a t d ea l of th e  f re sh n e ss  and th e  eager 
and naive b e l ie f  th a t  i s  a p a r t of youth . Monk f e l t  
pow erfully  th a t  th ey  ’knew’ too  much—and th a t  in  know
ing too  much th ey  d id  not know enough: had lo s t  a good 
p a r t of th e  knowledge th a t  should be a p a r t  of l i f e  be
fo re  they  had ever had a chance to  gain  i t  through ex
p e rien ce , and now must l iv e  b lin d  on one side  and con
firm ed in  e r r o r . f

The r i tu a l is m  o f experience helps exp la in  th e  rom antic 

p . 334.
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extravagance of many of Eugene Gant’s views in  W olfe’ s f i r s t  

two n o v els . Undoubtedly th e  au thor was aware of much o f  th i s  

extravagance, bu t s ince  he believed  th e  views expressed were 

in  keeping w ith  th e  age and emotional development of h is  pro

ta g o n is t ,  he refused  to  ’’tone them down.”' I f  W olfe’s detach

ment from h is  rom antic p ro tag o n is t had been more consciously  

i r o n ic a l ,  however, we agree w ith  many of th e  c r i t i c s  th a t  

h is  fiction:! would probably have been improved,^

I I

The "v ast a e r ia l  world of fan tasy "^  t r u ly  opened i t s  

magic doors to  Eugene when he f i r s t  learned  to  read , and on 

dark w in te r n ig h ts  sa t in  th e  p a r lo r  brooding over th e  pages 

of some f i r e - l i t  book. Like most ch ild re n , he id e n t i f ie d  

im ag in a tiv e ly  w ith  whatever he read and soon had developed 

a rom antic image of h im self which he t r ie d  to  keep se c re t 

from h is  fam ily , fe e l in g  th a t  " rev e la tio n , would be punished 

w ith  r i d i c u l e . "3 This romantic image emphasized th e  n a rc is -  

i s t i c  s ide  o f h is  p e rso n a lity  which d e lig h ted  in  lo n e lin e s s , 

IcJhen Eugene was sleep ing  in  h is  bed a t  n ig h t , and was sud

denly awakened by f i r e  b e l ls  r in g in g  in  th e  drowning wind, 

h is  rom antic demon "hushed in to  h is  h e a r t , b u rs tin g  a l l  cords

^In  any d iscu ss io n  of Wolfe’ s lack  o f detachment as an 
a r t i s t ,  i t  must always be remembered th a t  th e  rom antic au thor 
was a number of years "detached in  tim e ’̂  from w hatever was 
au to b io g rap h ica l in  th e  experiences of h is  p ro tag o n is t as he 
was w ritin g  about them*

^LHA, p . Ô3. 3 ib id .
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th a t  held  him to  th e  e a r th , prom ising him is o la t io n  and dom

in a tio n  over sea and la n d , in h a b ita tio n  of th e  dark ,"^  Again, 

when he was snuggled secu re ly  beneath  h is  bed covers on a 

c h i l l  autumn n ig h t, l i s te n in g  to  th e  storm wind pound ag a in s t 

th e  wooden w alls  o f th e  house, he ex u lted  in  h is  " v ic to r io u s , 

dark , a l l- s e e in g  i s o l a t i o n .

A fter Eugene had begun to  read  adventure novels from 

th e  p u b lic  l ib r a r y ,  he in v a ria b ly  p ic tu re d  h im self in  the 

ro le  o f th e  f ic t io n a l  hero :

He entombed h im self in  th e  f le s h  of a thousand f i c t io n a l  
h eroes , g iv in g  h is  f a v o r i te s  ex tension  in  l i f e  beyond 
t h e i r  books, ca rry in g  th e i r  banners in to  th e  gray p laces 
of a c tu a l i ty ,  see ing  h im self now as th e  m il i ta n t  c le rg y 
man, a rray ed , in  h is  war on slum co n d itio n s , ag a in s t a l l  
th e  moneyed h o s t i l i t y  of h is  fa sh io n ab le  church, aided  
in  h is  hour o f g re a te s t  t r a v a i l  by th e  lo v e ly  daughter 
of th e  m il l io n a ire  tenement owner, and winning f in a l ly  
a v ic to ry  fo r  God, th e  poor, and h im self.^

Soon Eugene made a s im ila r  id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  th e  rom antic

lead s of th e  motion p ic tu re s  he a tten d ed :

He became th e  h e ro -a c to r - s ta r ,  th e  lo rd  of th e  cinema, 
and th e  lo v e r  of a b e a u tifu l m ovie-queen, as a hero ic  
as h is  p o stu res  w ith  a su p erio r a c tu a l i ty  fo r  every
m ake-believe .4

During th i s  period  Eugene^s c h ie f  f e a r  was th a t  some member 

of h is  fam ily  m ight in tru d e  a c c id e n ta lly  in to  th e  p r iv a te  

world o f  h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  im agination . One® when Luke made 

a s a rc a s t ic  re fe ren ce  t o  h is  b ro th e r ’s daydreaming, "Eugene 

was s t a r t l e d  and confused, fe e lin g  th a t  h is  se c re t w orld,

llbid., p. 87. ^Ibid., p. 91 ^Ibid., p. 104.
4bid.. p. 274.
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so f e a r f u l ly  guarded, had been rev ea led  to  r i d i c u l e , ”^

When Eugene en tered  puberty , h is  d e s ire  fo r  secrecy  and 

lo n e lin e s s  became more urgent as h is  deep-seated  sense o f re 

je c t io n  and h is  Oedipal g u i l t s ,  f e a r s ,  and resen tm ents were

meshed w ith  h is  in c re a s in g  s e l f - lo v e .  Puberty meant l i t e r -
2a l ly  th a t  th e  ’’'p rison  w alls  of s e l f ” had enclosed th e  ado

le sce n t boy, and th a t  ”he was w alled com pletely by th e  esym- 

p la s t ic  power of h is  i m a g i n a t i o n . S i n c e  Eugene was th en  

making such a t o t a l  r e t r e a t  in to  h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  s e l f ,  he 

a lso  had to  le a rn  how ”to  p ro je c t m echanically , befo re  th e  

w orld, an accep tab le  c o u n te r fe it  of him self which would p ro 

te c t  him from in t r u s io n ,”^

Eugene was f in is h e d  w ith  childhood when he stopped 

s leep in g  a t  n ig h t in  th e  same bed w ith  h is  m other. The p a r

t i c u l a r  sp ring  when he ob tained  th a t  freedom' e s p e c ia lly  was 

f i l l e d  w ith  magic enchantment f o r  th e  boy:

he f e l t  e n t i r e ly ,  f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e , th e  f u l l  d e lig h t 
of lo n e lin e ss .. Sheeted in  h is  th in  nightgovm, he stood 
in  darkness by th e  orchard window of th e  back room a t 
Gant’ s ,  d rin k in g  th e  sweet a i r  down, ex u ltin g  in  h is  
i s o la t io n  in  darkness, hearing  th e  strange w ail of th e  
w h is tle  going p a s t ,^

The ado lescen t p ro ta g o n is t had grovm l ik e  a weed, and when

he observed h is  gangling  f ig u re  in  th e  m irro r, made unique by

th e  s e n s i t iv e  expressions on h is  rem ote, brooding fa c e , he

f e l t  th a t  perhaps he was too  much ”l ik e  a dark  s tran g e  flow er

llbid., p. 1 1 7 . ^Ibid.. p. 201 ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
5%bid.
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to  arouse any f e e l in g  among h is  companions and h is  k in ."^

I f  he hoped to  f in d  s p i r i tu a l  companionship, he had to  con

duct h is  search , no t among coarsened people, but in  th e  ro 

m antic, lo n e ly  dark n ess,

Eugene by t h i s  tim e had acquired  h is  e a r ly  morning pa

per ro u te , and in  t h i s  work, which supported h is  fe e lin g s  of 

lo n e ly  s e lf - s u f f ic ie n c y ,  he ex u lted  l ik e  some y ou th fu l p rince 

of darkness:

In  w in te r he went down joyously  in to  th e  dark howling 
wind, lean in g  h is  w eight upon i t s  advancing w all as i t  
swept up a h i l l ;  and when in  e a rly  Spring th e  sm all 
cold raim  f e l l  from th e  reek ing  sky he was co n ten t.
He was a lo n e ,

The boy*s rom antic ’’v is io n  burned on kingdoms under th e  sea , 

on windy c a s t le  c ra g s , and on th e  deep e l f  kingdoms a t  th e  

e a r th ’ s c o re ,”  ̂ He p re fe rre d  th e  darkness because then  i t  

seemed most f i t t i n g  to  hunt " fo r  th e  d o o rless  land  of fa e ry , 

th a t  i l l im i t a b le  haunted country th a t  opened somewhere below 

a le a f  or a stone ." '^  In  th e  sp rin g  and summer he a lso  re 

sponded to  th e  darkness because he had connected i t  w ith th e  

fem inine p r in c ip le ,  and in  h is  you th fu l im agination  th e  n ig h t 

wind ’’‘moaned , , , l ik e  a f r u i t f u l  womanr d eep -b reasted , 

g re a t ,  f u l l  of love and wisdom; l ik e  Demeter unseen and hunt

ing through th e  w o r l d , S i n c e  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  na

tu re  had re ta in e d  i t s  innocence, th e  ad o lescen t p ro ta g o n is t, 

ashamed of h is  sexual co rru p tio n , f e l t  s p i r i t u a l ly  cleansed

^Ibid,, p, 204. Zibid., p, 301 ^Ibid,̂  p, 277.
4lbid, 5lbid., p. 451.
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by darkness and the n ig h t:

I t  was n ig h tj v as t brooding n ig h t, th e  mother of lone
l in e s s ,  th a t  washes our s ta in s  away. He was washed in  
th e  g re a t, r iv e r  of n ig h t , in  th e  Ganges t id e  of r e 
demption.

The school a t th e  Leonards o ffe red  a congenial s e t t in g

for Eugene’ s p a s to ra l v is io n , and h is  years "bloomed l ik e  
2

golden apples"' under th e  tu te la g e  of M argaret. He p a r t ic 

u la r ly  lik e d  to  remain on th e  school grounds in  th e  l a te  

afte rnoon , a f te r  the  o th er boys had gone home, "when he was 

f re e  to  wander about th e  old house, under th e  sing ing  m ajes

ty  of g rea t t r e e s ,  e x u ltan t in  th e  proud so litu d e  of th a t  

f in e  h i l l . " ^  The fa c t  th a t  th e re  was no se c re t p lace a t  Dix

ie lan d  in  which to  withdraw, "ho place proof ag a in s t th e  in 

vasion  of th e  b o a rd e rs ,"^  had become in c re a s in g ly  g a l l in g  to  

th e  adolescent boy. S t i l l  he refu sed  to  rev ea l to  the  id e a l

ized  M argaret th e  so rd idness and u g lin ess  of so much of th e

l i f e  th a t  went on in  th e  boarding house. He had to  keep th i s

innocent woman, l ik e  h is  possessive m other, "barred  from th e
5

b i t t e r  and lo n e ly  secrecy  of h is  l i f e . "

Eugene’ s d is illu s io n m e n t, however, was on th e  su rface

only . I t  had as y e t worn no r e a l  "grooving in  th e  se c re t

l i f e , a n d  h is  rom antic fan ta sy  s t i l l  provided a sure escape

to  an im aginative world of hero ic  deeds:

Walled up in  h is  g rea t c i ty  of v is io n s , h is  tongue 
had learned  to  mock, h is  l i p  to  sneer, but th e  harsh

l lb id . ,  p . 460. ^I b id . , p . 217. ^I b id .,, p . 231.

4lbid., p. 137. ^Ibid., p. 479. ^Ibid., p. 391.
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rasp  of th e  world had worn no grooving in  th e  se c re t 
l i f e .  Again and again  he had been bogged in  th e  gray 
slough of f a c tu a l i ty .  His c ru e l eyes had missed th e  
meaning of no g e s tu re . His packed and b i t t e r  h e a rt 
had sw eltered in  him l ik e  a hot in g o t, but a l l  h is  
hard wisdom m elted a t  th e  glow of h is  im agination*^

At th i s  time Eugene had a com pelling psychological need to  

b e liev e  and a ff irm . He had observed so much need less emo

tio n a l  w aste and confusion in  h is  home th a t  he could not 

bear to  th in k  th a t  a s im ila r  chaos ex is ted  in  th e  o u ts id e  

w orld:

V arie ty , in  th i s  u n v is ite d  w orld, was unending, but 
order and purpose c e r ta in :  th e re  would be no wastage 
in  adventure—courage would be rewarded w ith  beau ty , 
t a le n t  w ith  success, a l l  m erit w ith  i t s  tru e  d eserv in g . 
There would be no p e r i l ,  th e re  would be t o i l ,  th e re  
would be s tru g g le . But th e re  would not be confusion 
and w aste . There would not be g rop ing . For c o lle c te d  
Fate would f a l l ,  on i t s  chosen moment, l ik e  a plum. 
There was no d iso rd e r  in  enchantm ent.%

Eugene’ s n a r c i s s i s t i c  optimism was a rom antic r e f l e c 

t io n  of th e  e g o t i s t i c a l  determ inism  of h is  p a re n ts , who saw 

trag ed y  only fo r  o th e rs , never f o r  th em selv es. Of course , 

Eugene would have been dismayed by such a comparison, f o r  

th e  s e lf -c e n te re d  preoccupation  of both Gant and E liz a  w ith 

th e  death  of o ther people had always f i l l e d  him w ith  rag e :

T heir morbid rak in g  o f th e  item s announcing th e  dea th  
of some person known to  them, t h e i r  weird ab so rp tio n  
w ith  th e  d ea th  o f some to o th le s s  hag who, g a lled  by 
bedsores, a t  le n g th  found re le a s e  a f t e r  h er e ig h t ie th  
y ea r, w hile f i r e ,  fam ine, and s la u g h te r  in  o th e r p a r ts  
of the world passed unnoticed  by them, th e i r  ex trav a 
gant s u p e rs t i t io n  over what was lo c a l  and unim portant, 
seeing th e  in te rv e n tio n  o f God in  th e  death  of a peas
a n t ,  and th e  suspension o f d iv in e  law and n a tu ra l o rder 
in  t h e i r  own, f i l l e d  him w ith  choking fury.-^

^Ibid. ^Ibid.. p. 193. ^IMd., p. 279.
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I t  was th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s rom antic i l lu s io n  th a t  he was 

com batting th e  narrow , s e l f i s h  in te r e s t s  of h is  b igo ted  p a r

en ts when he p ic tu re d  h im self as a ’’f a n ta s i s t  of th e  Id e a l .  

For th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  Eugene,, th e  sun, in s tead  of being  a 

burning p la n e t, was ”'a lo rd ly  lamp to  l ig h t  him on h is  grand 

a d v e n t u r i n g . I n  a d d itio n , th e  boy be lieved  in  a l l  th e  ro 

m antic v i r tu e s ,  provided* of cou rse , th a t  th ey  supported the  

i d e a l i s t i c  meaning which he had given to  h is  you th fu l s e l f -  

love r.

He b e liev ed  in  lo v e , and in  th e  goodness and g lory  o f 
women. He b e liev ed  in  v a lia n c e , and he hoped t h a t ,  
l ik e  S o cra te s , he would do nothing  mean or common in  
th e  hour o f  danger. He exu lted  in  h is  youth, and he 
believed  th a t  he could never d i e .3

The d is illu s io n m e n t of Eugene’ s ado lescen t years served 

merely to  s tre n g th e n , not d e s tro y , th e  v a s t rom antic m ythol

ogy which h is  im agination  had e s ta b lis h e d . "Beyond th e  h i l l s  

were the  mines o f King Solomon,"^ and the  p a s to ra l v is io n  of 

th e  world was a l l  th e  more p recious because th e  p ro tag o n is t 

recognized so much of i t s  u n tru th . Moreover, he was begin

ning to  th in k , w ith  a kind o f rom antic iro n y , th a t  " i t  was 

not t r u th  th a t  men must l iv e  fo r—th e  c re a tiv e  men—out fo r  

fa lsehood ."^  The boy was extrem ely b i t t e r  a t  h is  mocking 

tongue because h is  h ea rt was so c e r ta in  of i t s  f a i t h :  "Eugene 

believed  in  th e  g lo ry  and th e  g o ld .’’̂

^Ibid., p. 391. ̂Ibid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.. p. 193.
5lbid., p. 224. ̂Ibid., pp. 224-25.
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I I I

When Wolfe’ s p ro tag o n is t journeyed eastw ard from A lta

mont to  a tten d  th e  s ta te  u n iv e rs i ty ,  he took w ith  him h is  

”p a s to ra l v is io ir”' of th e  o u ts id e  world, c o n tro lle d  by h is  

n a r c i s s is t ic  attachm ent to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  h is  emo

tio n a l  and s p i r i tu a l  l i f e .  The U n iversity  of P u lp it H il l ,  

lo ca ted  in  a sm all town in  th e  c e n tra l  m idland o f th e  fo r 

ested  w ilderness of Old Catawba, was l ik e  th e  L eonards’ p r i 

v ate  school in  th a t  i t  provided a s e t t in g  congenial to  the 

young man’s p a s to ra l v is io n . Although th e  u n iv e rs i ty  had 

been in  ex isten ce  fo r  alm ost a cen tu ry , th e  school campus 

s t i l l  re ta in ed  th e  ’’f la v o r  o f th e  w ild e rn e ss  . . .  i t s  r e 

m oteness, i t s  is o la te d  cham r.’̂  ̂ In  a d d itio n  to  i t s  p a s to ra l 

lo c a tio n , th e  u n iv e rs i ty  had in h e r ite d  from th e  an te-bellum  

South a slow, casual manner of l iv in g ,  along w ith  th e  ’’f in e  

a u th o rity  of provincialism "^:-^

In  th i s  p a s to ra l  s e t t in g  a young man was enabled to  
lo a f  com fortably and d e l ig h tfu l ly  through fo u r lu x u r i
ous and in d o len t y e a rs . There was, God knows, se c lu 
sion  enough fo r  m onastic sc h o la rsh ip , but th e  r a re  ro 
mantic q u a lity  of th e  atm osphere, th e  p ro d ig a l opu
lence o f Springtim e, th ic k  w ith  l i g h t ,  quenched p re t ty  
thoroughly any in c ip ie n t  ra sh  of bookishness,

Most of th e  s tu d en ts  a tten d in g  th e  u n iv e rs i ty  were na

t iv e  sons who regarded th e i r  s ta te  as a kind o f p a s to ra l 

f o r t r e s s .  Beyond th e  boundaries o f Old Catawba "the  v ast

4bid>, p. 3 9 6. ^Ibid. ^Ibid., pp, 336-87.
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champaign of th e  world s tre tc h e d  out i t s  l im it le s s  wonder, 

but few were seduced away from th e  f o r t r e s s  of th e  S ta te , 

few ever heard the d is ta n t  rev e rb e ra tio n  o f an i d e a . F o r  

th ese  s tu d en ts  th e  way to  g re a te r  g lo ry  had to  be found w ith 

in  the  s ta te  i t s e l f ,  and because of t h e i r  u n c r i t ic a l  provin

c ia lism , few of th e  u n iv e rs i ty ’ s sons had ever d is tin g u ish ed  

them selves in  th e  l i f e  of th e  n a tio n :

There had been an obscure P resid en t of th e  United S ta te s , 
and a few Cabinet members, but few had sought such d is 
t in c t io n :  i t  was g lo ry  enough to  be a g rea t man in  one’s 
S ta te . Nothing beyond m attered  very  much.

Eugene was not q u ite  s ix teen  years old when he en ro lled  

a t  P u lp it H il l ,  and he was th e  most naive of freshmen w ith 

’’h is  opium v is io n s  o f h im self, a s tran g e r  im A rcad ias .”'̂  At 

th i s  tim e, d esp ite  h is  youth , Eugene was over s ix  f e e t  and 

th re e  inches t a l l ,  but weighed le s s  th an  130 pounds. The 

boy was se lf-co n sc io u s  about h is  absurdly  taH-, awkwardly-co- 

o rd inated  body y and th i s  se lf-co n sc io u sn ess  exaggerated h is  

rom antic n a rc iss ism . Because of h is  s in g u la r  appearance, as 

w ell as h is  unusual s e n s i t iv i ty ,  th e  young man thought he • 

heard hidden, sco rn fu l la u g h te r  and mocking voices as he 

lunged, w ith  in fu r ia t in g  shyness, ac ro ss th e  campus. H is 

l i f e  seemed hopelessly  ru in ed , and he now ”thought of h is  

former v is io n  of success and honor w ith  a la c e ra t in g  s e l f -  

contem pt,”^  In  ad d itio n , h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  is o la t io n  was so

llbid., p. 437. ^Ibid., p. 396. ^Ibid.
^Ibid., p. 395.
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complete th a t  he was unable to  tu rn  to  another s tuden t fo r  

help : "He was a lone . He was d esp e ra te ly  lo n e ly ."^

W ithin a few months Eugene had o rien ted  h im self to  th e

strange co lleg e  w orld, and in s te a d  of being ashamed of his?

odd appearance, he began to  tak e  p rid e  in  h is  "young w ild

c h ild ’ s face ,, and h is  g rea t raw le n g th  o f body, w ith  th e
2bounding s c is s o r  le g s ,"  C e rta in ly  he was d if fe re n t  from 

the  o th e r s tu d e n ts , " the  v acan tly  handsome young men, w ith  

shining h a i r ,  evenly parted  in  th e  middle*"^ He was d i f f e r 

ent from th e se  vapid , o rd in ary  young men because he was more 

unusual and ta le n te d  th an  th ey  could ever hope to  b e . To em

phasize h is  d is t in g u ish in g  un iqueness, Eugene began to  draw 

a t te n tio n  to  h im self by re fu s in g  to  b a th e , or change h is  

c lo th e s , or have h is  h a ir  c u t:

I  th in k  I  am h e ll*  and th ey  say I  s tin k  because I  
have not had a bath» But I  could not s t in k ,  even i f  
I  never had a b a th . Only th e  o th e rs  s t in k .  My d i r t i 
ness i s  b e t te r  than  t h e i r  c le a n lin e ss» ^

The p ro tag o n is t had l e f t  home spurred by th e  rom antic 

am bition to  prepare h im self to  be a w r i te r ,  and h is  co lleg e  

experience was in s id io u s ly  pampering h is  ego u n t i l  he be

liev ed  th a t  he was fa te d  to  be a gen iu s . About t h i s  tim e , a 

rash  appeared upon h is  neck, and he took n a r c i s s i s t i c  p rid e  

in  th i s  p h y sica l blem ish, which seemed a d d itio n a l p roof o f

h is  k in sh ip  w ith  th e  g rea t geniuses of th e  w orld:

^Ibid,, p, 3 9 6 , Zibid,, p. 394. ^Ibid,,, p, 395.
4bid,. p. 535,
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He began to  see th a t  what was su b tle  and b e a u t i fu l  in  
human l i f e  was touched w ith a d iv ine  p e a r l- s ic k n e s s . 
H ealth  was to  be found in  th e  steady s ta re  of th e  ca ts  
and dogs, o r in  th e  smooth vacant chops o f th e  peasant « 
Hut he looked on th e  faces  of th e  lo rd s  of th e  e a r th — 
and he saw them wasted and devoured by th e  b e a u tifu l  
d ise a se  of thought and p ass io n . In  th e  pages o f a 
thousand books he saw t h e i r  p o r t r a i t s :  C oleridge a t  
tw e n ty -f iv e , w ith  th e  lo o se  sensual mouth, gaping i d i 
o t i c a l ly ,  th e  v a s t s ta r in g  eyes, holding in  t h e i r  opium 
d ep th s , th e  v is io n  o f seas haunted by th e  a lb a tro s a , 
th e  g rea t w hite fo rehead—head mixed o f Zeus and th e  
v i l la g e  d egenera te .^

The United S ta te s  en tered  World War I  in  th e  sp rin g  o f 

1917j b u t t h i s  event brought no sorrow to  th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  

p ro ta g o n is tr  ’»War i s  no t dea th  to  young men; war i s  life* .

The e a r th  had never worn raim ent of such co lo r as i t  d id  th a t  

year*"^ The second summer a f t e r  the  United S ta te s  had en

te re d  th e  War, Eugene went to  N orfolk, V irg in ia , to  get a 

jo b . As soon as he en tered  th e  war-booming c i ty  and saw th e  

lean  d e s tro y e rs  and th e  s tra n g e , b r ig h t camouflage o f th e  

f r e ig h te r s  and t r a n s p o r ts ,  he was f i l l e d  w ith rom antic g lo ry  

and ’’c rie d  back in to  th e  th ro a t  of th e  wind u n t i l  h is  eyes 

were we t . Al l  around him he sensed th e  vast energy of th e  

w ar-tim e w orld , which, w ith  c h a ra c te r i s t ic  s e l f - lo v e ,  he ap

p lie d  in s ta n t ly  to  h is  own l i f e :

He m ight do a l l ,  dare  a l l ,  become a l l .  The f a r  and the  
mighty was near him, around him, above him. There was 
no g re a t b ridge to  span, no hard summit to  w in. From 
o b sc u rity , hunger, and lo n e lin e s s , he might be l i f t e d  
in  a moment in to  power, g lo ry , lo v e . The tr a n s p o r t  
load ing  a t  th e  docks might bear him war-ward, lo v e - 
ward, fame-ward Wednesday n ig h t.^

llbid., p. 527. ^Ibid., p. 511. ^Ibid., p. 510.
4lbid., p. 511.
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Although Eugene exhausted h is  sav ings before he f i n 

a l ly  managed to  secure work, he watched h is  money dwindle 

w ithout f e a r  as he t h r i l l e d  to  h is  rom antic lo n e lin e s s  in  

t h i s  w ar-b u s tlin g  c i ty .  He was no o rd inary  m ortal preoccu

pied m erely w ith how to  su rv iv e , fo r  as he tramped th e  pave

ment o f N orfolk , ’’unclean , unkempt, c lo thed  in  rags and hun

ger and madness, he saw him self v ic to r io u s ,  h e ro ic , and beau

t i f u l , . ”^ His poverty  and lo n e lin e ss  a c tu a l ly  supported th e  

rom antic image he had p rev iously  formed of h im self, fo re v e r  

coming in to  strange c i t i e s  a t  dawn, ’’s t r id in g  in  among them, 

and s i t t i n g  w ith  them unknown, l ik e  a god in  e x i le ,  s to red  

w ith  th e  enormous v is io n s  of th e  e a r t h , W h y  should he wor

ry when h is  l i f e  seemed so unquestionably  fa te d  and unique,

as i f  he were a kind of m yth ica lly  chosen, tw en tie th  cen tu ry ,
3youthfu l "Phaeton w ith  th e  t e r r i b l e  ho rses of th e  sun,"^

The cy n ica l d an ce-h a ll "chippies"' o f Norfolk f a i le d  to  

share th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s romantic conception  of h im self as a 

"youthful Phaeton."' As soon as Eugene had obtained work and 

drawn h is  f i r s t  pay check, he took a t r o l l e y  to  one of th e  

nearby V irg in ia  beaches. I t  was a lre ad y  n ig h t as he stepped 

from th e  t r o l l e y  and began to  walk down th e  beach in  th e  d i 

re c t io n  of th e  dance h a l l s .  The rom antic atmosphere stim u

la te d  Eugene’ s im agination , and he responded w ith  moody, s e l f -  

conscious ec s ta sy , not only to  h is  own lo n e lin e s s , but to  th e  

re -a s s u r in g  presence of th e  darkness and ocean:

llbid,, p, 513. ^Ibid,. p, 510, ^Ibid,. p, 511.
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0 sea l (he thought) I  am th e  h i l l -b o rn ,  the  p riso n - 

p en t, th e  g host, th e  s tra n g e r , and I  walk here a t  your 
s id e , 0 sea, I  am lo n e ly  l ik e  you, I  am strange and 
f a r  l ik e  you, I  am sorrow ful l ik e  you; my b ra in , my 
h e a r t ,  my l i f e ,  l ik e  yours have touched s tran g e  shores. 
You are l ik e  a woman ly in g  below y o u rse lf  on th e  co ra l 
f lo o r .  You a re  an immense and f r u i t f u l  woman

Eugene soon loca ted  one o f th e  dance p la tfo rm s in  the  

concession area of th e  beach, but a f te r  he had purchased h is  

t ic k e t  he was to o  se lf-co n sc io u s  to  ask any o f th e  women to  

dance, Ifhen he had remained on th e  f lo o r  fo r  some time w ith

out dancing, he thought he overheard sev e ra l of th e  women 

laughing a t him. His embarrassment then became r e a l ,  and' 

both enraged and ashamed, he plunged away from th e  platform- 

cursing  th e  cheap d ance-hall s lu t s r

0 my sweet b itch es  I My f in e  cheap s lu ts  1 You l i t t l e  
craw ling i tc h  of tw id d le rs ; you w ill  sn igger a t  me! ,
, , Ah, but I ’l l  t e l l  you why you laugh: you are  a f ra id  
of me because I  am not l ik e  th e  o th e rs . You hate  me 
because I  do not belong . You see I  am f in e r  and g re a te r  
than  any one you know: you cannot reach me and you hate 
me,2

Eugene’ s exaggerated n a rc iss ism  was p a r t i a l l y  the  r e 

s u lt  of the  em otional r e je c t io n  which he had experienced in  

the  home of h is  p a ren ts . As a ch ild  he had become convinced 

th a t  no one could ever r e a l ly  love him, and to  compensate fo r  

h is  fe e lin g s  o f  being unwanted, he had f a l le n  in  love w ith 

h im se lf. The p ro ta g o n is t’ s n a rc iss ism  helps explain  h is  ro 

mantic passion  fo r  lo n e lin e ss  and a lso  why he regarded h is  

v i s i t  to  Norfolk as ”a prelude to  e x i le ”' in  which ”ho o th e r 

purpose may be read than  th e  b lin d  groping o f a soul toward

llbid., p, 522. ^Ibid,„ pp, 522-23.
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freedom and I s o l a t i o n . I n  Norfolk he had liv e d  unnoticed

in  a world peopled e n t i r e ly  by s tra n g e rs , and he had re jo ic e d

w ith a kind of n a r c i s s i s t i c  in to x ic a tio n  to  th e  ’’g lo ry  of
2

th e  se c re t l i f e ” :

He had liv e d  a lo n e , he had known pain  and hunger, he 
had su rv ived . The old hunger fo r  voyages fed  a t  h is  
h e a r t .  He t h r i l l e d  to  th e  g lo ry  of th e  se c re t l i f e .
The f e a r  of th e  crowd, a d is t r u s t  and hatred  of group 
l i f e ,  a h o rro r of a l l  bonds th a t t i e d  him to  th e  t e r 
r ib le  fam ily  of th e  e a r th ,  c a lle d  up again  th e  v ast 
Utopia o f h is  lo n e l in e s s .  To go a lone, as he had 
gone, in to  strange c i t i e s ;  to  meet strange people, and 
to  pass again b efo re  they  could know him; to  wander, 
l ik e  h is  own legend , across th e  e a r th —i t  seemed to  
him th e re  could be no b e t te r  th in g  than  th a t

Both Eugene’ s sense of r e je c t io n  and h is  re b e llio u sn e ss  

aga in st the demanding a u th o r ity  o f th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  

h is  l i f e  la y  behind h is  u n r e a l i s t ic  p a s to ra l v is io n  of th e  

ou tside w orld, to g e th e r  w ith  h is  im pelling  need to  prove him

s e l f  a gen ius. He m ight be neg lected  in  h is  home town, but

once given th e  o p p o rtu n ity  away from home to  prove how e x tra 

o rd inary  a person he was, he would ev en tu a lly  win th e  recog

n i t io n  and love he had imagined in  h is  e a r l i e s t  daydreams: 

"V ictory and lo v e . In  a l l  o f h is  swarming fa n ta s ie s  Eugene 

saw h im self l ik e  th is ~ u n b e a te n  and b e lo v ed ,”^

His em bittered  b ro th e r  Ben had a lready  warned Eugene 

th a t  i f  he d es ired  any r e a l  happiness f o r  h im se lf, he would

have to look fo r  i t  away from homes

’You see, th ey  th in k  w ell of you, once you get away

^Ibid,, p, 516. Zibid,, p, 527. ^Ibid,
^bid,. p, 204.
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from your peop le . You’l l  never have a chance a t  home, 
Gene, They’ l l  ru in  every th ing  fo r  you. For heaven’ s 
sake, g e t away when you can.

For W olfe’ s n a r c i s s i s t i c  p ro ta g o n is t, escape was more 

than  ju s t  a m atter of g e t t in g  away from an em otionally  su f

fo ca tin g  fam ily  l i f e  dominated and ex p lo ited  by h is  m other. 

His fu tu re  happiness a lso  depended uponithe kind of world 

in to  which he escaped. In  o rd e r to  conform to  h is  rom antic 

dreams, i t  had to  be a p a s to ra l  world which he could possess 

c r e a tiv e ly :

0, th e  wonder, th e  m agic, and the  lo s s !  His l i f e  was 
l ik e  a g re a t wave b reak ing  in  th e  lone ly  sea ; h is  hun
gry shoulders found no b a r r ie r s —he smote h is  s tre n g th  
a t  no th ing , and was lo s t  and s c a tte re d  l ik e  a wrack of 
m is t. But he believed  th a t  t h i s  supreme e c s ta sy  which 
m astered him and made him drunken might some day fuse 
i t s  enormous l ig h t  in to  a s in g le  a r t ic u la t io n ,

Eugene’ s experiences a t  co lleg e  b u ttre s se d  h is  s e l f -  

confidence, He had succeeded beyond ex p ec ta tio n  in  th i s  new 

environm ent, h is  f i r s t  r e a l  t e s t  away from h is  fam ily . Most 

im portant w ith  reg ard  to  h is  f u tu r e ,  h is  success a t  co lleg e  

seemed to  v in d ic a te  h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  opinion of h is  unusual 

powers. In  the  p ro ta g o n is t’ s p a s to ra l v is io n  o f the w orld, 

people were deprived  of h ap p in ess , not because l i f e  was hope

le s s ly  bad, bu t c h ie f ly  because th ey  were unable to  measure 

up to  a l l  th a t  l i f e  had to  o f f e r ,  Eugene had p a r t i a l ly  been 

a f a i lu r e  h im se lf. In  th e  fu tu re  he was convinced, however, 

th a t  as he gained more a r t i s t i c  co n tro l over h is  e x tra o rd i

nary t a l e n t s ,  h is  a b i l i t y  to  l iv e  com pletely, and w ith

^Ibid,, p. 508, ^Ibid., pp, 510-11,
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s e l f - f u l f i lm e n t ,  would in c rease  p ro p o rtio n a te ly ;

The con v ic tio n  had grovm on himi th a t  men do not escape 
from l i f e  because l i f e  i s  d u ll,, but t h a t  l i f e  escapes 
from men because they  are l i t t l e .  He f e l t  th a t  th e  
passions of th e  p lay  were g re a te r  th an  the  a c to r s .  I t  
seemed to  him th a t  he had never had a g rea t moment-, of 
l iv in g  in  which he had measured up to  i t s  fu ln e s s .

Eugene’s romantic philosophy no t only  included a b e l ie f  

in  th e  freedom of th e  w i l l ,  a view which had been impressed 

upon him by h is  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  p a re n ts , but made i t  cru

c ia l  i f  one hoped to  achieve success and happiness in  l i f e .  

E sp ec ia lly  re a ssu rin g  f o r  th e  g if te d  man, t h i s  philosophy 

supported a p a s to ra l fu tu re  w ith  un lim ited  o p p o rtu n itie s  to  

e x p lo it and enjoy:

The world la y  before him fo r  h is  p ick in g —f u l l  of 
opulent c i t i e s ,  golden v in tag es , g lo rio u s  trium phs, 
lo v e ly  women, f u l l  of a thousand unmet and m agnificent 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  Nothing was d u ll  o r ta rn is h e d ,%

The n a r c i s s i s t i c  eb u llien ce  of W olfe’ s p ro tag o n is t be

came extreme during th e  f in a l  month o f h is  sen io r year in  

c o lle g e . At n ig h t fre q u e n tly  he f e l t  l ik e  some ’’b en tau r, 

moon-eyed and w ild of mane, to rn  a p a r t w ith  hunger fo r  the 

golden w o rld ,*3 and he would hurl h im self ’’squealing  through 

th e  s t r e e t s  and along th e  p a th s , touched w ith  th e  ecsta sy  of
I

a thousand unspoken d e s i r e s , ’̂  Convinced th a t  he was a fa te d  

gen ius, Eugene regarded th e  d is ta n t  c i t i e s  of th e  North as a 

kind of personal ch a llen g e , and he was c e r ta in  th a t  as soon 

as he en tered  th e i r  fabulous s t r e e t s ,  he would win fo r  him

s e l f  th e  fame and love he so p ass io n a te ly  d e s ire d . At th e

Îbid., p, 539. ^Ibid., p, 602, Îbid. Îbid.
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same tim e, he r e a l iz e d  th a t  graduation  from co llege meant 

th e  end of h is  youthr

He saw th e  vast r ic h  body of th e  h i l l s ,  lu sh  w ith  b i l 
lowing g reenery , ripe-bosom ed, dappled by f a r - f lo a t in g  
cloud shadows. But i t  was, he knew, th e  end.

F a r-fo re s te d , th e  horn-note wound. He was w ild w ith  
the  hunger fo r  r e le a s e r  th e  v as t champaign of ^ r t h  
s tre tch e d  out fo r  him i t s  l im i t le s s  seduction ,^

S hortly  before  g raduation  Eugene had mockingly p ic 

tu red  him self in  th e  m yth ica l ro le s  o f :  "Gant, th e  Olympian 

Bull ; and H eracles Gant; and Gant, th e  Seductive Swan; and

A shtaroth and Azrael Gant, P roteus Gant, Anubis and O s ir is
2and Mumbo-Jumbo G ant," Even so , th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s p a s to ra l 

v is io n  o f l i f e ,  supported em otionally  by h is  own n a r c i s s i s t i c  

eb u llien ce  and rom antic optimism, was s t i l l  th e  expression  

o f h is  f a i t h  in  an a rch e ty p a l fem inine p r in c ip le  c o n tro ll in g  

th e  u n iv e rse . In  Eugene’ s p a s to ra l im agination , even th e  

h is to ry  of mankind, w ith  ’’th e  b i l l io n  l iv in g  of th e  e a r th ,  

th e  thousand b i l l io n  dead, rep resen ted  l i t t l e  more a c tu a l ly  

than  docum entation in  term s o f tim e of th e  re cu rren t appear

ance of "'germinal spring'*’ and th e  e v e r la s tin g  trium ph o f th e  

fem inine p r in c ip le  in  d ea th le ss  n a tu re :

And in  h is  v is io n  he saw th e  fabulous lo s t  c i t i e s ,  
buried  in  the d r i f te d  s i l t  of th e  e a r th —Thebes, th e  
seven-gated , and a l l  th e  tem ples of th e  Daulian and 
Phocian lan d s , and a l l  O enotria  to  th e  Tyrrhene g u lf .
Sunk in  th e  b u r ia l-u rn  of th e  ea rth  he saw th e  van
ished c u l tu re s .  , . , But, amid th e  fumbling march o f 
races to  e x tin c tio n ,, th e  g ia n t rhythms o f the  ea rth  
rem ained. The seasons passed in  t h e i r  m a je s tic  pro
c e ss io n a ls , and germ inal Spring re tu rned  fo re v e r  on th e  
land—new crops, new men, new h a rv e s ts , and new gods,*

^I b i d . Zi b i d . , p. 604. Î b i d . , p ,  592, ^ I M d , ,p ,6 2 5 .
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And in  h is  v is io n  he saw th e  fab u lo u s l o s t  c i t i e s ,  
buried  in  the  d r i f te d  s i l t  of th e  e a r th —Thebes, th e  
seven-gated , and a l l  th e  tem ples of th e  Daulian and 
Phocian la n d s , and a l l  O enotria  to  th e  Tyrrhene g u lf .
Sunk in  th e  b u r ia l-u rn  of th e  e a r th  he saw th e  van
ished c u l tu re s ,  . , , But, amid th e  fum bling march of 
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Îbid, %bid., p, 604. Îbid., p, 592, Îbid. , p .625.
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Eugene’ s a l le g ia n c e  to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  was in  

keeping w ith  th e  t i t l e  of th e  c la s s  poem he wrote fo r  com

mencement ex e rc ise s : ”0 Mother of Our Myriad H o p e s . A f t e r  

th e  ex e rc ise s  were over and he stood on th e  campus beside

E liz a , f i l l e d  "with p rid e  and joy th e re  in  th e  lo v e ly  w ild e r-
2n e s s ,"  h is  attachm ent to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  provided 

th e  foundation  fo r  h is  f in a l  p a s to ra l v is io n  of an o u tside
3

world which "was pan ting  fo r  h is  embrace."' F in a lly , the  

ro le  of th e  dom inating fem inine p r in c ip le  in  th e  protago

n i s t ’ s em otional and s p i r i tu a l  l i f e  was in tim a te ly  connected 

w ith th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  th e  "p a s to ra l search ," ' during  which 

Eugene hoped to  r e - e s ta b l is h  co n tac t w ith h is  lo s t  innocence;

’On co as ts  more stran g e  than  Cipango, in  a p lace more 
f a r  than  Fez, I  s h a l l  hunt him, th e  ghost and haunter 
of m yself, I  have lo s t  th e  blood th a t  fed  me; I  have 
d ied  th e  hundred deaths th a t  le ad  to  l i f e .  By th e  slow 
thunder of th e  drums, th e  f l a r e  o f dying c i t i e s ,  I  have 
come to  th i s  dark p la ce . And th i s  i s  the tru e  voyage, 
th e  good one, th e  b e s t .  And now p rep are , my so u l, fo r  
th e  beginning h u n t, I  w ill  plumb seas s tra n g e r  than  
those  haunted by th e  a lb a tro s s , ’̂

llbid,, p, 623, Zlbid, 3lbid. ^Ibid,. p, 625.



CHAPTER Z I I I  

THE ARCHETYPAL DUALISM

Who a re  we, th a t  must fo llow  in  th e  fo o ts te p s  of th e  
king? Who are we, th a t  have no kings to  fo llow ? We 
a re  th e  unkinged men. Have we l e f t  shadows on f o r 
g o tten  w alls?  Have we crossed  running w ater and liv e d  
fo r  seven tim ele ss  years w ith  th e  en ch an tress , and 
s h a ll  w e.find  our son who is  o u rs e lf ,  and w il l  he 
know us?-*-

Before examining th e  a rch e ty p a l dualism  in  Wolfe’ s f i c 

t io n ,  th e  fo llow ing  question  must again  be r a is e d ; To what 

ex ten t was Wolfe, as a conscious a r t i s t ,  a e s th e t ic a l ly  in  

co n tro l o f th e  m ultip le  themes and symbolism in  h is  novels? 

We b e liev e  th a t  t h i s  question  can never be answered s a t i s 

f a c to r i ly  simply because W olfe’s conception of a r t i s t i c  v i 

s io n , which he used to  j u s t i f y  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  of h is  f i c 

t io n ,  assumes th a t  th e  w r i t e r ’s c re a tiv e  im agination  can 

shape and co n tro l m a te r ia l in  which many of th e  im portant 

meanings have not been f u l ly  grasped by h is  c r i t i c a l  i n t e l 

lig e n c e . In  o th er w ords, Wolfe believed  th a t  th e  w r i te r  can 

co n tro l h is  f ic t io n  im ag ina tive ly  even though he may lack  an 

adequate conscious understanding  o f i t s  s ig n if ic a n t  form.

Obviously th e  se rio u s  w ri te r  t r i e s  to  reach  a stage

IpTR, p. 056.
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where h is  c r i t i c a l  in te l l ig e n c e  i s  synchronized w ith  h is  c re 

a tiv e  im agination so th a t  th e  a c t—one might even say m ystery 

—of comprehension^ re p re s e n ta tio n , and il lu m in a tio n  are in 

separab ly  jo in e d , Eyen so , i t  was W olfe’ s rom antic convic

t io n  th a t  th e  w rite r  who possesses th e  c r i t i c a l  in te l l ig e n c e  

w ithout th e  inform ing y is io n  seldom becomes a t r u ly  s ig n i f i 

cant a r t i s t .  C onversely, th e  w r i te r  w ith  th e  illu m in a tin g  v i 

sion  of th e  g re a t a r t i s t ,  no m a tte r  how fa tu o u s h is  c r i t i c a l  

d e fe c ts  may be, can succeed, although never com pletely , in  

h is  a e s th e tic  in te n t io n .

We have w r i t te n  t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n  on th e  assum ption th a t  

Thomas Wolfe possessed th e  im agination  of a g i f te d  a r t i s t ,  

which helped excuse h is  shortcomings as a rom antic w r i te r .

To put i t  another way, we be lieve  th a t  even though Wolfe as a 

rom antic w r i te r  may have f a i le d  to  dominate and co n tro l h is  

m a te r ia l th e  way a conscious a r t i s t  id e a l ly  should , he did 

succeed, on th e  le v e l  o f a t  l e a s t  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , in  g iv ing  

th e  body o f h is  f i c t i o n  an in te g ra te d  and m eaningful form. 

C e rta in ly  a close in sp e c tio n  of th e  novels re v e a ls  th a t  s ig 

n if ic a n t  themes a re  p resen t and th a t  th ey  f i t  in to  a coherent 

a e s th e t ic  p a t te rn .

The symbolism which Wolfe used throughout h is  f i c t io n  

p re sen ts  an eq u a lly  confusing problem, s in ce  p a te n tly  much 

of t h i s  symbolism, on one le v e l a t  l e a s t ,  can be given a ro 

mantic in te rp r e ta t io n  which i s  d ecep tiv e ly  convincing . I t  

i s  our op in ion , however, th a t  in  ad d itio n  to  th e  obvious
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rom antic meaning, th e re  i s  f re q u e n tly  ano ther le v e l of mean

ing which, in  term s o f W olfe’ s c o n tro ll in g  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , 

can be c a lle d  ’’a rc h e ty p a l” fo r  want o f a b e t te r  te rm . More

over, beginning w ith The Web and th e  Rock we b e liev e  th a t  

th e  s p e c if ic  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  a rch e ty p a l symbolism was 

consciously  in  Wolfe’ s mind when he was c re a tin g . In  t h i s  

re s p e c t, th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f The Web and th e  Rock serves as a 

”kind o f key’̂  ̂ which th e  re ad e r  can use to  in te r p r e t  th e  sym

bolism in  th e  rem ainder of W olfe’ s f i c t i o n .

When Wolfe f in is h e d  Look Homeward, A nsel„ he r e a l iz e d  

th a t  th e  form of th e  novel was incom plete, and th a t  th e  themes 

of n a r c i s s i s t i c  i s o la t io n  and lo s t  innocence, e s p e c ia lly  as 

a ffe c te d  by h is  p ro ta g o n is t’ s p sycho log ica l p a s t ,  would have 

to  be examined more f u l ly  in  th e  l a t e r  f i c t i o n .  Judging from 

Wolfe’ s correspondence* he had consciously  a rr iv e d  a t  t h i s  

view not too  long a f t e r  th e  p u b lic a tio n  of h is  f i r s t  novel, 

fo r  i t  has p rev io u sly  been noted in  t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n  th a t  in  

th e  l e t t e r  supporting  th e  a u th o r ’s a p p lic a tio n  f o r  a Guggen

heim Fellow ship (December l6 ,  1 9 2 9 ) ,  he had explained to  Mr. 

Moe how th e  dominant theme in  h is  new book would be an ex ten 

sion  o f th e  ”i s o l a t i o n - lo s t  innocence* theme o f th e  f i r s t  :

th e  book has a g re a t many th in g s  in  i t  but i t s  dominant 
theme i s  again  r e la te d  to  th e  theme of th e  f i r s t :  i t  
t r i e s  to  f in d  out why Americans a re  a nomad race (as 
th i s  w r i te r  b e lie v e s  . . . looking f o r  a door, a happy

^In  a l e t t e r  to  Maxwell P erk ins (Ju ly  1 7 ,  1 9 3 0 ) ,  Wolfe 
explained  to  h is  e d i to r  th a t  in  summarizing th e  symbolic 
themes he planned to  use in  h is  new f i c t i o n ,  he was try in g  
to  g ive Perkins a ’’kind of k ey .*
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lan d , a home, seeking fo r  something th ey  have l o s t ,  
perhaps r a c ia l  and fo rg o tte n .

In  th e  Guggenheim l e t t e r  Wolfe mentioned th a t  he had
2

a lso  se le c te d  a t i t l e .  The October F a i r , f o r  h is  new book.

The in c lu s io n  of t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  t i t l e  in  th e  l e t t e r  of ap

p l ic a t io n  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  because i t  re v e a ls  th a t  by December, 

1929, Wolfe was conscious enough of th e  c o n tro ll in g  form fo r  

h is  new f i c t i o n  to  wish to  use a t i t l e  s p e c if ic a l ly  r e la te d  

to  th e  im portant experiences o f h is  p ro ta g o n is t during th e  

October F a ir  in  Munich, Since t h i s  i s  t r u e ,  i t  would seem 

reasonab le  to  conclude th a t  before  Wolfe d id  any a c tu a l w r i t 

ing  fo r  h is  second book, he had a lready  made them atic con

n ec tio n s  between th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  predicam ent of Eugene Gant, 

w ith  h is  p a s to ra l v is io n  o f l i f e ,  a t  th e  beginning of Of Time 

and th e  R iv e r , and h is  c ru c ia l  d iscovery  o f s p i r i tu a l  e v i l  

a t  th e  c lo se  of The Web and th e  Rock, In  a d d itio n , Wolfe ap

p a re n tly  re a l iz e d  a t  t h i s  time th a t  th e  "search* theme would 

provide th e  s ig n if ic a n t  form fo r  th e  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  

d isc o v e r ie s  of the  p ro tag o n is t in  h is  new f i c t i o n ,

W olfe’ s f i r s t  re fe ren ce  to  th e  search  theme in  h is  

correspondence appeared in  a l e t t e r  to  Maxwell Perkins

% o w ell, p. 212.

^The t i t l e  The October F a i r , which appears fre q u en tly  
in  W olfe’ s correspondence during  th e  years from la te  1929 to  
1933; included  th e  m anuscript th a t  was used fo r  both Of Time 
and th e  R iver and th e  l a s t  h a l f  of The Web and th e  Rock, With 
regard  to  th e  c o n tro ll in g  form of th e  f i c t i o n ,  th i s  manu
s c r ip t  corresponds w ith th e  "p a s to ra l sea rch ’’ of the  pro tago
n is t  »
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(Ju ly  17} 1930)} in  which he explained  th a t  "contained in  th e

book l ik e  a k e rn e l from th e  beginn ing , but unrevealed u n t i l

much l a t e r ,  i s  th e  idea  of a man’ s quest fo r  h is  f a th e r ." ^

With regard to  th e  arch e ty p a l dualism  which he had mentioned

prev iously  in  l e t t e r s  to  John H all Wheelock, as w ell as to
2

h is  c h ie f  e d i to r ,  th e  quest f o r  th e  f a th e r  rep resen ted  th e  

m asculine or w ithdrawal phase of th e  dualism . Opposed to  

th i s  m asculine or a rch e ty p a l search  fo r  th e  f a th e r  was th e  

fem inine r e tu r n , f o r  Wolfe now consciously  believed  " th a t 

when a man re tu rn s  he re tu rn s  always to  th e  fem ale—he r e 

tu rn s  (I  hope t h i s  i s  not d isg u s tin g )  to  th e  womb of e a r th ly  

c re a tio n , to  th e  e a rth  i t s e l f ,  to  f i x i ty ." ^  F in a lly , in  th e  

f ic t io n  the  m asculine and fem inine dualism  would even tu a lly  

be merged w ith  a s p i r i tu a l  dualism  foreshadowed in  h is  second 

novel by the B ib lic a l quo ta tion  on th e  t i t l e  page: "Who know- 

e th  th e  s p i r i t  of man th a t  goeth upward, and th e  s p i r i t  of 

th e  b east th a t  goeth downward to  th e  e a r th ."

In  th i s  d is s e r ta t io n  we have used th e  id e n tify in g  

ph rase , "the p a s to ra l se a rc h ,"  to  inc lude th e  d isc o v e rie s  of 

Wolfe’ s p ro tag o n is t while he i s  em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  

a p riso n e r o f th e  p a s to ra l w orld , s in ce  during  t h i s  p erio d , 

d e sp ite  h is  repea ted  w ithdraw als in to  th e  m asculine f lu x  of

^Nowell, p. 244.

^L e tte r  to  John H all Wheelock (June 24, 1930); l e t t e r  
to  Maxrvell Perkins (Ju ly  1, 1930).

% ow ell, p. 244.
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experience , h is  attachm ent to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in su re s  

h is  i s o la t io n  from ev il*  The read er of t h i s  d is s e r ta t io n  may 

regard  th e  a p p lic a tio n  of such a la b e l  as " th e  p a s to ra l 

search" to  th e se  experiences of W olfe 's p ro tag o n is t as some

what a r b i t r a r y ,  i f  not confusing  as w e ll , s ince  fre q u en tly  

th e  fem inine search  and th e  search  f o r  th e  f a th e r  seem to  ap

pear sim ultaneously  in  th e  f i c t i o n .  For t h i s  reason , i t  must 

be emphasized th a t  th e  d is t in c t io n  between th e  two searches 

made in  t h i s  ch ap te r h as  been c r i t i c a l l y  d eriv ed , not from 

th e  suggestive comments to  be found in  W olfe 's correspondence, 

but from a c a re fu l ,  exhaustive study of th e  dualism  as i t  i s  

rep resen ted  and developed in  th e  fo u r n o v e ls .

In  W olfe 's published  m anuscrip t, th e  p a s to ra l search  

begins w ith  Of Time and th e  R iver and ends w ith  th e  p ro tago

n i s t ' s  d iscovery  of s p i r i t u a l  e v i l  in  th e  c lo s in g  ch ap te rs  

of The Web and th e  Rock* At th e  beginning of the  f i r s t  o f 

th e se  books, W olfe 's p ro ta g o n is t, as he stands on th e  p l a t 

form of th e  r a i l r o a d  s ta t io n  in  h is  home town, w aiting  f o r  

th e  t r a i n  th a t  w il l  ta k e  him to  a m e tro p o litan  c i ty  in  th e  

E a s t, i s  a re p re s e n ta tiv e  symbol f o r  th e  confused, rom antic 

young American, d riv en  by h is  r e s t le s s n e s s  and sense o f e x i le  

to  t r y  to  d iscover some meaning in  th e  unending f lu x  of ex

perience*  More s p e c i f ic a l ly ,  th e  p ro tag o n is t i s  a lso  a mi

crocosm fo r  th e  n a r c i s s i s t  a t  th e  beginning of h is  search  fo r  

s e lf - fu lf i lm e n t  and happiness:; a search  th a t  tak es p lace os

te n s ib ly  in  th e  o u ts id e  world bu t whose f in a l  s ig n ific a n c e
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depends upon th e  d iscovery  w ith in  h im self of h is  tru e  emo

tio n a l  and s p i r i tu a l  n a tu re . In  t h i s  reg a rd , th e  search  c e r 

ta in ly  con tains ’’elem ents o f  th e  u n iv e rsa l ex p erien ce ,*  fo r  

i t  i s  taken  fo r  g ran ted  th a t  every man a t  t h i s  s tag e  o f his; 

l i f e  i s  a n a r c i s s i s t ,  even though he may not be a d ed ica ted  

rom antic in  th e  sense o f W olfe’s p ro ta g o n is t,

I I

In  Of Time and th e  R iver Wolfe used th e  r iv e r  to  sym

b o liz e , in  a world in  which th e  a rch e ty p a l s tru c tu re  o f th e  

f a th e r ’s l i f e  s t i l l  has meaning, th e  f lu x  of experience , p ro 

l i f i c ,  v i t a l ,  y e t c o n s ta n tly  moving from th e  p resen t moment 

to  th e  p a s t ,  and tim e prov ides th e  framework in  which t h i s  

change tak es place,. Only a t  one in s ta n t  in  th e  p re se n t, how

ev e r, does th e  moment come to  complete l i f e ,  when i t  i s  

grasped by the  sen ses, g iven i t s  em otional te x tu re ,  and in 

te l l e c tu a l ly  o r ie n te d . Then i t  lap ses  in to  th e  o b liv io n  of 

th e  p a s t .  L iv ing , th e re fo re ,  re p re se n ts  th e  continuous d ea th  

o f in d iv id u a l moments, and man’ s problem i s  to  d isco v er some

th in g  which endures o u ts id e  th i s  rem orse less p ro g re ss io n  of 

tim e.

In  W olfe’s a r t i s t i c  v is io n , s ince  the  r e a l i t y  of th e  

p resen t moment i s  f le e t in g ,  l i f e  i t s e l f  could be regarded  as 

an i l l u s io n ,  a *dream of tim e,*^  Memory in c lu d es  th a t  p a r t 

o f th e  past which can s t i l l  be re s u r re c te d , and in  a world

iQTR, p. 27,
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of flijx  i t  re p re se n ts  th e  psycho log ica l permanence of dead 

experience . Whenever memory usurps to o  much of th e  r o le  of 

th e  contemporary e v e n t, th e  i l l u s io n  of l i f e  as a "dream”' i s  

changed in to  th a t  of l i f e  as a "n igh tm are.”’ To avoid l i f e  

as a p sycho log ica l n igh tm are , every man ev en tu a lly  has to  

come to  term s w ith  h is  own p a s t ,  which p e r s is t s  in  h is  con

sc ious and subconscious memory as a determ ining in flu en ce  up

on th e  p re se n t.

In  Wolfe*s f i c t io n  th e  world o f th e  p re sen t moment, as 

opposed to  th e  nightm are w orld o f n eu ro tic  memory, i s  e s p e c ia l

l y  th a t  of th e  p re -p u b erty  ch ild »  With the  u n re f le c tin g  ch ild  

i t  i s  always th e  immediate resp o n se , v iv id ly  perceived  by th e  

senses and em otions, vAiich makes th e  moment come to  in te n se  

l i f e .  The c h ild  does not p rejudge experience . He accep ts i t  

im p l ic i t ly .  In  a d d itio n , th e  c h i ld ’ s im aginative world i s  

com fortable and f a m il ia r ,  "drawn in  very b rig h t and innocent 

and t h r i l l i n g  co lors" '^—where th e  g ra ss  i s  "very , very g reen , 

th e  t r e e s  sumptuous and fu ll-b o d ie d ,, th e  stream s l ik e  sap

p h ire , and th e  sk ie s  a c r y s ta l  b lu e ."^  I t  i s  the innocent 

world o f the  p r i s t in e  im agination  which i s  s t i l l  unclouded by 

conscious g u i l t s  and f e a r s .

W olfe’ s p ro tag o n is t connected th e  v i t a l i t y  o f th i s  c h ild 

hood world w ith  th e  a t t r a c t iv e  s tru c tu re  of h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e *  

and i t  was the symbolic dea th  of th e  childhood f a th e r ,  an ex

perien ce  which in e v ita b ly  took place during puberty  as the

^m , p. 12. Îb id .
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r e s u l t  of th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  sexual development meshing w ith  

h is  Oedipal attachm ent to  h is  m other, which produced the  co l

lap se  o f h is  childhood v is io n  of l i f e .  A fte r t h i s  traum atic  

experience had taken  p lace , th e  p ro tag o n is t in c re a s in g ly  be

came the p r iso n e r  of h is  sex u ally  d iv ided  memory. The s tru c 

tu re  of h is  f a t h e r 's  l i f e  s t i l l  served im ag ina tive ly  as an 

archetype fo r  v i t a l i t y ,  but em otionally  i t  was subordinated 

to  th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  dependence upon th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  

personfied  in  h is  m other. In  t h i s  way, th e  p ro tag o n is t was 

able to  tran sfo rm  em otionally  th e  m asculine image to  conform 

to  h is  own n a r c i s s i s t i c  d e s ire , and to  lo c a te  th a t  f a ls e  im

age in  a ro m an tica lly  seductive  fu tu re . The innocence of h is  

childhood v is io n  of l i f e  he then  in s t in c t iv e ly  a sso c ia ted  

w ith the  immaculate mother image.

A fter th e  p ro tag o n is t had en tered  puberty , r e a l  tim e , 

in  term s of h is  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  ad justm ent, was nos

ta lg ic a l ly  a sso c ia ted  w ith t h i s  " lo s t  world , , . in  a l l  th e  

ra d ia n t and enchanted co lo r of h is  childhood, in  a l l  i t s  

proud, dense, and s in g le  fa b r ic  of p assio n , c e r t i tu d e ,  and 

jo y " ;^  whereas h is  subsequent ex p erien ces, e s p e c ia lly  when

they brought to  th e  su rface  h is  Oedipal g u i l t s  and f e a r s ,  be-
2

came " th is  dream of t im e ,"  which always contained the  th r e a t  

of tu rn in g  in to  a psychological nightm are. Ire order to  f in d  

a time th a t  was permanent and r e a l—th a t  i s ,  some kind of emo

t io n a l  and s p i r i tu a l  se c u r ity  w ith  which to  confront the

I qTR, p, 58, Îb id , . p, 52,
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menacing, c e a se le s s  f lu x  of experience in  th e  p resen t moment— 

th e  in c re a s in g ly  n a r c i s s i s t i c  p ro tag o n is t believed  th a t  he had 

to  r e - e s ta b l is h  co n tac t w ith  th e  world of childhood innocence 

which he had lo s t  w ith  puberty .

I n  W olfe’ s a r t i s t i c  v is io n , th e  n o s ta lg ia  of h is  p ro tago

n i s t  f o r  h is  vanished childhood w orld , dominated im ag in a tiv e ly  

by th e  image of h is  f a th e r  but em otionally  by h is  m other, 

a le r te d  him to  th e  p o ss ib le  psycho log ica l o r ig in  of a l l  his; 

d u a l i s t i c  fe e l in g s  and a t t i t u d e s .  T h is , in  tu r n ,  suggested 

th a t  even h is  s p i r i tu a l  dualism  had i t s  ro o ts  in  hi'S psycho

lo g ic a l  experience , and th a t  any understand ing  of good and 

e v i l  f o r  him self was f in a l ly  dependent upon an understanding 

of h is  d iv ided  fe e l in g s  tow ards h is  p a re n ts ,  a s  w e ll as th e  

symbolic world which each re p re se n te d . Ini a d d i t io n , th e  pro

ta g o n is t  f e l t  th a t  i f  he could m aster t h i s  psycho log ica l dual

ism w ith in  h im se lf, he could be l ib e r a te d  from th e  p riso n  of 

determ ining memoryr th a t  i s ,  he could "d e fea t tim e ,"

We have p rev io u sly  mentioned th a t  in  ad d itio n  to  tim e, 

Wolfe used th e  theme of th e  search  o r p ilg rim age to  un ify  

h is  n o v e ls3 This theme was a lso  connected w ith  th e  symbolic 

ro le s  of th e  f a th e r  and mother in  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s "buried  

l i f e , " '  and in  t h i s  re sp ec t illu m in a ted  W olfe’ s in te r e s t  in  

th e  theme of how h is  p ro tag o n is t was to  fin d  meaning in  a 

world of constan t change. I t  has been emphasized th a t  Wolfe 

believed  th e  most im portant sea rch  in  a man’ s l i f e  was h is  

"search  to  f in d  a f a th e r , "  In  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n  th e  search



335
fo r  the  f a th e r  rep resen ted  th e  arch e ty p a l search  fo r  mascu

l in e  v i t a l i t y  and s p i r i tu a l  a u th o r i ty .  The p ro ta g o n is t, as 

Wolfe explained  in  The Story of a Novel » was no t looking  

m erely f o r  " th e  lo s t  f a th e r  of h is  y o u t h , b u t  f o r  th a t 

" s tre n g th  and wisdom ex te rn a l to  h is  need and su p e rio r  to  h is  

h u n g e r , w h i c h ,  not to  be confused w ith  th e  a c tu a l persom 

of h is  f a th e r ,  had been a s so c ia te d  by th e  ch ild  p ro tag o n is t 

w ith the  m asculine s tru c tu re  o f  h is  f a t h e r 's  l i f e  as an arch e

ty p a l image. I f  th e  p ro tag o n is t ever hoped to  f r e e  h im self 

from h is  most c a s tr a t in g  g u i l t s  and f e a r s ,  he u ltim a te ly  had 

to  d isco v e r w ith in  h im self a s tre n g th  and m a tu rity  s im ila r  to  

th a t  suggested  by the  a rch e ty p a l f a t h e r 's  image; and o u ts id e  

h im self, he had to  f in d  a com-pelling s p i r i tu a l  a u th o r ity  ca

pable of f i l l i n g  the  symbolic ro le  of the  f a th e r  as God, In 

stead  of t ry in g  to  recover em otional v i t a l i t y  and p e rfe c tio n  

from a world o f vanished innocence, th e  p ro tag o n is t through 

the a rch e ty p a l search  fo r  th e  f a th e r  was a ttem p ting  to  f r e e  

h im self from th e  psycho log ica l bondage of a dead p as t so th a t  

he could experience em otional and s p i r i t u a l  h e a lth  in  the 

p re s e n t,

The second search  m otif in  W olfe 's f i c t i o n  was th e  pro

t a g o n is t 's  " p a s to ra l search" to  d isco v er p e rfe c tio n  in  a 

world c o n tro lle d  by th e  image o f th e  "c h ild  m other"; phrased 

s l ig h t ly  d i f f e r e n t ly ,  i t  rep resen ted  th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  attem pt 

to  l iv e  up to  th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  image of h im self given i t s

p,  39. ^Ibid,
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em otional and s p i r i t u a l  shape by h is  attachm ent to  th e  fem i

n ine p r in c ip le  in  an immaculate world of l o s t  innocence. The 

search  was a t a v i s t i c  in  i t s  p sycho log ica l consequences in  

th a t  i t  expressed th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s u rgen t need to  so lve h is  

em otional and s p i r i tu a l  problems in  th e  p resen t by r e t r e a t in g  

to  a remote p a s t ,  dead i n t i m e  yet n e u ro tic a l ly  a l iv e  in  h is  

memory.

The search  fo r  th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r  id e a l ly  re s u lte d  

in  th e  d e s tru c tio n  of th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s determ ining p a s t ,  but 

th e  p a s to ra l  search  was im pelled by h is  d e s ire  l i t e r a l l y  to  

r e s u r re c t  th e  world of lo s t  tim e by r e -e s ta b l is h in g  as an 

a d u lt ,  th e  same dependent r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  a mother f ig u re  

which as a c h ild  he had known w ith  h is  own m other. Moreover, 

t h i s  new mother f ig u re  could be a s u b s t i tu te  f o r  th e  fem inine 

p r in c ip le  r a th e r  than  an a c tu a l  woman:• th a t  i s ,  ano ther man, 

a c i ty ,  n a tu re , a n a tio n , even f a i th  in  an in t e l l e c tu a l  s e t  

of b e l ie f s  or credo.

On a prim ary le v e l th e  p a s to ra l search  rev ea led  th e  

p ro ta g o n is t’ s rep ressed  in f a n t i l e  yearn ing  to  r e tu rn  to  th e  

s e c u r ity  of h is  m other’ s womb, I t  was an em otionally  s t e r i l e  

search  in  th a t  th e  fe e l in g s  of th e  p ro tag o n is t as he aged had 

le s s  and le s s  correspondence w ith  th e  stim ulus o f th e  immedi

a te  ex p erien ce . In s te a d , th ey  tended to  become in f le x ib ly  

r ig id  p ro je c tio n s  o f th e  fe e l in g s  which he had known as a 

ch ild*  F in a lly ,  th e  search  was p a s to ra l in  th a t  th e  p ro tag 

o n is t ,  h is  innocence p ro tec ted  by th e  dependent re la t io n s h ip
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he had e s ta b lish e d  w ith an u n c r i t i c a l ,  a l l - f o rg iv in g  mother 

image, was a n a r c i s s i s t  whose awareness of th e  dualism  be

tween good and e v i l  in  th e  world o u ts id e  h im self was divorced 

in v a ria b ly  from th e  s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t i e s  of h is  own n a tu re .

In  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n  th e  p ro tag o n is t was made m iserab le 

by t h i s  d iv is io n  w ith in  h im se lf, and sensed, even though he 

d id  not c le a r ly  understand , th e  th r e a t  which i t  posed of 

g rad u a lly  in c reas in g  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  s t e r i l i t y *  At 

th e  same tim e, th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  p ro tag o n is t remained, in  h is  

own e s tim a tio n  a t  l e a s t ,  an i d e a l i s t  who was ded icated  to  

c a rry  th e  p a s to ra l search  f o r  p e rfe c tio n  to  i t s  in e v ita b le  

conclusion* The end of th e  search  coincided w ith th e  d iscov

ery  o f  e v i l  which had always ex is ted  in  h is  p e rso n a lity , but 

which h is  n eu ro tic  lo y a lty  to  th e  p a s t, supported by h is  a t 

tachm ent to  th e  u n c r i t i c a l  fem inine p r in c ip le ,, had p rev iously  

helped co n cea l. At th a t  in s ta n t ,  when th e  p ro tag o n is t made 

a personal d iscovery  of h is  ovm s p i r i tu a l  e v i l ,  h is  memories 

of lo s t  innocence, w ith  t h e i r  psycho log ica l foundation  in  h is  

O edipal fe e lin g s  toward h is  m other, would begin to  lo se  th e i r  

determ ining  in flu en ce  over h is  contemporary experience , and 

th e  p a s to ra l  search  was concluded. In  a d d itio n , i t  was only 

then  th a t  th e  arch e ty p a l search  fo r  th e  fa th e r  could begin  

to  have any r e a l ly  se rio u s  meaning.

In  t h i s  chap ter i t  i s  im possible to  document th e  various 

s tag es  of the  p a s to ra l search  in  Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n .  N everthe

l e s s ,  i t  i s  our c r i t i c a l  op in ion , based on a c lo se  study o f
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th e  themes in  Wolfe’ s n o v e ls , th a t  th e  p a s to ra l search  was 

in te n t io n a l ly  a c o n tro ll in g  theme in  Of Time and th e  R iver 

and The Web and th e  Rock.  In  a d d itio n , Wolfe used th e  in 

forming theme of lo s t  innocence to  connect th e  experiences 

of h is  p ro tag o n is t during  th e  p a s to ra l search w ith  h is  f r u s 

t r a te d  fe e l in g s  of bewilderm ent and rage as he attem pted to  

a d ju s t to  a d u a l i s t i c  u n iv e rse  whose em otional con ten t had 

been la rg e ly  fix ed  by h is  childhood a t t i tu d e s  toward th e  neu

r o t ic  p e r s o n a li t ie s  of h is  a rch e ty p a l V ic to rian  p u rita n  par

e n ts , Gant and E liz a ,

I f  W olfe’ s p ro tag o n is t can be regarded as a re p re se n t

a tiv e  symbol fo r  modern man, ravaged by h is  egotism  as he a t 

tem pts to  impose a p a s to ra l  o rder of h is  own c re a tio n  upon 

th e  m eaningless f lu x  of a n a t u r a l i s t i c  u n iv e rse , then  th e  

s ig n if ic a n c e  o f W olfe’s a r t i s t i c  achievement i s  c le a r .  Wolfe 

has shown th a t  th e  i n t e l l e c tu a l  and s p i r i tu a l  confusion o f 

our age i s  in  p a r t m erely an ex tension  of each in d iv id u a l’s 

f a i lu r e  to  f r e e  him self from a n eu ro tic  attachm ent to  h is  

p r iv a te  childhood p a s t, d is to r te d  in  term s of g en e ra l c u ltu re  

by th e  h e r ita g e  o f em otional sub terfuge and sen tim en ta lized  

in d if fe re n c e  to  e v i l  from th e  V ic to rian  p u rita n  world of th e  

n in e tee n th  cen tu ry ,^  We have a lread y  in d ica ted  th a t  we

^With regard  to  th e  conscious connection between th e  
experiences of Wolfe’ s p ro ta g o n is t and th e  world of th e  
V ic to ria n  p u r ita n , i t  i s  in te r e s t in g  to  note th a t  the  sub
t i t l e  of Look Homeward,; Angel— ”A Story of th e  Buried L ife ”'— 
was tak en  from a poem by Matthew Arnold,
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b e liev e  Wolfe in  The Web and th e  Rock consciously  provided 

docum entation fo r  t h i s  in te rp r e ta t io n  of th e  experiences of 

h is  p ro ta g o n is t. For th i s  reason , i t  now seems p e r tin e n t to  

p resen t a b r ie f  summary of th e  c o n tro ll in g  symbolism used in  

th e  f i r s t  h a lf  of th a t  no v el.

In  th e  opening ch ap te rs  of The Web and th e  Rock, Wolfe 

s tre s s e d  th e  d iv ided  fam ily  background o f George Webber, h is  

new p ro ta g o n is t , George’ s f a th e r ,  John Webber, was a b rick  

mason who had come to  th e  Southern community o f Libya H ill  in  

iS S l to  work on a new h o te l which was being co n s tru c ted  a t  

th e  tim e . Since he was a n a tiv e  o f  Pennsylvania , from th e  

moment o f h is  a r r iv a l  in  th e  " l i t t l e  is o la te d  mountain v i l 

lag e  , he was regarded as a s tra n g e r  from th e  hated N orth, 

Even so, Webber was an e x c e lle n t b u ild e r ,  p re fe r r in g  always 

to  use b r ic k  to  c o n s tru c t something th a t  "was s o lid  and en- 

during,"" and he ra p id ly  succeeded in  a b usiness way. By 

ISS5 h is  p r a c t ic a l  success had enabled him to  co u rt and marry 

Amelia Joyner, a young woman from one of th e  o ld e s t mountain 

fa m ilie s  in  th e  re g io n , whose f a th e r ,  "Fate"' Joyner, had 

moved to  Libya H ill  s h o r tly  a f t e r  the end o f th e  C iv il War, 

John and Amelia liv e d  to g e th e r  w ithout c h ild re n  u n t i l  th e  

b i r th  o f t h e i r  only son, George, in  1900; th en  they  co n tin 

ued l iv in g  as man and w ife u n t i l  1900, when Webber d ese rted  

Amelia to  e s ta b l is h  a common-law re la t io n s h ip  w ith  a young 

m arried  woman l iv in g  in  th e  town, Webber m aintained th i s

Ira, p. 4, Îbid,
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scandalous re la t io n s h ip  u n t i l  h is  death  in  1916,

S h o rtly  a f t e r  Webber had d ese rted  h is  w ife , Amelia d ied , 

and her Joyner r e la t iv e s  went to  th e  co u rts  to  secure  custody 

of her orphaned c h ild . From th a t  tim e u n t i l  th e  autumn of 

1916, when George used th e  sm all in h e rita n c e  he had received  

from h is  f a th e r ’ s w il l  to  a tte n d  th e  s ta te  co lleg e  o f P u lp it 

H i l l ,  he liv e d  in  th e  house of h is  m other’ s unm arried s i s t e r .  

Aunt Maw, who, born t h i r t y  years b efo re  Amelia, was th en  a l 

ready in  her se v e n tie s .

During these  years  W olfe’ s p ro ta g o n is t no t only was 

sub jected  to  th e  c a s tr a t in g  in flu en ce  of th i s  aged s p in s te r ,  

but he was th e  n a tu ra l t a r g e t  o f th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  views of a l l  

h is  Joyner r e la t iv e s ,  who had f e l t  such a ’’sense of outraged 

r ig h te o u sn e ss”^ a t the  public  scandal o f h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e .  

They tau g h t th e  boy what a good woman h is  mother had been, 

th e  exact o p posite  of h is  f a th e r ,  f o r  in  most r e s p e c ts ,  ex

cept fo r  h er u n fo rtu n a te  m arriage to  th e  b rick  mason, Amelia’s 

l i f e  had been no d if f e r e n t  from- th e i r  own. The p ro ta g o n is t’ s 

Joyner r e la t iv e s  went in to  s p e c if ic  d e ta i l  d isc u ss in g  th e  

wickedness of h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e  u n t i l  ’’th e  s to ry  o f h is  f a 

th e r ’ s crim es, h is  f a th e r ’s s in fu ln e s s , h is  f a th e r ’ s le c h e r-
2ous, g o d le ss , and immoral l i f e  was w r i t te n  on h is  h e a r t , ”

The boy’ s conscience to ld  him th a t  he should b e lie v e  th e  

c r i t ic is m  o f th e se  p u r i ta n ic a l  cen so rs, but alw ays, a f t e r  

t h e i r  "ch ro n ic le  of h is  f a th e r ’ s infamy”'̂  had ended, th e re

^Ibid,, p, 9. Îbid. Îbid,
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remained in  George’ s im agination a p ic tu re  of h is  f a th e r ’s 

world th a t  r

was p leasan t and good, and f u l l  o f s e c re t warmth and 
joy to  him. A ll of th e  p a r ts  of th e  town, a l l  o f th e  
p laces , la n d s , and th in g s , h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e  had touched 
seemed f u l l  o f happ iness.

In  The Web and th e  Rock Wolfe employed prim ary symbols 

to  illu m in a te  th e  determ ining in flu en ce  which th e  boy’ s d i 

vided a t t i tu d e  toward h is  paren ts  exerted  upon h is  l a t e r  

l i f e .  The symbols which Wolfe used to  express th e  a t t r a c 

tiv e n e ss  of the  m asculine p r in c ip le —th a t  i s ,  th e  f a th e r  as 

a sex u ally  po ten t and em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  v i t a l  man— 

are  th e  fo llow ingr p h a l l ic  symbols—th e  rock, th e  r iv e r ,  

th e  b rid g e , th e  sk y sc rap er, th e  v e r t ic a l  c i ty ,  soaring  move

ment, th e  t r a in ;  co lo r symbols—lig h t,-  any sp a rk lin g  or r a 

d ian t c o lo r , green o r b lu e ; p a s to ra l symbols—the mountain, 

th e  e a rth  as golden, morning and afte rnoon  warmth, coolness 

(but not extreme heat or c o ld ) , th e  seasons sp ring  through 

autumn; space symbols—th e  North, spaciousness, movement in 

volving space; time symbolism—l i f e  in  th e  p resen t o r any 

l i f e  in  th e  p as t a sso c ia ted  w ith th e  arch e ty p a l image of th e  

f a th e r .

In  a d d itio n  to  th e se  primary symbols, th e re  a re  second

ary  symbols w ith a somewhat lo c a liz e d  meaning. Examples of 

W olfe’ s employment o f such secondary m asculine symbols are  

th e  follow ing:- th e  c irc u s , th e  c a rn iv a l, th e  b a seb a ll game,

llbid.
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th e  c ig a r  s to re , th e  w re s tlin g  m atch, th e  b a r, th e  l iv e ry  

s ta b le , th e  s t r e e tc a r ,  th e  lumber yard , th e  hardware s to re ,  

e tc .  F in a lly , a l l  of th e se  symbols, both  prim ary and sec

ondary, are  f i t t e d  in to  a con tex t emphasizing em otional and 

s p i r i tu a l  v i t a l i t y :  lo v e , p assio n , d e s ire ,  sexual a t t r a c 

t iv e n e s s , beauty , f r ie n d sh ip , a f f e c t io n ,  energy, s a n ity , 

h e a lth , happ iness, joy , knowledge, c e r t i tu d e ,  freedom , in 

dependence, im ag ina tion , goodness, s e lf-c o n fid e n c e , hope, 

f a i th ,  success, fame, s a lv a tio n , o rd e r , s e c u r i ty ,  d isp a tch , 

a c t iv i ty ,  abundance,, w ealth ,, e tc .

The prim ary symbols which Wolfe used to  express the  un

a t tra c tiv e n e s s  o f th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  th e  im agination  

of th e  son—th a t  i s ,  th e  mother as a sex u ally  f r i g i d  and emo

t io n a l ly  and s p i r i tu a l ly  c a s tr a t in g  person—are  th e  fo llow 

ing : womb and c a s tr a t io n  symbols—th e  womb, th e  maw, the

web, th e  cave, th e  ocean bottom , th e  p i t ,  th e  p r iso n , b u r ia l ,  

s ink ing  movements, drowning, sm othering, su ffo c a tio n , s tra n 

g u la tio n , c a s t r a t io n ,  b lin d n e ss , to o th le s s n e s s ; co lo r sym

b o ls—black , red  o r g ray , any g la r in g  or drab c o lo r; p as to 

r a l  symbols—th e  e a rth  (e s p e c ia lly  th e  e a rth  as b a rren  in  

The Web and th e  Rock), th e  lo s t  h i l l s  of th e  p a s t ,  shadeless 

noon, n ig h t, extreme heat or co ld , th e  seasons l a t e  autumn 

through e a rly  March; space symbols—th e  South, lack  o f move

ment, confinem ent; tim e symbols—d a te le s s  tim e, th e  p a s t, 

memory, d ea th .

With regard  to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le ,  th e  secondary
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symbols are  of minor im portance. They in c lu d e , however, th e  

afte rnoon  k itch en  w ith  i t s  le f t - o v e r  food, a g reasy  lunch

room in  summer, a cheap c lo th in g  s to re  o r pawn shop, th e  slum 

d i s t r i c t  across th e  r a i l r o a d  tr a c k s , niggertow n, a mournful 

co tto n  f i e l d  in  South C aro lina ,, a wake in  a mountain cab in , 

th e  sm ells o f camphor and tu rp e n tin e  surrounding d ea th , e tc .  

The contex t in to  which th e se  fem inine symbols a re  in c o rp o ra t

ed emphasizes em otional and s p i r i t u a l  s t e r i l i t y :  shame, f e a r ,

g u i l t ,  h o s t i l i t y ,  rag e , fu ry , d ep ressio n , d is g u s t ,  lo a th in g , 

egotism , dependence, i s o la t io n ,  re je c tio n ,,  s e l f - h a te ,  p u r i-  

tan ism , re p re s s io n , f r i g i d i t y ,  im potence, hom osexuality, un

happ iness, le th a rg y , d e s p a ir ,  d e so la tio n , h o rro r , doom, s ic k 

n ess , d e a th - in - l i f e ,  decay, p a in , d ise a se , g r i e f ,  m isery , 

pessimism, m a lice , h a te , b i t t e r n e s s ,  cynicism , s u f fe r in g , 

u g lin e ss , l u s t ,  anim alism , madness, e v i l ,  e tc .  The bridge 

between th e se  c o n tra s tin g  s e ts  of m asculine and fem inine 

symbols i s  provided by th e  a rch e ty p a l theme of "w ithdrawal 

and r e tu r n ,"  o r as Wolfe most fre q u e n tly  expressed i t ,  "of 

wandering and th e  e a r th  ag a in ,

The use of a rch e ty p a l images to  provide a symbolic te x 

tu re  fo r  h is  a r t  was no t unique w ith  W olfe. The c r i t i c  Rich

ard Chase has shown how M e lv ille  made use of corresponding 

primary symbols in  h is  f i c t i o n .  The major poetry  of S helley  

rev ea ls  a s im ila r  dualism  supported by a rch e ty p a l imagery,

"The Rime o f th e  Ancient M ariner" by C oleridge—and th i s  i s

p. 157,
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e s p e c ia lly  im portant in  connection w ith  W olfe’ s a r t i s t i c  de

velopment—on one le v e l  can be given an a rch e ty p a l in te rp r e 

t a t io n ,  Even Shakespeare, c e r ta in ly  in  h is  tr a g e d ie s , made 

ex tensive  use o f a rch e ty p a l imagery.

Using th ese  w r i te r s  as examples, i t  would seem reason 

ab le  to  in f e r  th a t  th e  c re a tiv e  im agination  of th e  g if te d  ro 

mantic w r i te r ,  as d is tin g u ish e d  from th a t  of th e  more mechan

ic a l  rom antic a r t i s a n ,  in s t in c t iv e ly  responds to  th o se  a rch e

ty p a l symbols o f f e e l in g  th a t  a re  buried  in  th e  human psyche, 

and th a t  e i th e r  con sc io u sly , or i n tu i t iv e ly ,  o r probably bo th , 

i t  u t i l i z e s  an imagery in  i t s  a r t  whose prim ary s ig n if ic a n c e  

i s  roo ted  in  th e  subconscious of a l l  people. On th i s  le v e l  

Wolfe’ s trea tm en t o f th e  search themes in  h is  f i c t i o n  i s  r e 

vea lin g  because he so s p e c if ic a l ly  r e la te d  h is  c o n tro ll in g  

symbols to  the  a rch e ty p a l ro le s  of th e  f a th e r  and mother in  

th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s childhood world o f lo s t  innocence,

George Webber, Wolfe’ s p ro tag o n is t in  The Web and th e  

Rock and You Can’t  Go Home Again, d id  not begin to  understand  

th e  s ig n ific a n c e  o f th e  psycho log ica l dualism  of h is  c h ild 

hood u n t i l  a f t e r  h is  f a th e r  had d ie d ; then  he re a l iz e d  th a t  

’’from th e  f i r s t  years  of coherent memory,”^ he had possessed 

an a t t r a c t iv e  v is io n  o f th e  world which he had always asso 

c ia te d  w ith  th e  m asculine image of h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e ,  ju s t  

as he had connected th e  l i f e  he hated a t home w ith  h is  moth

e r ’ s people, th e  Joyners:

llbid,, p, 83.
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His whole p ic tu re  of h is  f a th e r ’ s world—th e  world 

in  which h is  f a th e r  moved—as he b u i l t  i t  in  h is  b ra in  
w ith a l l  th e  naive bu t passio n a te  in te n s i ty  of c h ild 
hood, was not u n lik e  a C u rrie r and Ives draw ing, ex
cept th a t  here th e  canvas was more crowded and th e  
sc a le  more l a r g e .  I t  was a world th a t  was drawn in  
very b r ig h t and very  innocent and very t h r i l l i n g  c o l
o rs . . . I t  was a r ic h ,  compact, p re c ise ly  executed 
w orld , in  which th e re  were no rough edges and no b leak  
v acancies, no d e so la te  and empty gaps,

George’s a lle g ia n c e  to  h is  f a th e r ’ s w orld, embedded in  

h is  e a r l i e s t  memories, was brought home c le a r ly  to  th e  pro

ta g o n is t  in  one of h is  ado lescen t dreams in  which he was t r a v 

e lin g  w ith  a c irc u s  t r a i n  through country he had never v is i te d  

b e fo re . The tim e in  th e  dream was s h o r tly  before  dawn, and 

fo r  some reason  o r o th e r ,  th e  t r a i n  had stopped by a sm all 

r iv e r  which ran  c lo se  to  th e  t r a c k s .  When George observed 

th e  coun tryside from th e  c irc u s  c a r , he re a l iz e d  " th a t what 

a t f i r s t  he thought had been th e  sound o f s ile n c e  was th e  

sw ift and ce a se le ss  music o f th e  r iv e r# "^  and a t  th a t  moment 

he recognized where he was:

He knew he had come a t  l a s t  in to  h is  f a th e r ’s lan d .
Here was h is  home, brought back to  him vdiile he s le p t ,  
l ik e  a fo rg o tte n  dream. Here was h is  h e a r t ’ s d e s ir e ,  h is  
f a th e r ’ s country,-^

Throughout th e  f i r s t  h a lf  of The Web and th e  Rock, th e  

country o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s f a th e r ,  h is  "house, h is  l i f e ,  

th e  whole world th a t  he has made and shaped w ith  h is  own s in 

g le  power, h is  unique c o lo r, h is  one so u l," ^  i s  in v a r ia b ly  

"the b e a u t i fu l ,  r i c h  country which th e  boy has never seen

^Ibid., p, 12, ^Ibid.t p. Ô9, ^Ibid.
^Ibid.t p, 63,
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vriLth h is  own eyes, but which he has v is i te d  te n  thousand 

tim es w ith  h is  h e a r t ,  h is  mind, h is  s p i r i t , ,  and man*s an

c ie n t ,  b u rie d , and in h e r ite d  memory, u n t i l  th a t  country  i s  

as much a p a r t  o f him as i f  he had been born t h e r e , I t  i s  

a land in  which th e re  a re  "ho waste and b arren  p l a c e s , a n d  

which i s  "bathed fo re v e r  in  a fu ll-h u e d  golden l i g h t . I n  

ad d itio n , i t  i s  th e  magic land of em otional h e a lth , " c e r t i 

tu d e , peace, jo y , s e c u r i ty , and abundance":^

And now, l ik e  an image o f c e r t i tu d e ,  peace, joy secu r
i t y ,  and abundance to  r e s to re  h is  l i f e  out of th e  f i l t h  
and shambles of th a t  o th e r  v is io n , he sees h is  fa th e r* s  
lan d . He sees th e  g rea t red  b a m s , th e  t id y  houses, th e  
t h r i f t ,  th e  com fort, and th e  lo v e lin e s s , th e  v e lv e t pas
tu r e s ,  meadows, f i e ld s ,  and o rch ard s, th e  red-bronze 
s o i l ,  th e  nob ly -sw elling  e a rth  of southern  Pennsylvania, 
And a t  th e  moment th a t  he sees i t ,  h is  s p i r i t  comes out 
of th e  b ru ta l  w ild e rn e ss , h is  h e a r t i s  whole and sound 
and f u l l  o f  hope ag a in ,^

In  th e  im agination  o f th e  c h ild  p ro ta g o n is t, watching over

and p ro te c tin g  th i s  magic country , almost l ik e  God, fo re v e r

looms " th e  huge sa lv a tio n  of h is  f a t h e r 's  f ig u re ," ^

As a boy fre q u en tly  George was depressed by memories

of h is  Joyner in h e r ita n c e , as i f  t h e i r  accumulated g u i l t  had

"sta in ed  h is  l i f e ,  h is  f le s h ,  h is  s p i r i t ,  and was on h is  head

as w ell as t h e i r s , I n  th ese  despondent moods, he would

tu rn  to  th e  re a s su rin g  image of h is  f a th e r  fo r  h e lp , and as

soon as th a t  image appeared, th e  boy would f e e l  l ik e  some

person "who i s  drowning and f e e ls  a rock beneath h is  f e e t  , ,

. who sees a l i g h t ,  comes suddenly upon a p lace of s h e l te r ,

l l b id . ,  p , 62, Zib id . , p . 91. ^I b id ,

4lbid., p. 63. ^Ibid. ^Ibid. ?Ibid., p. 62,
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warmth, s a lv a tio n ,* ^  Then George would r e a l iz e  how strong

h is  attachm ent was to  th e  s tru c tu re  o f h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e ,

which could save him from th e  drowning fe e l in g s  a s so c ia te d

always w ith  th e  memories o f h is  m other’ s people;

The image of h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e ,  th a t  image of decent 
o rd e r , gaunt c le a n l in e s s  and d isp a tc h , th e  image of 
warmth, abundance, p ass io n a te  energy and jo y , re tu rn s  
to  th e  boy now w ith  a l l  th a t  i s  b e a u tifu l  and r ig h t  
in  i t ,  to  save him, to  hea l him in s ta n t ly ,  to  r e s to re  
him from th e  h o rro r  and abom ination o f« th a t memory in  
which h is  s p i r i t  f o r  a moment drowned.^

George’ s dependency upon th e  symbolic image of h is  f a 

th e r ’ s l i f e ,  r a th e r  th a n  upon th e  presence of h is  f a th e r  as 

a person, i s  not to  be confused w ith  th e  boy’ s em otional de

pendency upon h is  mother s u b s t i tu te ,  Aunt Maw, He resen ted  

th a t  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h is  f o s te r  mother because i t  t h r e a t 

ened to  keep him perm anently in  th e  ro le  o f th e  h e lp le s s  

c h i ld .  His f a th e r ’ s l i f e  was a t t r a c t i v e  fo r  ju s t  th e  oppo

s i t e  reason» Im ag in a tiv e ly  George id e n t i f ie d  w ith  i t ,  and 

w ith  th e  m asculine v i t a l i t y  and independence which someday 

in  th e  fu tu re  he hoped to  have fo r  h im se lf . Thus, in  ”th e  

green-go ld  somnolence”^ o f summertime, th e  boy would l i e  upon 

th e  g ra ss  in  f ro n t o f h is  u n c le ’ s house and daydream about 

h is  f a th e r ’ s l i f e ,  t r y in g  to  imagine ju s t  what h is  f a th e r  was 

doing a t  each s p e c if ic  moment in  th e  a fte rn o o n , th in k in g : 

" ’Now h e ’ s h e re . At t h i s  tim e of th e  day he w i l l  be h e r e , ’ "^ 

Perhaps he would p ic tu re  h is  f a th e r  f i r s t  in  th e  c ig a r  s to re ,

l%bid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid,. p, 9. ^Ibid,
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lean in g  upon th e  coun ter and ta lk in g  to  th e  owner. Then he 

could see h is  f a th e r  e n te rin g  th e  b arber shop next door fo r  

a shave. From th e  b arb er shop he would pass around th e  co r

n e r and walk through th e  swinging w icker doors of O 'C onnell's  

b a r . In  a sh o rt w hile  he would be back upon th e  s t r e e t ,  

s t r o l l i n g  le is u r e ly  tow ards th e  l iv e ry  s ta b le :

So did he th in k  fo re v e r  of h is  f a t h e r 's  l i f e ,  h is  f a 
t h e r 's  p la c e s , movements, th e  whole enchanted p ic tu re  
of h is  f a t h e r 's  w orld .

The b o y 's  v ic a r io u s  id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  th e  l i f e  of h is  

f a th e r  had re s u lte d  in  a conv iction  th a t  h is  home town could 

be d iv ided  in to  good and bad p la c e s . The good ones, o f 

course , were in v a r ia b ly  a sso c ia ted  w ith  h is  f a th e r ;  th e  bad 

p laces  were connected w ith  h is  m o th e r's  r e la t iv e s .  By th e  

tim e George had reached puberty , he had "constructed  a kind 

o f geography o f h is  u n iv e rse , composed o f th e se  powerful and 

in s t in c t iv e  a f fe c t io n s  and d is l ik e s ," ^  cen tered  around th e  

opposing images of h is  f a th e r  and m other. The a t t r a c t iv e  

s id e  o f t h i s  persona l l i t t l e  u n iv e rse , " the  one th e  Joyners 

sa id  was bad, was alm ost always one to  which h is  f a th e r  was 

in  one way or ano ther a tta c h e d .

G eorge's p ic tu re  of th e  good world f i r s t  included spe

c i f i c  l o c a l i t i e s t  h is  f a th e r 's  b r ick  and lumber yard , Ed Bat

t l e ' s  c ig a r  and tobacco s to re ,  John Form an's barber shop. 

M ille r  and Cashman's l iv e ry  s ta b le ,  th e  s t a l l s  and booths o f 

th e  C ity  M arket, th e  f i r e  departm ent, th e  Opera House,

llbid., p. 10. 2%bid.. p. 11. ^Ibid.
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McCormack*s drug s to r e ,  Sawyer’ s g ro cery . In  a d d itio n , i t

contained  gen era l p la c e s , such as c a rn iv a l or c irc u s  grounds,

as w ell as anyth ing  connected w ith  r a i l r o a d  depo ts, t r a i n s ,

f r e ig h t  c a rs , and s ta t io n  yards:

A ll o f th e se  th in g s , and a thousand o th e rs , he had con
nected  in  a curious but powerful id e n t i ty  w ith  th e  f i g 
u re  o f h is  f a th e r ; and because h is  buried  a f fe c t io n s  
and d e s ire s  drew him so s tro n g ly  to  th ese  th in g s , he 
f e l t  somehow th a t  they  must be bad because he thought 
them ’good,* and th a t  he lik e d  them because he was 
wicked, and h is  f a th e r ’ s son.

George’ s v is io n  o f a d iv ided  un iverse  extended beyond

h is  home town, and " s tra n g e ly , th rough  some su b tle  chem istry

of h is  im ag ina tion , some magic o f h is  boy’ s mind and h e a r t ,

he a s so c ia te d  h is  f a th e r  w ith  "the  b r ig h t and sh in ing  c i ty

of th e  N o r t h , e v e n  though h is  f a th e r  had come to  Libya H ill

no t from th e  c i ty  but from a farm in  Dutch Pennsylvania,

This in co n s is ten cy  d id  not tro u b le  th e  son, fo r  th e  "’golden

c i ty "  he env isioned  was a symbolic c i t y ,  id e n t i f ie d  w ith  th e

a t t r a c t i v e  m asculine s tru c tu re  o f h is  f a th e r ’s l i f e  and not

w ith  h is  f a th e r  as a person . Even a f t e r  George had grown up

and had gone to  New York C ity  to  l iv e ,  he s t i l l  re ta in e d  th i s

childhood image of th e  c i ty :

And a t  th e  end, fo re v e r  a t  th e  end of a l l  th e  fab led  
e a r th ,  th e re  hung th e  golden v is io n  of th e  c i ty ,  i t s e l f  
more f e r t i l e ,  r i c h e r ,  more f u l l  o f joy and bounty th an  
th e  e a r th  i t  r e s te d  on. F a r -o f f  and sh in ing , i t  ro se  
upward in  h is  v is io n  from an opalescen t m is t, upborne 
and su s ta in e d  as l ig h t ly  as a  cloud , yet firm  and so a r
ing w ith  f u l l  golden l i g h t .  I t  was a v is io n  sim ple, 
unperplexed, carved from deep substances of l ig h t  and 
shade, and é d i t a n t  w ith  i t s  prophecy of g lo ry , lo v e , 
and trium ph .*

^Ibid., p. 12. Zlbid., p. 91. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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Obviously th e  ’’golden c i t y ”" was a ta r g e t  fo r  th e  ro 

m antic d e s ire s  of th e  p ro ta g o n is t;  n e v e r th e le s s , we are  con

vinced th a t  th e  "golden c i ty " ' i s  an a rch e ty p a l symbol as 

w e ll . With regard  to  W olfe’ s theo ry  of psycho log ica l tim e , 

th e  symbolic c i ty  re p re se n ts  th e  p o te n tia l  v i t a l i t y  which 

e x is ts  fo rev e r in  th e  p resen t moment, as opposed to  th e  s t e 

r i l i t y  of th e  p a s t ,  and i t  a lso  suggests th e  promise o f th e  

fu tu re  : th a t  i s ,  th e  hope of th e  p ro ta g o n is t th a t  someday he 

can assume th e  manhood rep rese n ted  by h is  f a th e r ’ s s t ru c tu re  

of l i f e .  In  a d d itio n , th e  symbolic c i ty  a ffo rd s  something 

permanent to  oppose th e  m eaningless f lu x  o f experience , 

s in c e , as an unchanging archetype fo r  m asculine v i t a l i t y ,  i t  

e x is ts  removed from th e  stream  of tim e ,

George Webber’s r e la t io n s  w ith  h is  m other’ s peop le, on 

th e  o ther hand, e x is ted  very  much w ith in  th e  submerged stream  

of p a s t p sycho log ica l tim e , which only reached the  su rface  of 

th e  contemporary moment a f t e r  having been n e u ro tic a l ly  d is 

to r te d ,  This oppressive  burden from th e  determ ining p a s t be

came in c re a s in g ly  unbearable to  th e  p ro tag o n is t a f t e r  h is  f a 

th e r  d ied :

True, he had been sep a ra ted  from h is  f a th e r  fo r  e ig h t 
y ea rs , b u t, as he s a id , he had always had th e  sense 
th a t  he was th e r e .  Now, more s tro n g ly  than  b e fo re , he 
f e l t  h im self caught f a s t  in  a l l  th a t  web of l iv e s  and 
tim es long p as t b u t ever p resen t in  which h is  Joyner 
blood and k in  enmeshed him, and some escape from i t  
became th e  f i r s t  n e c e s s ity  of h is  l i f e . l

In  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n  th e  word maw has th re e  meanings: 

l l b id , ,  p , 172.
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l i t e r a l l y  i t  means mouth o r th r o a t  ; f ig u ra t iv e ly  i t  means 

womb; c o llo q u ia lly  i t  means ^  or M other. When George was 

l iv in g  w ith  h is  Aunt Maw, th e re fo re ,  he was trapped  symbol

i c a l l y  in  th e  dark womb of h is  em otional dependency upon h is  

m o th e r- tra p p e d , th a t  i s ,  in  th e  p sycho log ica l tim e of dead 

experience so long as h is  attachm ent to  th e  fem inine p r in c i

p le  remained a l iv e  in  h is  memory. Opposed to  th e  s t e r i l i t y  

a sso c ia ted  w ith  Aunt Maw and th e  p as t was th e  freedom and 

v i t a l i t y  of th e  p re se n t, rep re se n ted  by George’ s im aginative 

id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  th e  m asculine s t ru c tu re  o f h is  f a th e r ’ s 

l i f e  and w ith  th e  p h a l l ic  image of th e  so a rin g  and golden 

c i t y .  In  th e  l ig h t  o f t h i s  dualism , th e  escape of W olfe’ s 

p ro tag o n is t to  th e  c i ty  to  sea rch  fo r  th e  f a th e r  i s  ty p ic a l  

o f th e  psychological sea rch  every man must make who hopes to  

f re e  h im self from th e  determ ining  in flu en c e  o f h is  childhood 

em otional p a s t .

I t  has been mentioned th a t  Aunt Maw was a s p in s te r  in

her sev en tie s  when th e  e ig h t-y e a r  old George went to  l iv e  in

th e  l i t t l e  o n e-sto ry  frame house which h e r  f a th e r ,  o ld  "Fate*

Joyner, had b u i l t  f o r ty  y ea rs  b e fo re , s h o r t ly  a f t e r  he had

brought h is  numerous fam ily  out of th e  h i l l s  to  town. Aunt

Maw’ s gloomy, s u p e rs t i t io u s  memory, however, had never l e f t

th e  m ountains;

From th i s  dark old  aunt o f doom, and from th e  draw ling 
vo ices of h is  Joyner k in ,  a dark p ic tu re  of h is  m other’ s 
w orld, h is  m other’ s tim e , a l l  th e  u n iv e rse  o f th e  Joyner 
l iv e s  and b lood , was b u i l t  up d a rk ly , was wrought slow ly, 
d a rk ly , w ith  an undefined  but overwhelming h o rro r , in
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th e  memory, mind, and s p i r i t  of th e  boy.^

On w in te r evenings th e  sm all boy would be alone w ith  t h i s  

c h ild -s o rc e re s s  mother in  a l i t t l e  room l i t  by only a s in g le  

kerosene lamp, and as he l is te n e d  in  th e  p a r t i a l  darkness to  

th e  end less monotone which came from her aged th r o a t ,  croak

ing i t s  dism al t a l e s  of "death  and doom and t e r r o r  and lo s t
2

people in  th e  h i l l s , "  he f e l t  h im self t r a n s fe r re d  alm ost 

bod ily  to  "the  w ind-to rn  raw ness, th e  d eso la te  b leakness of 

lo s t  days in  March along c la y - ru t te d  roads in  th e  b leak  h i l l s  

a hundred y ea rs  ago,**

In  Aunt Maw's s to r ie s  someone in v a r ia b ly  was dead in  a 

mountain cabin  a t  n ig h t .  The wind was howling around th e  

eaves of th e  cab in , and in s id e ,  th e  bare boards creaked e e r i 

ly  under th e  t r e a d  of mountain f e e t .  There was no l i g h t  ex

cept th e  wavering f l a r e  from th e  pine lo g s burning in  th e  

f i r e p la c e .  A gainst th e  w all was a bed upon which r e s te d  th e  

sheeted f ig u re  of a co rpse , and around th e  f ire p la c e  were 

grouped th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  Joyner an c e s to rs , who "a ttended  th e
I

death  of o th e rs  l ik e  c e r ta in  doom and prophecy," As th e  

boy l is te n e d  to  h is  a u n t 's  death-haunted  t a l e ,  he f e l t  th a t  

he was in s id e  th e  rude mountain cabin  w ith  th ese  peop le , 

could see th e  f i r e  flam e on th e i r  fa c e s , hear t h e i r  subdued, 

draw ling v o ic e s , sm ell th e  camphor and tu rp e n tin e , and th e  

stench from th e  r o t t in g  co rpse . Then th e  boy r e a l iz e d  th a t  

th e  corpse was a symbol o f something s t e r i l e  and dead in  th e

^Ibid., p, Ô, Zibid, 3lbid, ^Ibid,
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l iv e s  of th e  Joyners in  th e  contemporary w orld, which im agi

n a tiv e ly  he had asso c ia ted  w ith  t h e i r  vanished mountain 

kinsmen and "Something lo s t  and s tr ic k e n  in  th e  h i l l s  long, 

long ago,"^ I t  was t h i s  connection between h is  Joyner r e l a 

t iv e s  and em otional and s p i r i tu a l  s t e r i l i t y  which l e f t  George

w ith  such "a nameless ho rro r of th e  lo s t  and lo n e ly  world of
2

th e  o ld -tim e , fo rg o tten  h i l l s  from which they  came."

We have s ta te d  th a t  Aunt Maw f ig u ra t iv e ly  stands fo r  

th e  womb of th e  p a s t .  For t h i s  reaso n , whenever George r e 

f le c te d  upon her w orld, he always connected i t  w ith "some
3

dark , unfathomed p lace in  n a tu re ."  In  th e  bo y 's  im agination

th e  th r e a t  of drowning was a lso  p resen t in  th i s  c a s tr a t in g

world c o n tro lle d  by th e  ag e less  fem inine p r in c ip le :

Aunt Maw's world came from some lo n e ly  sea-dep th , some 
huge abyss and maw of drowning tim e , which consumed a l l  
th in g s  i t  fed  upon except i t s e l f —consumed them w ith  
h o rro r , d ea th , the  sense of drowning in  a sea of b lin d , 
d a te le s s  Joyner tim e,

G eorge's fe a r  o f drowning was so in tim a te ly  connected w ith  

h is  "Aunt Maw's l i f e ,  her tim e , her world"^ th a t  th e  mere 

sound of th e  woman's voice a t  n ig h t,  w ith  i t s  "fathom less in 

to n a tio n s ," ^  would im m ediately "overwhelm h is  s p i r i t  in  t id e s
7

of drowning h o r ro r ,"  In  a d d itio n , he v isu a liz e d  h is  a u n t 's
g

in term inab le  memory as a " t e r r i f i c  web" in  which th e re  was 

"every th ing  on e a rth —except jo y ."^  The " f a ta l  q u a lity  o f

^I b id . ,  p . 9 . ^I b id . 3lb i d . ,  p . 6Ô. ^I b id .

5lb i d . *I b id . ,  p . 69 . ? I b id . ,  p . 6Ô.

4bid., p. 69. ^Ibid.



354

th a t  weblike memory drowned th e  boy’ s sou l in  d e so la tio n ,"^

Aunt Maw’ s dark p ic tu re  o f l i f e ,  w ith  i t s  "death  and 

sorrow, th e  lo s t  and lo n e ly  l iv e s  of men th e re  in  th e  w ild e r

n e ss ,"^  was ab le  to  evoke an image of th e  p ast as " c a r r io n ."  

This was tru e  because th e  vo racious, tim e-devouring  memory 

o f th i s  ag e less  crone, th e  symbolic "v u ltu re  m o ther,"  "fed  

on a l l  th e  lo n e lin e ss  and death  of th e  huge, dark p as t w ith 

a kind of ruminant and in v in c ib le  r e l i s h ,  which sa id  th a t  a l l  

men must d ie  save only th e se  trium phant censors of man’ s des

t in y ,  th e se  n ev er-d y in g , all-consum ing Joyner w itn esses  of 

sorrow, who liv e d  and liv e d  fo re v e r ."^  The p ro ta g o n is t, o f 

course , was h is  a u n t’ s nephew, and her Josmer in h e rita n c e  

was h is  own. Knowing t h i s  to  be so made th e  boy even more 

d e sp e ra te ly  convinced th a t  he had to  re p u d ia te  th e  f o s te r  

m other’ s Joyner w orld—sjrm bolically  th e  womb of th e  emotion

a l ly  s t e r i l e  p as t fo re v e r  a l iv e  in  h is  memory—to  save h is  

l i f e  in  th e  fu tu re :

And he belonged to  th a t  f a t a l ,  mad, devouring world from 
whose p riso n  th e re  was no escape. He belonged to  i t ,  
even as th re e  hundred o f h is  blood and bone had belonged 
to  i t ,  and must unweave i t  from h is  b ra in , d i s t i l l  i t  
from h is  b lood, unspin i t  from h is  e n t r a i l s ,  and escape 
w ith  demonic and e x u lta n t joy in to  h is  f a th e r ’ s w orld , 
new lands and mornings and th e  sh in in g  c i ty —or drown 
l ik e  a mad dog, d ie t*

According to  George’s p r iv a te  "geography of th e  u n i

verse , t he most d ep ress in g  se c tio n  o f  h is  hometown was a 

slum d i s t r i c t  on th e  o th e r s id e  of th e  r a i l ro a d  t r a c k s ,

4bid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid, 4bid,, p, 11, ^Ibid., p, Ô3.
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This d i s t r i c t  was in h a b ite d  by w retched people whose ances

to r s  had once liv e d  in  th e  m ountains, and f o r  th a t  reason  

alone i t  belonged to  th e  Joyner h a l f  o f th e  b o y 's  u n iv e rse .

The s t r e e t s  and a l le y s  in  th e  slum se c tio n  were unpaved; th e  

houses were wooden shacks perched a g a in s t th e  g u tted  s id e s  

of th e  h i l l s ;  and th e  yards were g r a s s le s s ,  t r e e le s s  b lo ts  

o f red  c la y . The e n t ire  slum d i s t r i c t  was a p ic tu re  o f de

p re s s in g , ug ly  s t e r i l i t y :

No b ird s  sang in  th a t  b a rren  w orld , , , , In  Summer th e  
heat beat down upon th a t  baked and b arren  h i l l ,  upon 
th e  wretched s t r e e t s ,  and on a l l  th e  d u sty , sh ad e less  
roads and a l le y s  o f th e  slum, and th e re  was no p i ty  in  
th e  m erc ile ss  re v e la tio n s  of th e  sun . I t  shone w ith  a 
huge and b ru ta l  im p ass iv ity  upon th e  hard red  d i r t  and 
d u s t, on shack and hut and r o t t in g  tenem ent,^

Whenever th e  memory o f t h i s  world en tered  G eorge's 

mind, i t  was " l ik e  drowning, drowning, no t to  be endured,"^

He saw the  mountain women on t h e i r  ram shackle porches, gaun t, 

s l a t t e r n ly ,  lo v e le s s  c r e a tu re s ,  w hile sc rab b lin g  on th e  c lay  

yards below were t h e i r  unkempt c h ild re n : "hideous l i t t l e  

scarecrow s, w ith  tow h a i r ,  t h e i r  skinny l i t t l e  bodies un rec-
-3ognizably  scu rfed  w ith  f i l t h  and sca rred  w ith  running s o re s , 

When Georgs made h is  i n i t i a l  and "gro tesque d isco v ery "  o f 

t h i s  b ru tis h  world o f r i c k e t s  and sq u a lo r, i t  seemed so f o r 

eign  to  h is  own experience th a t  "he could h ard ly  b e lie v e  i t  

was t h e r e , A t  th e  same tim e , w ith  h is  "buried  memory" he 

had th e  fe e l in g  of making a "loathsom e re d isc o v e ry ,"^  f o r  he 

X 2
Ib id .*  p , 57. I b id , , p , 6 l ,  ^I b id . ,  p , 57.

4bid,, p, 56, ^Ibid. &Ibid.
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sensed th a t  as a Joyner he was r e la te d  to  th i s  w orld. For

t h i s  reaso n , i t s  u g lin e s s  and s t e r i l i t y  would always remain

a te r r i f y in g  symbolic th r e a t  in  h is  l i f e :

and i t  seemed to  him th a t ,  so f a r  from being d i f f e r e n t  
from th e se  people, he was of them, body and b ra in  and 
blood to  th e  l a s t  atom of h is  l i f e ,  and had escaped 
from them only  by some unw arranted m irac le  of chance, 
some hideous in s e c u r i ty  of fo rtu n e  th a t  might r e tu rn  
him in to  th e  b ru t is h  f i l t h  and m isery and ignorance 
and hopelessness of th a t  l o s t  world w ith  th e  same crude 
f ic k le n e s s  by which he had escaped,^

In  th i s  ch a p te r our summary o f Wolfe»s use of prim ary 

and secondary symbolism ended w ith th e  sta tem ent th a t  th e  

au th o r used th e  a rch e ty p a l theme o f "w ithdraw al and re tu rn " '— 

th a t  i s ,  "Wandering and th e  e a r th  again"^--to serve as a 

b ridge between th e  c o n tra s tin g  w orlds of th e  f a th e r  and moth

e r .  In  o th e r words, th e  "withdrawal and re tu rn *  m otif sym

b o l ic a l ly  connects th e  psycho log ica l du a lian  of th e  p ro tago

n i s t  *s childhood w ith  th e  theme of th e  a rch e ty p a l sea rch .

In  The Web and th e  Rock th e  p ro ta g o n is t became aware 

o f t h i s  connection th e  w in te r before he l e f t  home fo r  c o lle g e , 

when in  th e  evenings a f t e r  school and on Sundays he would 

tak e  long walks w ith  h is  Uncle Mark up and down th e  s id e s  of 

th e  mountains n ea r th e  edge of town. For some reaso n s , on 

th e se  h ik ing  ex p ed itio n s  George’ s im ag in a tio n  would so a r be

yond th e  mountains to  th e  g re a t world o u ts id e , and when th i s  

took p lace  he would sense in s ta n t ly  th e  "huge, b i t t e r  con

f l i c t  of th o se  tw in  a n ta g o n is ts , th o se  powers d is c re te  th a t

l lbid.,  p. 57.
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wage p e rp e tu a l w arfare in  th e  l iv e s  o f a l l  men l iv in g —wan

d erin g  fo re v e r  and th e  e a r th  ag a in ,

In  W olfe 's a r t i s t i c  v is io n , th e  f a m il ia r  e a r th  symbol

ized  h is  p ro ta g o n is t’ s em otional dependency upon h is  mother 

o r th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  ; th e  world which extended beyond 

th e  mountains rep resen ted  h is  im aginative attachm ent to  h is  

f a th e r ’ s l i f e  or th e  m asculine p r in c ip le ;  and th e  s tre n g th  

of h is  am bivalent f e e l in g s ,  th e  b i t t e r n e s s  o f t h e i r  c o n f lic t  

w ith in  h im se lf , suggested th e  psycho log ica l d ia le c t ic  of 

’’wandering fo re v e r  and th e  e a r th  aga in , which would have 

such an im portant ro le  in  h is  search  f o r  th e  f a th e r  once he 

had l e f t  homer th a t  i s ,  th e  constan t s h i f t in g  between th e  

m asculine and fem inine p r in c ip le s  in  term s of h is  p r iv a te  

em otional experience . Of course , th e  w ithdraw al and re tu rn  

dualism  was merely a method—th a t  of o b ta in in g  th e  experience 

necessary  fo r  a confirm ation  o f em otional and s p i r i tu a l  

t r u th —which could provide W olfe’ s n a r c i s s i s t i c  p ro tag o n is t 

w ith no f in a l  wisdom u n t i l  he had made a personal d iscovery  

of th e  s p i r i t u a l  e v i l  w ith in  h im self. U n til th e n , ’’Wander

ing fo re v e r  and th e  ea r th  again*  remained a psycho log ica l 

p ro je c tio n  in to  th e  m eaningless stream  o f contemporary tim e 

o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s childhood fe e lin g s  toward th e  tw in  

w orlds o f  h is  mother and f a th e r :

The two hemispheres th a t  touched but never jo in e d , con
ten d ed , sep a ra ted , recom bined, and wove ag a in . F i r s t  
came the  old dark memory of tim e-haunted man and th e

llbid,, p, 157.
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l o s t  vo ices in  th e  h i l l s  a hundred years ago, th e  w orld- 
lo s t  and h ill-h a u n te d  sorrow of th e  tim e-trium phan t Joy
n e rs , Then h is  s p i r i t  flamed beyond th e  h i l l s ,  beyond 
lo s t  tim e and sorrow, to  h is  f a th e r  and h is  f a th e r  * & 
earth,-*-

With t h i s  b r ie f  d iscu ss io n  o f  th e  w ith d raw al-re tu rn  dualism , 

i t  now seems se n s ib le  to  in c lu d e  a summary of th e  b roader 

im p lica tio n s  o f  W olfe 's trea tm en t o f th e  a rch e ty p a l dualism  

throughout a l l  o f h is  f i c t i o n .

The c h ild -s o rc e re s s  mother sym bolica lly  re p re se n ts  th e  

womb and c a s t r a t io n .  With reg ard  to  psycho log ica l tim e , h er 

p a s to ra l world i s  th a t  of th e  p resen t moment em otionally  de

term ined by th e  p a s t .  In  t h i s  re sp e c t, i t  i s  e s p e c ia lly  the  

n eu ro tic  world o f  th e  grown man who has continued h is  Oedipal 

dependency upon h is  mother in to  a d u lt l i f e .  In  W olfe 's f i c 

t io n  t h i s  i s  also  th e  world of l o s t  innocence, in  which both 

th e  s p i r i t u a l  and em otional l i f e  o f th e  ad u lt i s  d isconnected  

from th e  stim ulus o f  th e  contanporary experience bu t rem ains 

f ix e d  in  an immaculate childhood p ast dominated and ex p lo ited  

by th e  possessive fem inine p r in c ip le .

The world of th e  c h i ld -s o rc e re s s  m other, which excludes
2

th e  t r a g ic  v is io n  o f l i f e ,  i s  a lso  th e  p a s to ra l  w orld o f th e

^I b id , .  p . 90,

Comedy i s  th e  iro n ic  re p re s e n ta tio n , w ith in  an appro
p r ia te  l i t e r a r y  genre, of th e  p a s to ra l v is io n  of l i f e .  The 
p a s to ra l  v is io n  o f l i f e  i s  one c o n tro lle d  by th e  a rch e ty p a l 
fem inine p r in c ip le  which d en ies  th e  s p i r i tu a l  r e a l i t y  of 
e v i l .  Tragedy i s  th e  f a t a l i s t i c  re p re s e n ta tio n , a g a in  w ith in  
th e  ap p ro p ria te  l i t e r a r y  g en re , of th e  s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  o f 
l i f e .  The s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  i s  one c o n tro lle d  by th e  arche
ty p a l m asculine p r in c ip le  which a ffirm s and illu m in a te s  th e
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rom antic n a r c i s s i s t ,  as w ell as th a t  of th e  V ic to rian  p u r i

ta n , in  which n a tu re  i s  v isu a liz e d  sym bolically  as a fo rg iv 

ing m other, g u i l t  has no r e l ig io u s  meaning, and e v i l  i s  an 

i l l u s io n ,  s in ce  i t  always e x is ts  in  o th e rs , never s i g n i f i 

c a n tly  in  o n e se lf . The person who in h a b its  th i s  world i s  o f 

n e c e s s ity  an e g o t is t  who d ea ls  w ith  r e a l i t y  c h ie f ly  in  term s 

of h is  p r iv a te  d e s i r e .  His v iew point, in  o th e r words, i s  

th a t  of th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  s o l i p s i s t ,  and d e sp ite  h is  n o s ta l

gic attachm ent to  innocence, he i s  s p i r i tu a l ly  a -m o ra l. In  

th i s  regard  he resem bles th e  p re-p u b erty  c h i ld .  There i s  a l 

most no re c ip ro c a l love between equals in  th i s  world since  

th e  in d iv id u a l 's  s tro n g e s t fe e l in g s  tend  to  be m erely  a 

tra n s p la n tin g  in to  th e  p resen t of em otional responses and a t 

t i tu d e s  f ix ed  in  childhood. For t h i s  reason , even th e  in d i

v id u a l 's  s e n s i t iv i ty  to  th e  su ffe r in g  o f o th e r people sp rin g s 

c h ie f ly  from a sen tim en ta l id e n t i f ic a t io n  m otivated by s e l f -  

p i ty ,  In  conclusion , i t  i s  th e  modern world o f th e  emotion

a l ly  and s p i r i tu a l ly  s t e r i l e  ad u lt e x is t in g  w ithou t f r e e  

w i l l  in  a m eaningless stream  of contemporary tim e .

The golden f a th e r  sym bolically  rep re se n ts  th e  p h a llu s  

and v i t a l i t y .  With reg ard  to  psycho log ica l tim e , h is  world 

i s  th a t  o f th e  p re se n t moment independent of th e  determ ining 

in flu en c e  of th e  p a s t .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  i t  i s  id e a l ly  th e

dualism  between good and e v i l  in  human n a tu re . Also th e  
v is io n  in te rp r e ts  th e  consequences, in  any g iven c u l tu re ,  
o f th e  absence of a rec o g n itio n  o f th e  age-o ld  s p i r i t u a l  
dualism  w ith in  man.
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em otionally  sane world of th e  m ature a d u lt who has managed 

to  f r e e  h im self from h is  a t a v i s t i c  attachm ent to  th e  fem inine 

p r in c ip le .  In  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n ,  i t  i s  th e  opposite  of th e  

world of l o s t  innocence, f o r  th e  a d u lt in  t h i s  world has a l 

so destroyed  th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  image of h im self which r e f l e c t 

ed h is  childhood a lle g ia n c e  to  immaculate p e r fe c t io n .

The w orld of th e  golden f a th e r  i s  n e i th e r  rom antic nor 

p a s to ra l ,  b u t an im p l ic i t ly  t r a g ic  world in  which th e  ad u lt 

r e a l iz e s  th a t  he p a r t ic ip a te s  in  e v i l  and must assume r e 

s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  h is  e v i l  in te n t io n s  and a c tio n s . This means 

th a t  he has a conscious reco g n itio n  of h is  own egotism , and 

th a t  he a ttem p ts  to  co n tro l i t  by d ea lin g  w ith  a r e a l i t y  

whose f i n a l  meanings a re  d ivorced from h is  s e l f i s h  d e s ire .

In  t h i s  re g a rd , h is  viewpoint i s  no lo n g er th a t  of th e  s o l ip 

s i s t ,  bu t i t  i s  a moral v iew poin t, and on a s p i r i tu a l  le v e l 

re p re se n ts  h is  e th ic a l  awareness o f  th e  bro therhood o f man. 

The m ature a d u lt  has lea rn ed  th a t  lo v e—or a f f e c t io n —i s  two- 

d i r e c t io n a l ,  and through  persona l s u f fe r in g , removed from 

sen tim e n ta lized  fe e l in g s  governed by s e l f - p i ty ,  knows compas

s io n , In  co n c lu sio n , i t  i s  th e  world o f th e  em otionally  r e 

sponsive and s p i r i t u a l ly  m ature man liv in g  w ith  psycho log ica l 

f r e e  w i l l  in  a stream  of tim e which has become s ig n if ic a n t  

through th e  d ia le c t i c  o f h is  own s p i r i t u a l  experience .

Id e a l ly  th e  experience which should provide th e  b ridge 

between th e se  two w orlds i s  th e  d iscovery  of C h r is t ia n  lo v e . 

In  W olfe’ s n o v e ls , however, th e  bridge fo r  modern man, w ith
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h is  ca p ac ity  fo r  love an e s th e tiz e d  by h is  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  

background o f V ic to rian  p u ritan ism , i s  th e  personal c o n f ir 

m ation and s p i r i tu a l  reco g n itio n  o f th e  e v i l  which e x is ts  in 

side  h im se lf . I t  i s  th e  r e a l i t y  of th e  s p i r i tu a l  dualism  

w ith in  man—a dualism  which in c lu d es love as w ell as e v i l— 

as th e  m ature replacem ent f o r  th e  n a r c i s s i s t 's  a t a v is t ic  

f e e l in g s  of lo s t  innocence, co n tro lle d  by h is  dependence upon 

th e  a-m oral fem inine p r in c ip le ,  which preven ts man psycholog

i c a l l y  and s p i r i tu a l ly  from ever being ab le  to  ""go home 

aga in”’:

When George re a liz e d  a l l  t h i s  he began to  look fo r  
a t a v i s t i c  yearn ings in  h im se lf . He found p len ty  of 
them. Any man can fin d  them i f  he i s  honest enough 
to  look fo r  them. The whole y ea r th a t  follow ed h is  
r e tu rn  from Germany, George occupied h im self w ith  t h i s  
e f f o r t  of s e l f - a p p r a i s a l .  And a t  th e  end of i t  he 
knew, and w ith  th e  knowledge came th e  d e f in i te  sense 
o f new d ire c t io n  toward which he had long been g rop ing , 
th a t  th e  dark a n c e s tra l cave, th e  womb from which man
kind emerged in to  th e  l i g h t ,  fo re v e r  p u lls  one hack
bu t th a t  you can’t  go home ag a in .

I t  might be p e r tin e n t to  end th i s  chapter w ith  a r e f 

erence to  Dostoevsky’ s The B rothers Karamazov. In  th e  t r i a l  

scene in  th i s  novel, Dm itri Karamazov pleads p a ss io n a te ly  

th a t  he i s  w ill in g  to  su ffe r  f o r  th e  e v i l  which he has com

m itted  in  h is  l i f e —and he r e a l iz e s  th a t  h is  l i f e  has had 

more th an  i t s  share of e v i l—but he wants to  be punished fo r  

th e  e v i l  which o r ig in a te d  in  h is  d e s tru c tiv e  w i l l ,  and not 

fo r  th e  e v i l ,  d e sp ite  h is  being i t s  ag en t, fo r  which he f e e l s  

s p i r i t u a l l y  inn o cen t. D m itri’ s fe e l in g s  can be used to

^YCGHA. p . 707 .
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symbolize those  o f W olfe 's p ro tag o n is t as a microcosm fo r  

modern man, confused by th e  im p lic a tio n s  o f a m echanistic 

world ph ilosophy. The p ro ta g o n is t’s a rch e ty p a l search  u l t i 

m ately re p re se n ts  th e  attem pt to  d is t in g u is h , in  th e  l ig h t  

of h is  personal experience , between r e l ig io u s  g u i l t ,  which 

i s  connected w ith  th e  e v i l  f o r  which he i s  s p i r i tu a l ly  r e 

sp o n sib le , and n eu ro tic  g u i l t ,  which re p re s e n ts ,  in  a world 

s tr ip p e d  o f  s p i r i t u a l  s ig n if ic a n c e , h is  p sycho log ica l in 

h e rita n c e  from a determ ining p as t fo r  which he r ig h t f u l ly  

does no t f e e l  to  blame*



CHAPTER XIV

PERSONAL DISCOVERY OF EVIL

The f le s h  had not betrayed  him. I t  had been s tro n g , 
enduring , and enormously s e n s i t iv e  w ith in  th e  l im i ta 
t io n s  o f i t s  se n ses . The arms were too long , th e  
le g s  too s h o r t ,  th e  hands and f e e t  a l i t t l e  c lo se  to  
th e  sim ian than  most men's a r e ,  but they  belonged to  
th e  fam ily  of th e  e a r th , th ey  were not deformed. The 
only deform ity  had, been in  th e  madness and b i t t e r 
ness of h is  h e a r t .

The American c r i t i c  H erbert M uller has w r i t te n  th a t  

"the  key to  Wolfe’ s achievement i s  th e  gradual w idening and 

deepening o f th e  im p lica tio n s  o f h is  theme, th e  transfo rm a

t io n  o f a p r iv a te  legend in to  a p u b lic  myth—a modern P i l -
2

g rim 's  P r o g r e s s Mr,  M u lle r 's  use of John Bunyan's work 

to  i l l u s t r a t e  W olfe 's achievement i s  in te re s t in g  not only 

because bo th  w r i te r s  employed th e  p ilgrim age as a means of 

a r t i s t i c  form but because t h e i r  choice of th a t  p a r t ic u la r  

form re f le c te d  th e i r  p reoccupation  w ith  man's l o s t  innocence, 

Wolfe in  h is  search  fo r  meaning in  a contemporary world of 

e n d le ss , n a tu r a l i s t i c  change had to  make an exhaustive exam

in a tio n  o f h is  childhood environment dominated by V ic to ria n  

p u r ita n  p a re n ts , and through t h i s  exam ination he d iscovered

^WR, p , 692, d u l l e r ,  p . 6 .
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the  em otional atavism  which la y  behind h is  own attachm ent to  

lo s t  innocence. In  a d d itio n , he d iscovered  th a t  a s im ila r  

atavism  provided th e  em otional b a s is  fo r  th e  values of Vic

to r ia n  P u ritan ism , and th a t  th e  s p i r i t u a l  d e te r io ra t io n  

which th ese  values r e f le c te d  had been th e  lo s s  o f a personal 

awareness of e v i l .

The prim ary a lle g ia n c e  to  innocence had rece ived  i t s  

f i r s t  l i t e r a r y  fo rm u la tion  in  England in  th e  seventeenth  

cen tu ry . In  t h i s  re s p e c t,  both  John Bunyan and John M ilton , 

along w ith  th e  le s s e r  p u r ita n  w r i te r s  of t h e i r  p erio d , r e 

p resen t th e  end o f one s p i r i tu a l  t r a d i t io n  in  E nglish  l i t e r 

a tu re  as w ell as th e  beginning o f th e  new p a s to ra l v is io n  of 

l i f e ,  M ilto n 's  p a s to ra l e legy , "L y c id as ,” in  a very lim ite d  

way to  be su re , i s  a n o s ta lg ic  lam ent f o r  h is  own lo s t  inno

cence, and th e  em otional ambivalence behind th e  p o e t 's  t r e a t 

ment o f Satan in  th e  f i r s t  two books o f P arad ise  l o s t  rev ea ls  

a s im ila r  a tav ism . That Wolfe was conscious of h is  a r t i s t i c  

k in sh ip  w ith  M ilton seems obvious from h is  tu rn in g  to  

"Lycidas"' to  borrow th e  t i t l e  fo r  h is  f i r s t  novel. Look Home

ward, Angel,

With reg ard  to  th e  c o n tro ll in g  form o f W olfe 's f i c t i o n ,  

i t  has a lread y  been suggested th a t  th e  a u th o r 's  awareness of 

th e  v ario u s  connections between lo s t  innocence, V ic to ria n  

p u ritan isra , and th e  p a s to ra l v is io n  o f l i f e  enabled him to  

use h is  f i r s t  book as th e  p sycho log ica l foundation  to  i l lu m i

n a te  both th e  p a s to ra l  and th e  a rch e ty p a l search  of h is
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p ro tag o n is t fo r  meaning in  th e  l a s t  th re e  n o v e ls . This chap

t e r ,  which in c lu d es a summary of th e  p a s to ra l search  in  

Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n ,  assumes th a t  th e  p a r t ic u la r  meaning which 

th e  p ro tag o n is t d iscovered  a t  th e  c lose  of The Web and th e  

Rock was a s p i r i tu a l  re c o g n itio n , confirmed by h is  personal 

experience , o f  th e  age-o ld  dualism  between good and e v i l ,  

which in  E nglish  l i t e r a t u r e  had broken down a f t e r  the  Renais

sance.

The p ro tag o n is t o f  W olfe’s f i r s t  two n o v e ls , Eugene 

Gant, had been so em otionally  involved a t  home w ith  th e  mem

bers of h is  fam ily  th a t  when he f in ish e d  c o lle g e , a f l ig h t  

from t h e i r  ingrown world had seemed a p sycho log ica l neces

s i ty  i f  he expected to  f r e e  h im self from "the  b lin d  and pow

e r fu l  and obscure im pulses, th e  torm ented n erv es , th e  whole 

tra g ic  p e rp le x ity  o f sou l which was th e  very fa b r ic  o f t h e i r  

l i v e s , E u g e n e  was convinced th a t  h is  fam ily  were unable 

to  change th e  n eu ro tic  p a t te rn s  of t h e i r  l iv e s ,  but he hoped 

fo r  h im self th a t  in  a d i f f e r e n t  environment removed from th e  

physical presence of th e se  people, he might be ab le  to  d is 

cover th e  s e c re t o f th e  happy l i f e .  From childhood he had 

preserved a v is io n  of what t h i s  happiness rep re se n ted , but 

i t  had always e x is ted  a s  more o f a dream than  some c a re fu lly  

worked-out b lu e p rin t in  h is  mind o f how he a c tu a l ly  intended

IpTR, p. Ô,
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to  spend h is  days. In  th i s  r e s p e c t ,  he was c e r ta in  o f only 

one th in g  about th i s  new e x is te n c e ; i t  would have n o th in g  in  

common, i f  he could prevent i t ,  w ith  what had made him mis

e rab le  a t  home.

We have p rev io u sly  in d ic a te d  th a t  Eugene had no sense 

of vagueness when i t  came to  documenting h is  unhappiness a t  

home, fo r  he f e l t  th a t  he had been a l l  too ac u te ly  aware, 

both as a ch ild  and ad o lescen t, of what he had re se n te d  in  

h is  fam ily  environm ent, e s p e c ia lly  in  th e  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  of 

h is  f a th e r  and m other. He had hated  th e  v u lg a r, u n co n tro lled , 

and com pletely  s e l f i s h  manner w ith  which h is  f a th e r  had in 

dulged h is  sen su a l d e s ire s ,  to g e th e r  w ith  Gant’s i n a b i l i t y  

to  express any s e n s i t iv e  a f fe c t io n  f o r  h is  fam ily . A ll emo

t io n s  invo lv ing  love fo r  t h i s  p u r i ta n ic a l  le ch er seemed to  

have operated  so le ly  on th e  le v e l  of a p p e t i te ,  fo r  he was as 

much th e  anim al in  h is  love-m aking as he was in  h is  e a tin g  

and d r in k in g . In  a d d itio n , th e  u g l ie s t  s id e  of Gant’ s na

tu re  was brought to  th e  su rface  when he was d rin k in g , and 

th e  c ru e lty  and abuse which he i n f l i c t e d  upon h is  fam ily  a t  

th e se  tim es revea led  h is  ca llo u sed  lack  of co n s id e ra tio n  fo r  

a l l  of them.

Combined w ith th i s  in d if fe re n c e  was Gant’s exaggerated - 

concern and p i ty  fo r  h im self, as i f  he alone were sho u ld er

ing  a l l  o f  th e  burdens and hardsh ips o f th e  household. To 

support t h i s  view he re fu sed  to  admit h is  own f a i l i n g s  and had 

th e  h e a r t ie s t  contempt fo r  people who were much d i f f e r e n t
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from h im se lf. In  th e  fam ily  c i r c l e ,  o f co u rse , he was f o r 

ever th e  in ju re d  p a r ty , and soaked in  a maudlin s e l f - p i t y ,  he 

d e lig h te d  in  rem inding h is  c h ild re n  o f how w orth less th ey  

were co n tra s ted  w ith  h im se lf . Also he emphasized th e  e te rn a l  

debt which th e y  owed him fo r  having so s e l f l e s s ly  provided 

them w ith  food, c lo th in g , a home, and an education , and he 

opposed th e se  undeserved advantages a g a in s t th e  p r iv a tio n s  

of h is  own you th . In  t h i s  l i g h t ,  th e  c h ild re n  appeared as 

l i t t l e  more th an  economic p a r a s i te s ,  and Gant prophesized 

w ith  m alic ious pessimism th a t  ev en tu a lly  th e y  would a l l  be 

rewarded w ith th e  f a i lu r e  which th ey  so r ic h ly  deserved fo r  

having re fu sed  to  a p p re c ia te  f u l l y  h is  own ro le  as devoted 

f a th e r  and self-m ade su c cess ,

E l iz a 's  s e lf is h n e s s  expressed  i t s e l f  d i f f e r e n t ly  from 

her h u sb an d 's , b u t i t  had proven eq u a lly  damaging to  h e r c h i l 

d ren , One p a r t ic u la r  evidence of t h i s  s e lf is h n e s s  was th e  

encyclopedic a t te n t io n  which she gave to  every t r i v i a l  i n c i 

dent which was even rem otely connected w ith  whatever she had 

though t, f e l t ,  o r experienced . On t h i s  l e v e l ,  her egotism  

resembled some g ig a n tic  le e c h , vam pirish ly  sucking s tre n g th  

and v i t a l i t y  from th e  em otional l iv e s  of her own c h ild re n , 

as w ell as from anyth ing  e ls e  w ith  which she had ever come 

in  in tim ate  c o n ta c t , E liz ’a 's  devouring v a n ity , combined w ith  

th e  slow, o c to p a l movements of h e r temper and her d raw ling , 

m outh-pursing speech, provided an in f u r ia t in g  psycho log ica l 

foundation  fo r  th e  more obvious p u r i ta n ic a l  elem ents in  her



360
p e rs o n a li ty .

In  Eugene's im ag ina tion , of course , th e  p u r ita n  world 

from which he wished so d e sp e ra te ly  to  escape was e a r ly  a s 

so c ia ted  w ith  h is  mother and her Pentland r e l a t i v e s .  This 

bleak and narrow world of em otional re p re s s io n , in to le ra n c e , 

and moral b ig o try  was a lso  beyond c r i t i c i s m  o r judgment no 

m a tte r how much he hated  i t .  Eugene f e l t  t h i s  way not only 

because h is  mother had a maddening sense o f her own d e s tin y , 

as i f  from th e  beginning h er l i f e  "had been shaped to  a pur

pose"” which no th ing  could se r io u s ly  a l t e r ,  but because she 

had such a f a t a l i s t i c  sense of her moral p e r fe c t io n  as w e ll, 

supported by her in d e s t ru c t ib le  d e te rm in a tio n  and w i l l .

Eugene’ s own p e rso n a lity  seemed weak and in e f fe c tu a l  

when co n tra s te d  w ith  th e  ch a ra c te r  of t h i s  in te g ra te d  p u r i

ta n ,  and he was f u r th e r  c a s tra te d  by h is  m o th e r 's  b lin d n ess  

to  th e  human needs o f o th e r people, in c lu d in g  her c h i ld r e n 's ,  

so th a t  in  th e  cramped f i e ld  of h er moral v is io n , she could 

blame a l l  o f th e  tro u b le s  in  l i f e  on d rin k in g  and sex . For 

th i s  reaso n , no m a tte r  what m istakes o th e r people might 

make, E liz a  knew th a t  she h e r s e lf  vras alvjays b lam eless, and 

her f e e l in g s  o f  s e lf - r ig h te o u s n e s s , im possib ly  smug and com

p lacen t to  h er fam ily , could trium ph over t h e i r  most embit

te re d  c r i t i c i s m .  True, she re a l iz e d  th a t  th e re  was r e a l  ug

l in e s s  and unhappiness in  her own household , but to  p ro te c t 

h e rs e lf  from th i s  u n p leasan tn ess , she wore ro se -co lo red  

b lin d e rs  which enabled h er never to  adm it th e  t r u th  o f  any
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r e a l i t y  which th rea ten ed  to  be too  d is tu rb in g . Em otionally 

E liz a  liv e d  as a c h i ld , reducing  human natu re  to  a s in g le  

dim ension, com pletely d ism issing  th e  u n s e tt l in g  am b igu ities 

in  l i f e ,  and supporting  t h i s  o v e rs im p lif ic a tio n  by th e  e t e r 

n a l optimism in  her temperament in  conjunction  w ith  h e r un- 

d isc rim in a tin g  lo y a lty  to  th e  most hackneyed p la t i tu d e s  

about experience and n a tu re . O ther people might know f a i lu r e  

and d ea th , bu t not E liz a , and i t  was t h i s  d isp lay  of in v in 

c ib le  egotism  which Eugene found unbearable in  h is  m other,

Eugene a lso  was enraged by E l iz a 's  obsessive s t in g in e s s  

as i t  expressed i t s e l f  in  th e  b leak  and c h i l l  gloom o f  h er 

boarding house. His m other seemed never r e a l ly  to  have cared 

about th e  house on Woodson S tre e t  to  which her fam ily  were 

a tta c h e d , and when th e  o p p o rtu n ity  a ro se , she had been only 

too  eager to  leave t h i s  p lace to  l iv e  in  a p roperty  which she 

could use to  make money, even i f  i t  meant re n tin g  out most 

of her home to  s tr a n g e rs . This d id  not seem to  d is tu rb  E liz a  

in  th e  l e a s t ,  f o r  she b lin d ly  defended whatever was p r o f i t 

ab le  to  h e r s e l f .  In  o rd er to  be th e  su ccessfu l p ro p r ie tr e s s  

o f a boarding house, th e re fo r e ,  she was more than  w il l in g  to  

n eg lec t h er fam ily , to  t r e a t  her help w ith  n ig g ard ly  c ru e l ty ,  

and to  accept u n c r i t i c a l ly  a l l  boarders who app lied  so long 

as they  could pay th e  r e n t .  At th e  same tim e, th e  more money 

she accum ulated, th e  more em phatically  she preached th e  my

thology of poverty  to  h e r ch ild re n  so th a t  they  should never 

fo rg e t th e  permanent debt which th ey  owed th e i r  concerned.
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s e l f - s a c r i f i c in g  m other. To complete h er ro le  as fam ily  mar

t y r ,  E liz a  buried  her f r u s t r a t io n s  and g u i l t s  in  long hours 

o f work around th e  boarding house,

Eugene was e s p e c ia lly  hum ilia ted  by th e  p u b lic  d iso rd e r 

and u g lin e ss  of D ix ie land , to g e th e r  w ith  th e  su rren d er of th e  

p rivacy  of th e  home which boarding house l i f e  e n ta i le d .  In  

a d d itio n , he resen ted  th e  co n s tan t nagging of h is  m other, th e  

n e u ro tic  in f l e x i b i l i t y  o f her temperament, and her a p p a llin g  

lack  of im agination and sympathy, as w ell as th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  

im portance which she a t t r ib u te d  to  work and making money, A 

home environment dominated by t h i s  obsessive woman, so p re 

occupied w ith  her narrow, s e l f i s h  in te r e s t s  and pragm atic 

v a lu e s , was a psycho log ica l dungeon from which her son knew 

he had to  escape i f  he d e s ire d  any happiness of h is  own.

Since Eugene was a lso  an em otionally  c a s tra te d  son, he f e l t  

th a t  h is  only hope of escape was through rom antic f l i g h t , 

fo r  he was b i t t e r l y  aware th a t  he could never d e fe a t t h i s  

i ro n -w il le d , domineering woman in  any fa c e - to - fa c e  s tru g g le . 

The r e a l  question  fo r  th e  son was w hether he could a r r iv e  a t  

th e  se lf-c o n fid e n c e , th e  s e l f - f u l f i l lm e n t ,  and independence 

he was seeking once he had removed h im self m erely from th e  

p h y sica l presence of h is  m other,

A summary has ju s t  been p resen ted  of th e  s a l i e n t  char

a c t e r i s t i c s  in  th e  p e r s o n a l i t ie s  of Gant and E liz a  which Eu

gene d is l ik e d  when he was l iv in g  a t  home. A ctua lly  i t  was 

not th e  in d iv id u a l c h a r a c te r i s t ic s  them selves, as th e  boy
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Eugene supposed, which had made him m ise rab le , but r a th e r  th e  

demanding, e x p lo ita t iv e  egotism  in  h is  f a th e r  and mother 

which th e se  c h a r a c te r i s t ic s  re f le c te d *  For t h i s  reason , even 

i f  h is  p a ren ts  had been ab le  to  change some of t h e i r  most ob

noxious h a b i ts ,  th e re  s t i l l  could never have been any la s t in g  

happiness around th e  Gant home u n le ss  th e  p a ren ts  had been 

w illin g  to  s a c r i f i c e  p a rt of t h e i r  egotism . This Gant and 

E liz a  had never done, and u n t i l  th e  day Gant d ie d , they  were 

as s e l f i s h ly  unconcerned about th e  r e a l  needs of t h e i r  c h i l 

d ren  as they  were a n ta g o n is t ic  to  th e  em otional needs of each 

o th e r ,

Gant and E liz a  were s tra n g e rs  when th ey  m arried , and 

because o f t h e i r  r ig id  egotism , they  had remained s tra n g e rs  

throughout t h e i r  m arried  l i f e .  Perhaps th ey  may have f e l t  

s e n s it iv e  a f f e c t io n  when th ey  f i r s t  went to g e th e r , but a f t e r  

th e  m arriage ceremony, any a f f e c t io n  which had ex is te d  before 

qu ick ly  degenerated  in to  h o s t i l i t y .  For t h i s  uncompromising 

couple, wedded l i f e  had th e  advantage c h ie f ly  o f  p rovid ing  a 

le g itim a te  s tag e  fo r  t h e i r  savage dom estic s tru g g le s .  Quite 

n a tu ra l ly  th e  c h ild re n  which th e se  n e u ro tic  p a ren ts  brought 

in to  th e  w orld , exposed to  th e  "con fusion , antagonism , and 

d iso rd e r"  o f t h e i r  p a re n ts ’ p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  e a r ly  learned  to  

reg ard  them selves as is o la te d  l i t t l e  c e n te rs  in  an u n frien d ly  

u n iv e rse . Em otionally they were re je c te d  c h ild re n  in  th e  

t r u e s t  sense o f th e  term . Also as ch ild re n  th ey  were de

fe n se le s s  in d iv id u a ls  to  be s e l f i s h ly  ex p lo ite d  by Gant and’
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E liz a  in  th e  parents* deadly feud to  compensate f o r  t h e i r  

own f r u s t r a t io n s .  Because o f h is  unw illing  involvem ent in  

th i s  kind of an unhappy home s i tu a t io n ,  Eugene was r e s e n t

f u l  tow ards a l l  of h is  fam ily , and once he escaped from 

th e se  people, he was determ ined never again  to  be trap p ed  in  

a human re la t io n s h ip  in  which he was em otionally  v u ln e ra b le . 

In  o th e r  words, Eugene as a r e je c te d  c h ild  was cond itioned  

by h is  p a ren ts  to  d i s t r u s t  a f f e c t io n  and lo v e ,

Gant and E liza  not only had lo s t  th e  cap ac ity  to  r e 

spond to  o th e r  people w ith  normal a f f e c t io n ,  bu t th e y  took 

ex travagan t p rid e  in  th e  very  egotism  which em otionally  and 

s p i r i tu a l ly  had ravaged th e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  In s tea d  o f be

ing loved , th ey  p re fe rre d  to  be r ig h t ,  and th ey  were in fu r 

ia te d  by c r i t i c is m  from t h e i r  ch ild re n  th a t  they  might have 

made se rio u s  m istakes in  t h e i r  l i v e s .  To th ese  W ictorian 

p u r ita n s , ch ild re n  were not supposed to  c r i t i c i z e .  In s te a d , 

t h e i r  duty was to  provide re a s su r in g  support by p u b lic ly  

l iv in g  up to  t h e i r  parents*  n e u ro tic  co n v ic tio n , and th ereb y  

help ing  prove to  th e  o u ts id e  world th a t  a l l  was w ell w ith in  

th e  in n e r confines of th e  Ghnt d o m ic ile . L a te r , of co u rse , 

when th e  c h ild re n  were making t h e i r  own money, they  were p e r

m itted  a measure of c r i t i c is m .  T h is meant th a t  th ey  had 

earned th e  p r iv i le g e , s t i l l  as in f e r io r s ,  of p a r t ic ip a t in g  

in  t h e i r  f a th e r  and mother*s w holesale a s s a u lt  upon a l l  peo

p le  who were d if f e r e n t  from them selves.

These ’’d i f f e r e n t” people included  p r a c t ic a l ly  th e
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e n t i r e  w orld , fo r  Gant and E liz a  made no attem pt to  under

s ta n d , nor had they  any re a l  sympathy f o r ,  th e  d if fe re n c e s  

and f a i l in g s  of o th e rs . To such unim aginative e g o t i s t s ,  

most people who had tro u b le s  undoubtedly deserved them, e s 

p e c ia l ly  i f  th ey  had d ev ia ted  in  any p a r t ic u la r  from th e  way 

normal people—meaning Gant and E liz a —were supposed to  con

duct t h e i r  l i v e s ,  Eugene’ s p aren ts  f e l t  t h i s  way because, 

except f o r  m alic ious p le a su re , they  were n o t r e a l ly  i n t e r 

e s ted  in  th e  unhappiness of anybody except t h e i r  own. What 

th ey  wanted most from o th e r  people was to  im press upon them 

how unusual Gant and E liz a  w ere, and above every th ing  e ls e ,  

to  be removed from h u m ilia tin g  censure . The f a c t  th a t  th e  

r e s t  of th e  world might be wrong in  l ig h t  o f th e  p re ju d ic e s  

o f t h i s  s e lf -c e n te re d  couple did no t se r io u s ly  d is tu rb  them. 

I t  was s t i l l  t h e i r  p r iv ile g e  to  be in v in c ib ly  r ig h t  them

s e lv e s .

The C h r is tia n  a t t i tu d e  toward e v i l  embraces an aware

ness o f th e  s in  of s p i r i t u a l  p r id e . On t h i s  score Gant and 

E liz a  were unregenerate  s in n e rs , fo r  th e  in o rd in a te  v a n ity  

which should have aroused th e i r  s p i r i t u a l  queasiness was to  

them th e  very  backbone o f t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  S ure ly  th ey  

were not supposed to  be ashamed o f th a t  s id e  of them selves 

in  which they  took such e g o t i s t i c a l  and s e lf - r ig h te o u s  de

l i g h t ,  fo r  ag a in  as ty p ic a l  V ic to rian  p u r ita n s  th ey  could not 

conceive o f  e v i l  e x is t in g  in s id e  them selves but only in s id e  

o th e r  peop le . I t  i s  tru e  th a t  Gant had experienced stro n g
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fe e lin g s  of g u i l t  as th e  psycho log ica l a fte rm ath  o f some o f 

h is  d rink ing  sp rees , but th e se  n eu ro tic  g u i l t s  had l i t t l e  to  

do w ith any s p i r i tu a l  awareness o f th e  e v i l  in  h is  own na

tu r e .  He was wicked because he had g o tten  drunk and fo rn i 

cated  w ith whores, not because h is  ru th le s s  egotism  had in 

f l i c t e d  le s s  d is c e rn ib le  b u t more la s t in g  damage upon th e  

people w ith  whom he had had in tim a te  human r e la t io n s h ip s ,

E liza  was even g u i l t i e r  th an  her husband in  being ob

liv io u s  to  th e  harm which h er demanding egotism  had brought 

to  the  l iv e s  o f th e  people c lo s e s t  to  h e r , fo r  in  her own 

eyes t h i s  genuinely s e l f i s h  woman was not only s p i r i tu a l ly  

chaste but com pletely "above and beyond a moral judgm ent."^

In  her l i f e t im e  E liz a  had committed "crim es o f e r r o r ,  a v a r ic e ,
2

ignorance, th o u g h tle s sn e s s ,"  y e t no m atte r what she had done 

nor "what su ffe rin g  or e v i l  consequences may have re s u lte d  to  

o th e r people through any a c t  o f h e rs , her l i f e  was somehow 

above th ese  acc id en ts  of tim e , t r a in in g ,  and occasion , and 

th e  woman was g u i l t le s s  as a c h i l d . S h e  was no t g u i l t l e s s ,  

of course, and n e ith e r  was h e r husband. Eugene recognized 

h is  parents* g u i l t  i n t e l l e c tu a l ly ,  but th e  most d i f f i c u l t  

p a r t of h is  p a s to ra l search  had been fo r  him as th e  r e je c te d  

son to  accept t h e i r  g u i l t  em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly *  In  

f a c t ,  he was ab le  to  do t h i s  only a f t e r  h is  own n eu ro tic  

g u i l t s ,  cooperating  w ith  h is  exaggerated , wanton n a rc iss ism , 

had led  him to  an awareness of th e  s p i r i tu a l  e v i l  in s id e

l l b i d . , p . 4 .  ^I b i d .  ^I b id .
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h im se lf.

When Eugene began h is  sea rch , he was not concerned 

about th e  problem of e v i l ,  f o r  he was an e n th u s ia s tic  ro 

mantic who be lieved  in  a p a s to ra l  world in  which e v i l ,  no 

m a tte r how r e a l  fo r  o th e r  people, a ffo rd ed  no personal 

th r e a t  to  h im se lf . His r o le  a t  t h i s  tim e , a t  l e a s t  in  h is  

ovm im agination , was th a t  o f th e  in sp ire d  n a r c i s s i s t ,  f u r 

th e r  p ro tec ted  from e v i l  by h is  sense o f d ed ica tio n  to  an 

id e a l ,  and even though he might be a s p e c ta to r  or voyeur o f 

th e  inhum anity in  l i f e ,  he d id  not f e e l  th a t  h is  p o s it io n  

was th a t  o f a m orally  re sp o n s ib le , involved p a r t ic ip a n t .

With regard  to  th e  e v i l  in  Gant and E liz a , Eugene 

wanted to  escape from th e se  people not because th ey  were 

s p i r i tu a l ly  co rrup ted  in d iv id u a ls , bu t because they  were cas

t r a t i n g  p a re n ts , and he had enough in s ig h t  to  r e a l iz e  th a t  

fo r  h im self th e  happy l i f e  had to  inc lude  em otional sa lv a 

t io n  from t h e i r  in f lu e n c e  as w ell as th e  discovery  o f how to  

become a g rea t w r i te r .  As a r e b e l l io u s  rom antic he a lso  was 

determ ined to  escape from th e  s t e r i l i t y  of th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  

in h e rita n c e  to  which he had been su b jec ted  a t  home, and to  

accom plish t h i s  he was g ran tin g  h im self th e  lic e n se  to  in 

dulge th e  very d e s ire s  which h is  p a ren ts  had tau g h t him to  

reg ard  as  most w icked. He f e l t  th a t  he could do t h i s  s a fe ly  

because th e  p r i s t in e  co n d itio n  o f h is  s e lf - lo v e  u n ited  to  

h is  i d e a l i s t i c  am bition supported h is  most immaculate f e e l 

ings of lo s t  innocence.
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On t h i s  score ,, Eugene was m istaken about th e  in v io la te  

s e c u r ity  of h is  psyche. His id e a liz e d  n a rc iss ism , which 

helped him d ism iss  th e  r e a l i t y  of ex te rn a l e v i l ,  d id  no t o f

f e r  him much p ro te c tio n  a g a in s t h is  su b je c tiv e  g u i l t s ,  f e a r s ,  

and resen tm en ts . These were th e  psycho log ica l deb t which he 

s t i l l  owed h is  p a re n ts , and whenever h is  behav ior ran  coun

t e r  to  th e  p recep ts  which h is  p a ren ts  had im planted in  h is  

childhood co n sc io u sn ess , he had to  pay em o tio n a lly . The neu

r o t ic  su f fe r in g  which t h i s  produced in  Eugene, however, had 

almost no th ing  to  do w ith  any s p i r i tu a l  re c o g n itio n  o f th e  

e v il  w ith in  h im se lf . For t h i s  reason , i t  seemed to  be p o in t

le s s  su ffe r in g  whose ch ie f  e f f e c t  was th e  slow , to r tu o u s  d is 

in te g ra tio n  of h is  p e r s o n a li ty , in c lu d in g  th e  coarsen ing  o f 

both h is  s e n s ib i l i t y  and d e s ire s ,  and producing ev en tu a lly  

th e  th r e a t  o f em otional s t e r i l i t y .

As a young rom antic Eugene saw l i t t l e  resem blance be

tween h is  e x u lta n t n a rc iss ism  and th e  in to le r a n t  egotism  of 

Gant and E liz a ,  He found t h e i r  egotism r e p e l le n t  because i t  

was bo th  p a r a s i t i c a l  and n eed less ly  c ru e l , whereas h is  ovm 

a l t r u i s t i c  n a rc is s ism  was ded icated  to  b rin g in g  happiness to  

o th e r people by h is  becoming a g rea t w r i te r .  I n  a d d itio n , 

he be lieved  th a t  he was an undefeated seeker a f t e r  th e  t r u th ,  

who a f f irm a tiv e ly  accepted th e  good and bad in  l i f e  and who 

had an id e a l i s t i c  f a i th  in  th e  fu tu re .  A ll he needed was to  

d isco v er th e  proper " ta rg e t  f o r  h is  f ie r c e  d e s ire "  so th a t  

he could c re a te  f o r  th e  enjoyment o f o th e rs  th e  l i f e  and
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beauty w ith  which h is  im agination  was crowded. I f  h is  lo s t  

innocence continued to  elude him as a seek er, he would r e 

cap tu re  p a r t of i t  a t l e a s t  by succeeding as an a r t i s t i c  

i d e a l i s t .  In  a d d itio n , as a su ccessfu l w r i te r  he would most 

c e r ta in ly  win fame, lo v e , and th e  re a s su rin g  approval of 

mankind,

Eugene’s rom antic concern f o r  o th e r  people as p a rt of 

h is  am bition to  become a g re a t w r i te r  had as l i t t l e  connec

t io n  w ith  any genuine in t e r e s t  in  t h e i r  l iv e s  as human be

ings as d id  th e  s e lf - c e n te re d  in d if fe re n c e  of Gant and 

E liz a ,  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  th e  n a rc iss ism  o f th e  son d if fe re d  

from th e  egotism o f th e  p aren ts  only in  th a t  i t  expressed 

th e  temperament of a rom antic young man in s te ad  of th e  per

s o n a l i t i e s  of two m iddle-aged, em bitte red  V ic to rian  p u r ita n s , 

Eugene had th e  com pelling f a i t h  th a t  he had been se lec ted  

from th e  common run  of humanity to  be a g en ius, and he wanted 

th e  o u ts id e  world to  support th a t  f a i t h  by being responsive 

to  h is  personal needs. In  o th e r  words, im ag ina tive ly  he 

wanted th e  world o f peop le , as w ell as th e  world of n a tu re , 

to  serve as th e  com forting p a s to ra l  p ro je c tio n  o f h is  egoa 

This meant th a t  he was f u r th e r  in su la te d  from r e a l i t y ,  and 

th a t  l ik e  h is  mother he was fo rced  to  wear b lin d e rs  ag a in s t 

th e  a c tu a l e v i l  in  l i f e  because i t  menaced h is  i d e a l i s t i c  

dream which a lso  served  as h is  p r iv a te  r e l ig io n .  His r e la 

tio n s h ip s  w ith  peop le , th e re fo re ,  were unim portant compared 

w ith  h is  d ed ica tio n  never to  b e tra y  th a t  " s in g le  in te g r i ty
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of purpose and d es ig n ”' which h is  a r t i s t i c  f a i t h  imposed upon 

h is  l i f e .

Eugene d id  no t regard  t h i s  i s o la t io n  as any r e a l  s a c r i 

f ic e ,  fo r  a lthough  on th e  p a s to ra l search  he c e r ta in ly  hoped 

to  find  some r e le a s e  f o r  h is  pent-up Oedipal f e e l in g s ,  he 

did not expect to  f in d  t h i s  re le a s e  through a f fe c t io n a te  

lo v e . With regard  to  t h i s  kind of m utually  responsive  lo v e , 

he was s t i l l  th e  s e l f - p i ty in g  re je c te d  c h ild  who had alm ost 

no conception o f what a s a t is fy in g  re la t io n s h ip  as an equal 

w ith  ano ther person might mean. Such a re la t io n s h ip  had 

never e x is te d  in  th e  Gant household* where th e  members of 

th e  fam ily  were s tra n g e rs  to  one an o th er; moreover, because 

of h is  n e u ro tic  involvement w ith  h is  m other, he was su sp i

cious o f  c re a tin g  any new em otional t i e s  which might become 

to o  c lose  or b ind ing . What Eugene r e a l ly  wanted was a love 

a f f a i r  in  which th e  sexual experience was c e n t r a l ,  y e t which 

made no in tru s iv e  demands upon h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  p riv acy .

For t h i s  reaso n , from th e  very  s t a r t  of h is  p a s to ra l  sea rch , 

h is  F au stian  hunger fo r  a l l  knowledge and a l l  experience had 

never included th e  d e s ire  fo r  an in tim ate  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  

a woman in  which he might be forced  to  share p a r t  o f his^ se 

c re t  s e l f .

Divorced from a f fe c t io n , th e  F au stian  hunger f o r  exper

ience s w if tly  tu rn s  in to  u n d isc ip lin ed  a p p e t i te ,  and when 

th i s  happened to  Eugene, h is  s e lf - lo v e  began to  change in to  

s e l f - h a te .  This d id  not mean th a t  he had gained any r e a l
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understanding  of th e  e v i l  in s id e  h im se lf , bu t i t  d id  s ig n ify  

th a t  h is  n e u ro tic  g u i l t s  and f e a r s ,  r e f le c t in g  h is  e a r ly  in 

volvement w ith  h is  p a re n ts  as  w ell as h is  f e e l in g s  of lo s t  

innocence, were brought so c lo se  to  th e  su rfa ce  of h is  con

sc iousness th a t  h is  em otional world began to  resem ble a psy

ch o lo g ica l n igh tm are. His n a rc iss ism  now became th e  ^p rison  

w alls  o f s e l f *  in  a c tu a l i ty ,  and in s te a d  o f being an in sp ire d  

seek e r, he became th e  "d riven  man" upon th e  fu rio u s  s t r e e t s  

of n ig h t,  to r tu r e d  by an u n re s tin g  "frenzy  of th e  f le s h ,*

As an i d e a l i s t  Eugene s t i l l  f e l t  th a t  he had not com

promised w ith  th e  d ed ica ted  n a tu re  of h is  sea rch , but th e  

o r ig in a l  goals  had been lo s t  u n t i l  h is  l i f e  seemed m erely a 

succession  of new experiences th a t  "when found, f i l l e d  him 

w ith w earin ess , boredom, and h o rro r of th e  s p i r i t , *  and which 

rep resen ted  l i t t l e  more th an  th e  in d isc r im in a te  p u rsu it o f  

se n sa tio n  f o r  i t s  own sak e . The d is i l lu s io n e d  Eugene had 

come t o  r e a l iz e  th a t  w ithout th e  governing w i l l ,  th e re  was 

no l im i t  to  th e  sense world and to  th e  a p p e ti te  which i t  ex

c i t e s .  On t h i s  l e v e l ,  mankind was th e  same th e  world o v er, 

and th e re  was a steady  coarsen ing  o f responses and a k ind  o f 

" id io t  r e p e t i t io n *  to  a l l  ex p erien ce . Near th e  c lo se  of 

Of Time and th e  R iv e r . Eugene was s ic k  o f h is  p u rp o se le ss  

w andering, of h is  anim al n a tu re , alm ost of l i f e  i t s e l f .  The 

q uestion  which he asked h im self was when would i t  a l l  end:

When s h a ll  i t  cease—th e  b lin d  g rop ing , th e  f a ls e  de
s i r e s ,  th e  f r u i t l e s s  am bitions th a t  grow d esp icab le  as 
they  are  reached , th e  vain  co n te s t w ith  phantoms, th e
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maddening and agony of th e  b ra in  and s p i r i t  k in d led  
in  a l l  th e  ru sh  and g la re  o f l iv in g ,  th e  dusty  tu m u lt, 
th e  g rin d in g , th e  shou ting , th e  id io t  r e p e t i t io n  o f 
th e  s t r e e t s ,  th e  s t e r i l e  abundance, th e  s ick  g lu tto n y , 
and th e  t h i r s t  th a t  goes on d rink ing?

At t h i s  s tag e  of bew ildered d e sp a ir , W olfe 's p ro tago

n i s t  was w il l in g  to  su rren d er enough o f  h is  p re c io u s ly  guard

ed n a rc iss ism  to  have a rom antic a f f a i r  w ith  th e  woman, o ld  

enough to  be h is  m other, who would soon become "the image of 

immortal one-ness th a t  again  c o lle c te d  him to  one, and hurled  

th e  whole c o l le c te d  passio n , power and might o f h is  one l i f e  

in to  th e  b la z in g  c e r t i tu d e ,  th e  im m ortal governance and 

u n ity , of lo v e ," ^

I I

George Webber spent h is  childhood and youth in  th e  en

vironment o f  h is  m o th er's  peop le , th e  Joyners, who e a rly  in 

d o c trin a ted  him w ith  a v is io n  of l i f e  th a t  was "c lan n ish , 

p ro v in c ia l ,  and op in ionated—in  th e  most narrow and dogged
3

sense o f th e  word p u r i ta n ic a l ."  G eorge's f a th e r ,  John Web

b e r , did not subscribe  to  th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  views of h is  w ife 's  

r e la t iv e s ,  and in  The Web and th e  Rock th e  divorce between 

John Webber and Amelia Joyner has th e  symbolic fu n c tio n  o f 

emphasizing th e  d iv ided  n a tu re  o f G eorge's fam ily  background 

which in  l a t e r  l i f e  would be re sp o n s ib le  f o r  most of h is  neu

r o t ic  s u f fe r in g . In  o th er words, th e  Joyners im pressed upon 

young George how " e v il  and abom inable"’ h is  f a th e r  was, but

^I b id . ,  p. 909 . Îb id . .  p. 912. p. 6.
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s in ce  h is  f a t h e r 's  l i f e  was th e  one which s e c re t ly  a t t r a c te d  

th e  boy, he soon developed ”a f e e l in g  of personal g u i l t  th a t  

was to  torm ent him fo r  many y e a r s . As a r e s u l t ,  a f t e r  

George was a grown man he was s t i l l  p sy ch o lo g ica lly  a f fe c te d  

by h is  a c tio n s , no t on th e  b a s is  o f t h e i r  r e a l  consequences, 

e i th e r  upon h im self or o th e rs , but according to  whether they  

supported or v io la te d  what he had been tau g h t as a c h i ld .  

Before George was able to  gain  any awareness of e v i l  th a t  

was no t h o p e less ly  su b je c tiv e , even more th an  Eugene Gant he 

had to  escape th e  em otional dualism  of h is  childhood back

ground so th a t  he could d is t in g u is h  consciously  between 

g u i l t s  and fe a rs  whose o r ig in  was c h ie f ly  p sycho log ica l and 

those which sprang from h is  own genuinely  e v i l  d e s ire  and 

a c tio n .

As a ch ild  George Webber had d is l ik e d  th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  

world of th e  Joyners fo r  th e  same reasons th a t  Eugene Gant 

had resen ted  th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  household of h is  p a re n ts , 

George had hated  th e  memory of F ate  Joyner as a k ind of tu 

te la r y  fam ily  s a in t ,  w ith  a l l  of h is  in s u f fe ra b le  p r ig g ish 

ness and v i r tu e ,  h is  " p u r ity  o f c h a ra c te r , p ie ty , f in e  words, 
2

no p ro fa n ity ," ' and no liq u o r  in  th e  house opposed to  h is
3

very  re a l  " c ru e lty  and b lin d  in d if fe re n c e .*  Also, th e  boy 

had re b e lle d  a g a in s t being th e  em otional dependent of F a te ’ s 

unmarried daugh ter. Aunt Maw, who had in h e r ite d  h er f a th e r ’ s 

unshakable co n v ic tio n  o f being m orally  su p e rio r  to  th e  r e s t

^Ibid., p. 11. ^Ibid., p. 166. ^Ibid.
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of mankind, y e t who reminded her nephew sym bolica lly  of a 

human v u ltu re  feed ing  m a lic io u sly  "bn a l l  th e  lo n e lin e s s  and 

death  of the  huge dark p a s t w ith  a kind of rum inant and in 

v in c ib le  r e l i s h ," ^  George was a f ra id  of t h i s  woman w ith  her 

s u p e rs t i t io u s  fa ta lis m , her fam ily  p r id e , her morbid n o s ta l

g ia  fo r  th e  p a s t, and h e r  s e lf - r ig h te o u s  m o ra lity , but the  

r e la t iv e  whom he d is l ik e d  most h e a r t i ly  was h is  em bittered  

Aunt Mag. This v in d ic tiv e  and s t e r i l e  woman had ab so lu te ly  

no sympathy f o r  th e  m isery of o th e r people even though su

p e r f ic ia l ly  she a lso  measured up to  th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  standards 

of th e  Joyners.

Young George f e l t  th a t  something was wrong w ith  th ese  

standards which had so l i t t l e  connection w ith  human d ig n ity , 

th e  need less i n f l i c t i o n  o f s u f fe r in g , and th e  cap ac ity  to  

f e e l  a f fe c t io n  and lo v e . In  a d d itio n , he sensed a rep ressed  

and corrupted  se x u a lity  behind th e  Joyner obsession  w ith  a l 

cohol and a d u lte ry , so th a t  i f  you d id n ’t  d rin k  or use inde

cent language and remained se x u a lly  c h a s te , you might commit 

any s in s  ag a in s t humanity, w ith  th e  good l i f e  e x to lle d  as a

"non-drink ing , non-smoking, non=gambling, non-card p lay in g ,
2

n o n -fo rn ica tin g  s ta te  of s in g le  b le sse d n e ss ."

The experience of adolescence made George r e a l iz e  th a t  

sex was th e  r e a l  b ridge  between the  world of th e  boy to  th e  

world of th e  man, and th a t  i f  t h i s  b ridge  were den ied , th e  

d e s ire s  which such a d e n ia l f r u s t r a te d  could e a s i ly  be

llbld.. p. 9. ^Ibid., p. 195.
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channelled  in to  a g en e ra l h o s t i l i t y  tow ards l i f e  which was 

p erverse  simply because i t  was s t e r i l e .  T his would ex p la in  

th e  connection between Aunt Mag^s f r i g i d i t y  and h e r sour 

d isc o n te n t, as w ell as h e r  eagerness to  p e rse c u te . Also i t  

would exp la in  George*s in s t in c t iv e  a lle g ia n c e  to  th e  world 

o f h is  f a th e r  which was bo th  th e  sexual and s in f u l  w orld— 

s in f u l ,  of course , because i t  aroused George’s g u i l t s  sp rin g 

ing from th e  fe a r  he had o f h is  Joyner r e la t iv e s  and t h e i r  

condemning a t t i t u d e  toward sexual d e s ire .

In  th e  words of W olfe, The Web and th e  Rock "belongs to  

th e  n a tu re  of th e  s to ry — ’th e  innocent man’ d isco v erin g  l i f e , ”^ 

and a t th e  beginning o f th e  book George Webber i s  in troduced  

as s t i l l  innocent of sex and e v i l .  In  th e  rem ainder o f th e  

novel he does not rem ain in n o cen t, fo r  sex provides him w ith  

th e  bridge no t only to  h is  manhood but to  th e  n e u ro tic  d i s 

covery of e v i l  in s id e  h im self based upon h is  f e e l in g s  of lo s t  

innocence. I t  a lso  provided George w ith  th e  in c re a s in g  r e a l 

iz a t io n  th a t  th e  egotism  o f  h is  Joyner r e la t iv e s ,  which he 

had re se n ted  so b i t t e r l y  as a c h i ld , was in tim a te ly  connected 

vrf-th sex, although  in  t h e i r  case :-d.th sexual f r u s t r a t io n  

r a th e r  th an  sexual indu lgence .

The sexual f r u s t r a t io n  of th e se  Joyners helped ex p la in  

t h e i r  l iv in g  in  an em otiona lly  rep ressed  world which had a l 

most no room fo r  th e  easy u n in h ib ited  d isp la y  of a f f e c t io n ,  

as i f  th e re  were som ething shameful about re v e a lin g  th e  way

^I b id . , p. V,
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you a c tu a l ly  f e l t  to  ano ther person . In s te a d , th e  Joyners 

had always m aintained t h e i r  d ig n ity  by p rese rv in g  th e i r  s e l f 

ish  is o la t io n  and re se rv e . For t h i s  reaso n , although th ey  

were ru th le s s  in  a ttem pting  to  s a t i s f y  what remained of t h e i r  

f r u s t r a te d  d e s ire ,  th ey  had fe e l in g s  of ou trage when con

fro n ted  w ith  d e s ire s  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e i r  own in  o th er peo

p le , p a r t ic u la r ly  in  th e i r  c h ild re n . Such d e s ire s ,  e s p e c ia l

ly  i f  they were o v e r tly  connected w ith  sex, had to  be m erci

l e s s ly  suppressed , no t only because th ey  were regarded as 

dangerous to  th e  fu tu re  happiness of th e  ch ild re n  but because 

they  were menacing to  th e  em otional eq u ilib riu m  of th e  p a r

e n ts . The ch ild re n  fought to  save th e i r  d e s ire s  through du

p l i c i t y  and by r e t r e a t in g  in to  them selves, but ev en tu a lly  

th e i r  n a r c i s s i s t i c  p riv acy  was invaded as th e  g u i l t s  and 

fe a rs  of th e  ch ild re n  became in c re a s in g ly  meshed w ith  the 

n eu ro tic  f r u s t r a t io n s  o f th e  p a re n ts ,

George e a rly  had made a n a r c i s s i s t i c  r e t r e a t  from h is  

m other’ s r e l a t iv e s ,  but h is  r e je c t io n  by th e se  Joyners had 

been so complete th a t  in  t h e i r  p resence, d e s p ite  h is  ca re 

f u l ly  guarded s e l f - lo v e ,  he f e l t  l ik e  " l i f e ' s  c rim in a l, some 

p a ria h , an o u tc a s t to  t h e i r  in v in c ib le  r ig h tn e s s ,  t h e i r  in 

f a l l i b l e  goodness, t h e i r  u n su llie d  in te g r i ty ." ^  His sense of

personal unw orthiness was so g rea t th a t  even though "he hated  

w ith every in s t in c t iv e  sense of lo a th in g  and rep u ls io n "^  th e  

p u r i ta n ic a l  l iv e s  of th ese  people, he s t i l l  was convinced

^Ibid., p. 7. ^Ibid,, pp, 10-11,
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th a t  they  were r ig h t  and th a t  he deserved no p i ty  sim ply be

cause "he was unworthy to  be a dea th -trium phan t, ev e r-p e r- 

f e c t ,  doom-prophetic Jo y n er."^  At th i s  s tag e  in  George’s 

development, h is  g u i l t s ,  r e f le c t in g  th e  s tru g g le  ta k in g  

place in  h is  subconscious, were n eu ro tic  because th ey  had so 

l i t t l e  connection  w ith  th e  o u ts id e  w orld . In  a d d itio n , h is  

g u i l t s  were damaging to  th e  boy because they  im plied  th a t  

th e  egotism o f th e  Joyners was something to  be m iserab ly  

im ita ted  r a th e r  than  contemned. This helped account f o r  th e  

p ro ta g o n is t’s aggressive n arc iss ism  and h is  compulsive need 

to  prove to  th e  world th a t  he was a genius a f t e r  he had l e f t  

home,

George a rr iv e d  in  New York C ity w ith  a sense of fu ry  

a t  th e  rep re ss in g  s t e r i l i t y  of th e  p u r ita n  in h e r ita n c e  which 

s t i l l  kep t i t s  dead hand upon h is  d e s i r e .  In  t h i s  re s p e c t,  

th e  word fu ry  as used by Wolfe symbolized George’s u n re s t in  

th e  c i ty  as he sought to  f in d  th e  knowledge which would pre

vent him from rep ea tin g  th e  m istakes of h is  Joyner r e la t iv e s ,  

and which would a lso  b ring  him emotional and s p i r i t u a l  peace 

from th e  torm ent of h is  n eu ro tic  s u f fe r in g . S ince, w ith  r e 

gard to  h is  fam ily , he was search ing  fo r  psycho log ica l f r e e 

dom, he s t i l l  c a rr ie d  w ith  him h is  f e a r  o f becoming entangled 

in  an in tim a te  re la t io n s h ip  w ith  another person, as w ell as 

h is  childhood d e lig h t in  secrecy  and lo n e lin e s s ,

George had not d iscovered  a t  t h i s  time th a t  h is  lack

^Ibid., p, 9.
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of in te r e s t  in  people had much to  do w ith  th e  rom antic pas

sion  w ith which he looked forw ard to  th e  happy, fo r tu n a te  

l i f e  which la y  ahead of him. At th e  same tim e , he d id  de

r iv e  an alm ost smug n a r c i s s i s t i c  p leasu re  from observ ing  how 

h is  own purposefu l search  co n tra s ted  w ith  "the  confusion , 

th e  e r ro r ,  th e  lo s s ,  th e  m iserab le  b lin d  fum bling"^ o f most 

Americans, In  New York C ity  th e se  were th e  c i ty  d w elle rs  

whom he regarded , not as in d iv id u a ls , b u t as an u n d if fe r 

e n tia te d  "manswarm." The human c ip h ers  which formed th e  man- 

swarm aroused h is  fu ry  when th ey  in te r f e r e d  w ith  h is  roman

t i c  am bition, b u t o therw ise he was in d if f e r e n t  to  t h e i r  

ex is te n c e , fe e l in g  th a t  i f  th ey  were d e fea ted , unhappy peo

p le , undoubtedly th ey  deserved th e i r  f a t e ,  having made weak 

or shameful compromises in  t h e i r  l iv e s  which he was d e te r 

mined never to  make in  h is  own.

Wolfe’ s rom antic p ro ta g o n is t, in  f a c t ,  was as i n t o l e r 

an t and s e lf - r ig h te o u s  about h is  i d e a l i s t i c  n a rc iss ism  as 

th e  Joyners had been about t h e i r  p u r i ta n ic a l  egotism , and he 

shared th e  i n a b i l i t y  of h is  r e la t iv e s  to  p ro je c t h is  im agi

n a tio n  sym p ath e tica lly  in to  th e  l iv e s  of people d i f f e r e n t  

from h im se lf. He ea rly  had been tau g h t th a t  l i f e  becomes 

corrup t to  th e  s p i r i tu a l ly  co rru p t, bu t he f e l t  t h a t  he was 

p ro tec ted  so long as he remained th e  a s p ir in g  i d e a l i s t  who 

never broke f a i t h  w ith  " th a t h ero ic  d ig n ity  which i s  o u ts id e  

man, which cannot be touched o r conquered, and to  which h is

l%bid,, p. 4 6 2 ,
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own l i f e  must be u n ite d  i f  he w i l l  be s a v e d . A s  f o r  the  

r e s t  of mankind, George d id  no t care g r e a t ly  w hether th ey  

were saved or damned so long as he had d iscovered  th rough 

h is  c re a tio n  a p r iv a te  way to  s a lv a tio n .

George’ s e g o -c e n tr ic  image of h im self a s  th e  in sp ire d  

a r t i s t ,  f e a r le s s  and uncompromising, whose l i f e  has been ded

ic a te d  to  th e  p u rsu it of an id e a l ,  re p re se n ts  an em otional 

s tag e  mid-way perhaps between th e  normal n a rc iss ism  o f th e  

ch ild  and th e  warped egotism  o f th e  em b itte red  V ic to ria n  pur

i t a n ,  George i s  th e  rom antic z e a lo t who keeps th e  f a i t h  and 

who never b e tray s  h is  dream, h is  immaculate v is io n  o f p er

f e c t io n ,  no m a tte r  what happens, fo r  w ithou t t h i s  unquestion

ing a lle g ia n c e  to  h is  s e l f - lo v e ,  th e re  could never have been 

th e  p a s to ra l search  in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e . In  o th e r  words, as 

a n a r c i s s i s t  he always had to  b e lie v e  th a t  answers e x is te d  

somewhere w ith  regard  to  i d e a l i s t i c  s e l f - f u l f i l lm e n t ,  bu t 

these  answers were f o r  h im self only ; th e y  d id  not inc lude  

o th e r people o r involve any rec o g n itio n  o f e v i l  in  th e  o u t

side  world which might in te r f e r e  w ith  th e  g o a l which he was 

so strenuously  attem pting  to  reachs Even so , he had been 

forced  to  tak e  in to  account th e  entrenched h o s t i l i t y  o f th e  

world f o r  th e  uncompromising in d iv id u a l, as w ell a s  th e  lo n e ly  

i s o la t io n  of th e  rom antic id e a l i s t  who must r e ly  s o le ly  upon 

h im self fo r  support in  h is  p a s to ra l sea rch .

In  a l l  o f th e se  view s, George’ s em otional ro le  was th a t

llbid.
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of th e  r e je c te d  c h ild  s t i l l  attem pting  to  compensate f o r  th e  

love which he had n o t rece iv ed  from h is  p a re n ts , and h is  psy

ch o lo g ica l compulsion to  im press o th er people w ith  h is  gen

iu s  a lso  betrayed  h is  unrequ ited  need fo r  a f f e c t io n .  As a 

rom antic n a r c i s s i s t ,  however, George consciously  d e s ire d  suc

cess and fame more th an  he d id  lo v e , and h is  p re-occupa tion  

w ith  h is  p a s to ra l d ed ica tio n  had become in c re a s in g ly  s e l f -  

ce n te red , The search  had never been p rim arily  to  enjoy l i f e  

nor to  e s ta b l i s h  s a t is fy in g  human r e la t io n s h ip s ,  but novf i t  

was p u re ly  to  c r e a te ,  w ith  undev iating  in te g r i ty  to  h is  a r 

t i s t i c :  id e a ls  as h is  s in g le  v i r tu e .  The egotism behind t h i s  

a t t i tu d e  i s  apparen t in  G eorge's a rrogan t contempt f o r  peo

ple w ith  a e s th e t ic  in te r e s t s  who he f e l t ,  u n lik e  h im se lf , 

lacked th e  a b i l i t y ,  dev o tio n , and su sta in ed  energy to  pro

duce g re a t a r t .  Also th e  ugly  sid e  o f  h is  egotism  was in 

c rea s in g ly  rev ea led  in  th e  mounting fu ry  which began to  d i s 

ru p t h is  personal l i f e ,

George came to  New York C ity  to  f r e e  h im self emotion

a l ly  so th a t  th e  "su rg ing  w ell o f l i f e  and power" w ith in  him

s e l f  could f in d  th e  r ig h t  a r t i s t i c  channel f o r  ex p ress io n .

He was f i l l e d  w ith  a l l  th e  raw egotism o f youth a t  t h i s  tim e , 

and he was e x u lta n t ly  con fiden t of h is  superabundant s tre n g th  

and t a l e n t .  Most people, George b e liev ed , were d efea ted  be

cause th ey  were no t s tro n g  or ta le n te d  enough f o r  l i f e ,  but 

he was c e r ta in  th a t  he had such a w ealth o f a b i l i t y ,  combined 

w ith  a r e s o lu te ,  purposive w i l l ,  th a t  even th e  th r e a t  of
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eventual f a i lu r e  seemed somewhat i r r e le v a n t  to  h is  ded icated  

am bition .

George, o f course, s t i l l  had not succeeded in  e x p lo it

ing h is  unusual l i t e r a r y  g i f t s ,  and h is  f ru s t r a t io n s  on t h i s  

score had a lread y  made more extreme th e  "mad c o i l  and fu ry  

of h is  l i f e . ." ^  At th e  same tim e , th e  ungovernable d e s ire ,  

symbolized by h is  " fu ry ," ’ d id  n o t s e r io u s ly  d is tu rb  th e  ro 

m antic p ro ta g o n is t , f o r  he took n a r c i s s i s t i c  d e lig h t in  th e  

power behind h is  lack  o f c o n tro l ,  as i f  i t  to o  o ffe red  anoth

e r in c o n te s ta b le  proof o f h is  ex tra o rd in a ry  v i t a l i t y .  He was 

a young man, to  be su re , " s tu p id , b lin d , and ig n o ran t"  a t  

tim es but not w ilfu lly  e v i l ,  and th e  fu ry  o f h is  emotions 

was but a necessary  co u n te rp art o f h is  rapac ious d ev o u re r 's  

a t t i tu d e  toward experience , as he "sucked as from an orange 

th e  ju ic e  out of new l iv e s ,  new c i t i e s ,  new ev en ts ,"^

George’ s fu ry  was a lso  p a r t  of th e  in e v ita b le  d e te r io ra 

t io n  o f h is  rom antic d e s ire  in to  a n im a lis tic  hunger, f o r  dur

ing  th ese  y ea rs  ju s t  befo re  he met E sther Jack , he "worked, 

to i l e d ,  sw eated, cursed , vrtiored, braw led, got drunk, spent 

a l l  h is  money-—and th en  came back w ith  g re a te r  fu ry  and un=* 

r e s t  th an  ever b e fo re ."^  T his u n d isc ip lin e d  l i f e  had a c t i 

vated h is  n eu ro tic  g u i l t s  and f e a r s ,  but h is  d is s a t i s f a c t io n  

w ith  h im self had not y e t reached th e  p o in t where he connected 

th e  lack  o f co n tro l in  h is  l i f e  w ith  s p i r i tu a l  co rru p tio n .

In  th i s  re g a rd , George was s t i l l  th e  rom antic re b e l ag a in s t

llbid., p. 2 7 6 .  ^Ibid., p. 2 9 6 .  ^Ibid.
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V ic to rian  puritan ism  who f e l t  th a t  e v i l  was th e  consequence 

of physica l d e s ire  which in  a n a tu r a l i s t i c  sense had become 

rep ressed  or p e rv e r te d . Since he d id  not wish t h i s  to  hap

pen to  h im self, he continued to  indulge h is  a p p e tite s  w ith  

unscrupulous abandon.

With regard  to  th e  c ru e l ty  and su ffe r in g  which o th e r 

people had to  endure in  l i f e ,  George had re ta in e d  h is  c h ild 

ish  ro le  o f s p e c ta to r  o r "em otional voyeur" who was u n w ill

ing to  r e l a t e  e v i l  to  h im se lf . He d id  a f f e c t  a n a r c i s s i s t i c  

p ity  fo r  su ffe rin g  humanity, but t h i s  had l i t t l e  to  do w ith  

e i th e r  good o r e v i l ,  s in ce  p ity  has s p i r i tu a l  meaning only 

when i t  i s  d ivorced from th e  s e l f - p i ty  of th e  n a r c i s s i s t  and 

i s  based on a candid awareness of h is  egotism . Such an hon

e s t  adm ission was un th inkab le  to  George, who was unable to  

d is t in g u ish  between r e a l  fe e lin g  and th e  f a l s e  rh e to r ic  o f 

emotion, and who had sen tim en ta lized  h is  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  

an a b s tra c t  mankind c h ie f ly  to  a l le v ia te  h is  n e u ro tic  g u i l t s .  

What he r e a l ly  wanted most was to  p reserve enough em otional 

peace so th a t  he could continue to  enjoy h is  "w ild and in 

to le ra b le  lo n e lin e s s  of ec s ta sy  and desire,**^ When h is  

f e a rs  and g u i l t s  made t h i s  im possib le , he tu rned  to  a love 

a f f a i r  w ith  a mother s u b s t i tu te  to  help  him re ju v en a te  h is  

exhausted, y e t s t i l l  n a r c i s s i s t i c a l ly  a t t r a c t i v e ,  rom antic 

passion  fo r  l iv in g .

From th e  beginning o f h is  love a f f a i r  w ith  E sther Jack ,

^Ibid., p, 116,
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George^s p o s itio n  w ith  regard  to  th i s  middle-aged woman was 

th a t  of th e  s e lf -c e n te re d  young man who was concerned w ith  

th e  exultancy of h is  d e s ire  r a th e r  th an  w ith  s e n s it iv e  a f fe c 

t io n .  Sexually  he wanted to  possess E s th e r 's  body, and emo

t io n a l ly  he wanted her to  support h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  p re ten 

sions to  gen ius, bu t he wanted both  o f these  w ithout having 

to  make any r e a l  s a c r i f ic e s  h im se lf . Even h is  conv ic tion  

th a t  t h i s  m is tre ss  was "the  c re a tu re  o f  incomparable lo v e l i 

ness to  whom a l l  o th e r women in  th e  world must be compared"^ 

was more th e  product of h is  rom antic im agination than  i t  was 

of e i th e r  h is  cap ac ity  o r w illin g n e ss  to  respond w ith  genu

ine fe e l in g  to  E sther as a human being in  h e r own r ig h t ,

George’ s extreme n arc iss ism  had l e f t  him em otionally  

s t e r i l e  so th a t  he was p sy ch o lo g ica lly  incapab le o f  f a l l i n g  

in  lo v e , e s p e c ia lly  w ith a woman h is  own age. In s te a d , he 

had to  r e tu rn  to  th e  world of h is  childhood to  gain  th e  emo

t io n a l  responsiveness necessary  fo r  a love a f f a i r ,  and he 

did th i s  by co n cen tra tin g  h is  passion  upon a woman old  enough 

to  be h is  m other, which enabled him to  im ita te  in  h is  a f f a i r  

w ith E sther Jack th e  e a r l i e r  r e la t io n s h ip  he had e s ta b lish e d  

w ith  E liza-A unt Maw, T h is could not be s a t is f a c to ry  to  th e  

young man, f o r  h is  dependent s ta tu s  as a lo v e r  brought to  

the  su rface  a l l  o f th e  g u i l t s ,  f e a r s ,  and resentm ents he had 

accumulated as a r e je c te d  c h i ld .  In  a d d itio n , having an a f 

f a i r  w ith  a mother s u b s t i tu te  involved v ic a r io u s  in c e s t  and

llbid.. p, 314.
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rev ived  p a in fu l memories o f h is  p o s it io n  in  th e  Oedipal s i t 

u a tio n  a t  home. This gave a paranoiac tw is t  to  th e  dualism  

in  h is  p e rs o n a lity , roo ted  em otionally  in  h is  d iv ided  a t t i 

tude toward th e  c o n tra s tin g  images of h is  d ivorced  p a re n ts .

To in te n s ify  t h i s  paran o ia , G eorge's s e l f - lo v e ,  wedded to  

i t s  world o f immaculate innocence, was g rad u a lly  being rav 

aged by th e  day-to -day  a t t r i t i o n  o f coarsen ing  experience.

The n a r c i s s i s t  cannot con tinue to  s im u la te  a f fe c t io n  

when h is  s e lf - lo v e  i s  kept se p a ra te  fronr h is  s e l f - r e s p e c t ,  

and th i s  had become G eorge's dilemma. Independent of E sther 

he had no genuine s e lf - r e s p e c t  l e f t  (he had no t y e t suc

ceeded as a w r i t e r ) ,  but t h e i r  romance had reached th e  stage  

where i t  th rea ten ed  to  rob him perm anently o f  "the soaring  

music of h is  i s o la t io n ," ^  He now e i th e r  had to  break w ith  

E sther com pletely to  save h is  s e l f - lo v e ,  o r e lse  he had to  

modify h is  p e rso n a lity  to  s a t i s f y  th e  em otional needs of t h i s  

possessive  m is tre s s .

As both th e  re je c te d  c h ild  and, by symbolic t r a n s f e r 

ence, th e  son. p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  an in cestu o u s love a f f a i r ,  

George p sy ch o lo g ica lly  was unable to  change h is  p e rso n a lity  

to  make h is  romance w ith E sther m utually  s a t i s f y in g ,  espe

c ia l ly  since from i t s  beginning he had re se n te d  being depend

en t upon th e  love and s tre n g th  of an e x p lo itin g  mother f i g 

u re , At th e  same tim e, th e  n e u ro tic  g u i l t s  which he had in 

h e r ite d  fromt h is  c lose  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h is  own mother were

llbid,* p, 556.
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such th a t  he could not b reak  o f f  h is  romance w ith  E sther un

le s s  he f e l t  convinced th a t  he was th e  innocent p a r ty . T his 

seemed im possib le  in  th e  l i g h t  o f h is  s e l f i s h ,  and a t  tim es , 

inexcusably  crude behavior during  th e  y ea rs  th a t  they  had 

gone to g e th e r ,

George had not been an unimpassioned w itness of h is  own 

conduct, and even i f  he had, he lacked th e  knowledge of what 

an in tim a te  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  a s e n s i t iv e  woman might e n ta i l  

to  use as a standard  by which to  judge h is  own perform ance. 

Also during  t h i s  lo v e  a f f a i r  he had continued to  regard  him

s e l f  as th e  ded icated  id e a l i s t  who was ab le  to  r a t io n a l iz e  

even h is  most outrageous a c t io n s . F in a lly , h is  in a b i l i t y  to  

fo rg e t th e  psychic wounds of h is  childhood,: so th a t  he could 

p ro je c t h im self w ith  warmth and sympathy in to  th e  p e rs o n a li ty  

of ano ther human b e in g , was extrem e. Since George was un

aware o f  h is  em otional d e f ic ie n c ie s ,  as w ell as th e  r e a l  na

tu re  of h is  egotism , he was determ ined to  convince h im self 

th a t  he had to  leave  th i s  co rru p tin g  m is tre ss  to  save his; 

so u l. The proof which he advanced was E s th e r 's  v io la tio n ; of 

h is  world o f lo s t  innocence, her in te r fe re n c e  w ith  h is  a r t i s 

t i c  d e d ic a tio n , and th e  sham eful demands of her in s a t ia b le  

sexual d e s i r e .

The rom antic n a r c i s s i s t  has an exaggerated response to  

th e  damaging e f f e c ts  o f experience upon h is  p e rso n a lity  be

cause em otionally  he has never accepted  th e  lo s s  o f  h is  p re 

puberty  innocence. Enclosed behind th e  prison; w a lls  o f s e l f .
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l ik e  both Eugene Gant and George Webber, he p reserves h is  

innocence by in te rp re t in g  l i f e  th rough h is  in f le x ib le  super

ego and by a s e lf -c e n te re d  p reoccupation  w ith  h is  p a s to ra l 

dream: h is  im possibly rom antic v is io n  o f a world conforming 

to  h is  p r iv a te  d e s ire  in  which he w il l  never be defea ted  o r 

co rru p ted . He p ro te c ts  t h i s  p a s to ra l dream by b lin d in g  him

s e l f  ag a in st any o u ts id e  e v i l  which i s  to o  menacing and by 

re fu s in g  to  admit unp leasan t t r u th s  about h is  own n a tu re .

Then one day th e  rom antic n a r c i s s i s t  suddenly r e a l iz e s  

th a t  he i s  not unique, th a t  th e  innocence fo r  which he des

p e ra te ly  yearns can never be recovered , and th a t  l i f e  has 

coarsened him as i t  does everyone e l s e .  He i s  not prepared 

fo r  t h i s  d is illu s io n m e n t, and s in ce  h is  n a rc iss ism  has a l 

ways been based on u n c r i t i c a l  s e lf - lo v e  in s te a d  of s e l f -  

re s p e c t, h is  fe e l in g s  s w if t ly  degenerate  in to  se lf-co n tem p t. 

S t i l l  he i s  not ready to  accept personal r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  

what has happened to  him, which would mean f a t a l l y  compro

m ising h is  egotism ; th e re fo re ,  i f  th e  n a r c i s s i s t ,  p a in fu lly  

d is tu rb e d  by th e  r e a l i t i e s  o f h is  own co n d itio n  which he can

not d ism iss , i s  fo rced  to  come to  term s w ith  h is  own f a i l u r e ,  

whenever p o ss ib le  he w i l l  s t i l l  seek one l a s t  n eu ro tic  es

cape, and t h i s  i s  th e  u g l ie s t  escape of a l l  in  which he sa 

d i s t i c a l l y  t r a n s f e r s  h is  fe e l in g s  of g u i l t  and h o s t i l i t y  to  

o th e r peop le . This means, o f  cou rse , th a t  s p i r i tu a l ly  th e  

n a r c i s s i s t  s t i l l  re fu ses  to  accep t th e  r e a l i t y  of e v i l  w ith 

in  h im se lf.
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During th e  f i n a l  months of h is  love a f f a i r  w ith  E sth er, 

George was d is tu rb ed  by th e  ir re p a ra b le  lo s s  of innocence in  

h is  p e rso n a lity  as he co n trasted  th e  d is s ip a te d  man he had 

become w ith  th e  p r is t in e  cond ition  of the  rom antic youth  who 

had f i r s t  l e f t  home to  come to  New York C ity , L ife  had 

coarsened him in  a way which could never be made good, and 

each passing  year re su lte d  in  an inc reased  d e te r io ra t io n  of 

th a t  w ith in  him self which had once seemed p r ic e le s s .  In stead  

of being an i d e a l i s t i c  seek er, he had become a f re n z ie d , 

g u il t - r id d e n  c re a tu re , a t  th e  same tim e d riven  by u n co n tro l

la b le  d e s ire s  and haunted by th e  em ptiness o f meaning in  ex

p erien ce , Even h is  s e lf - lo v e  was tu rn in g  in to  s e lf -d is g u s t  

as he re a liz e d  th a t  he was unable to  change h is  depraved hab

i t s ,

George was w illin g  to  admit th a t  he had helped b ring  

th i s  nightm are of th e  f le s h  upon h im self by in d isc r im in a te ly  

indulg ing  h is  a p p e ti te s ,  but he did not f e e l  th a t  he was to  

blame fo r  th e  s p i r i tu a l  cheapening h is  p e rso n a lity  had su f

fe re d , s ince  he had remained f a n ta t ic a l ly  lo y a l to  h is  o rig 

in a l  a r t i s t i c  m ission . Someone e lse  was re sp o n sib le  fo r  

th i s  s p i r i tu a l  ru in , and th e  obvious c u lp r i t  was h is  m iddle- 

aged m is tre s s . This treacherous woman, l ik e  h is  mother when 

he was a boy, had s e t a t r a p  fo r  h is  love in  o rder to  be tray  

him l a t e r  by s tr ip p in g  him of h is  s tre n g th  and independence. 

In  ad d itio n , E sther had used her demanding lu s t  to  poison 

h is  own sexual d e s ire  so th a t  now he was l iv in g  in  an



396

"abom ination o f s h a m e , I f  he hoped to  avoid fu r th e r  co r

ru p tio n , he had to  b rin g  h is  romance w ith t h i s  "so rce ress" ' 

m is tre s s  to  an abrupt c lo se .

A fte r George had lea rn ed  th a t  h is  m anuscript had been 

r e je c te d  by th e  p u b lish e r  to  whom he f i r s t  subm itted i t ,  h is  

f e e l in g s  of b e tra y a l and s e l f - d is g u s t , th e  paranoiac s id e  of 

h is  n a rc iss ism , became even more exaggerated, and he su rren 

dered w ith  hopeless d e sp a ir  to  "the  black ro u t o f th e  aveng

ing f u r ie s ," ^  He had always been enraged by th e  "nameless 

fu ry  o f th e  manswarm,"^ an a t t i tu d e  which rev ea led  h is  lack  

of genuine in te r e s t  in  o th e r people, but in  h is  new black 

moods o f paranoiac bewilderment and d is g u s t , he saw on th e  

face s  of the  c re a tu re s  who passed him on th e  c i ty  s t r e e t s ,  

only t h e i r  c ru e lty , v i le n e s s ,  cowardice, and d e fe a t .  H is 

em otional i s o la t io n  was a lre ad y  as complete as i t  had ever 

been befo re  he l e f t  home, bu t since h is  g u i l t s  and f e a r s  were 

no lo n g er held in  check by h is  i d e a l i s t i c  n a rc iss ism , th e  

o u ts id e  world, in s te ad  of o f fe r in g  a p a s to ra l  s e t t in g  f o r  

h is  rom antic dreams, had tak en  on th e  h o r r ib le  d is to r t io n  of 

a n igh tm are.

George^s search  f o r  p leasu re  on th e  le v e l  o f "raw ego

tis m "  had tu rned  in to  th e  insane p u rsu it of se n sa tio n , and 

he was com pletely th e  v ic tim  o f  h is  animal n a tu re , d e sp e ra te ly  

e x is t in g  in  a "kaleidoscope o f b lin d  fu rio u s  days and drunken 

demented n ig h ts ," ^  D espite th e  u n co n tro llab le  fu ry  of h is

^Ibid,. p. 554. ^Ibid,, p, 5&3. ^Ibid, 4bid,. p. 547.
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l i f e ,  h is  passion  was now no more th an  th e  s ta le  b u tt  of h is  

p rev ious d e s ire ,  and even what em otional power he had r e 

ta in e d  had been tu rned  in to  d e s tru c tiv e  channels: th e  lu s t  

to  h u rt and d es tro y  f o r  t h e i r  own sakes as i f  in s id e  h im self 

th e re  were a c tu a l ly  some " d e lib e ra te  scourging o f th e  soul 

to  h a te ," ^  S t i l l  he could not make th e  psycho log ica l le ap  

to  connect " th i s  black convulsion o f madness, shame, and 

death"^ w ith  h is  own ravaging egotism . In s tead  he placed 

th e  blame on sex as he had been cond itioned  by h is  p u r ita n 

ic a l  t r a in in g .  In  th i s  m a tte r he f e l t  again  th a t  E sth er 

Jack , not h im se lf, was th e  r e a l  b e tra y e r , to g e th e r  w ith  her 

"world o f p r iv ile g e *  which c y n ic a lly  accepted  every kind o f 

sexual l ic e n se  and p e rv e r s i ty .  Through h is  naive love f o r  

t h i s  co rrup t woman, he had l e t  h im self be seduced and emascu

la te d  by t h i s  w orld . Even so , he s t i l l  had th e  hope o f r e 

gain ing  some o f h is  lo s t  innocence i f  he severed r e la t io n s  

w ith  th e  p o ssessiv e  m is tre s s  who had wrecked h is  l i f e .  For 

th i s  reason , he planned to  leave fo r  Europe alone to  e f f e c t  

t h i s  sep a ra tio n  au to m a tica lly ,

George a rr iv e d  in  Europe v â th  h is  s e lf - r e s p e c t  as con

sp icuously  absent as i t  had been during  th e  f in a l  months of 

h is  love a f f a i r  w ith  E sther in  New York C ity , In  P a r is  he 

continued to  be th e  slave  of a " r e le n t le s s  and exhausted 

r e s t le s s n e s s  which took no joy in  what i t  saw, which was ob

sessed  only w ith  th e  n o tio n  of change and movement, as i f

^Ibid., p, $4 6 , ^Ibid,, p, 4Ô6,
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th e  d e v ils  which dwelt in  h is  s p i r i t  could be o u td is tanced  

and l e f t  b eh in d ,”^ As alw ays, th ese  d e v ils  were th e  n eu ro t

ic  legacy from h is  childhood which, cooperating  w ith  h is  

abandoned anim alism , had so i r o n ic a l ly  tu rned  h is  s e lf - lo v e  

in to  s e lf - lo a th in g .

In  th e  French m e tro p o lis , George^s v is io n  of l i f e  r e 

mained a p ro je c tio n  o f h is  s e l f - h a te ,  and everywhere he went 

in  th e  c i ty  he again  saw only  th e  nausea ting  evidences of 

man’s l u s t ,  tre a c h e ry , cow ardice, and d e fe a t .  A fte r dark 

th e  s t r e e t s  were crowded w ith  perverse  c re a tu re s  of th e  

n ig h t, and th e  se lf-contem ning  p ro tag o n is t was bo th  re v o lte d  

and in s id io u s ly  a t t r a c te d  by th e i r  sexual d e p ra v ity . Like 

any o th e r  American p u r ita n , he climaxed h is  s ta y  in  P a ris  

w ith  a v i s i t  to  th e  whorehouse, and then  he went to  Munich 

to  cleanse h is  ta in te d  f le s h  in  th e  f re s h , cool mountain a i r  

o f th e  German A lps. C ontrary  to  George’ s e x p e c ta tio n s , a t  

th e  ce leb ra ted  October F a ir  in  t h i s  Bavarian c i ty ,  he w it

nessed a d isp la y  o f animalism which was genuinely  e v il,, not 

because i t  had anything to  do w ith  sexual co rru p tio n , bu t be

cause i t  revea led  something which was s p i r i t u a l ly  a t a v i s t i c  

and genuinely e v i l  in  b o th  th e  Germans and h im se lf . The 

shock of t h i s  personal d iscovery  o f e v i l  led  to  th e  pro tago

n i s t ’ s savage brawl in  th e  mud o u ts id e  "The Roasted ex’* beer 

h a l l ,  and to  h is  r e s u l t in g  confinement in  a Munich h o s p ita l  

from in ju r ie s  su ffe red  in  th e  drunken f ig h t .

llbid., p. 634.
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I I I

The f in a l  chap ter of The Web and th e  Rock i s  e n t i t l e d  

"The Looking G lass," ' w ith  th e  m irro r o r "looking g la s s "  iro n 

i c a l ly  sym bolizing th e  sh a tte re d  n arc iss ism  of George-Monk 

Webber, The chapter opens w ith  Monk s i t t i n g  on th e  edge of 

h is  h o sp ita l bed in  Munich, s ta r in g  in to  a w all m irro r above 

th e  d re sse r  in  h is  room. As he observed th e  r e f le c t io n  of 

h is  bandaged head in  th e  m irro r, he was reminded of th e  quo

ta t io n ,  "Man*8 image in  a broken looking g la s s ,"  in  which th e  

word image re fe r re d  to  h is  immaculate s e lf - lo v e , and th e  

broken look ing  g la s s  to  th e  im perfec t body which he rev ea led  

to  th e  o u ts id e  w orld. Immediately Monk reversed  th e  words 

in  th e  q u o ta tio n  to  ask h im self t h i s  question : "What of h is  

broken image in  a g la ss  unbroken?" To George-Monk t h i s  sug

gested  th a t  even though h is  b a tte re d  fa c e —th e  p h y sica l and 

"Monk" s id e  o f h im self—was s ta r in g  back a t  him from th e  m ir

r o r ,  i t  was no t r e a l ly  h is  flesh -an d -b lo o d  face  which had 

been damaged in  th e  f ig h t  but in s tead  th a t  n a r c i s s i s t i c  image 

o f h im self—h is  "George” s id e —which had nothing to  do w ith  

h is  body. The e n tire  r e f le c t io n  o f h is  body, in  a l l  o f i t s  

sim ian g ro tesqueness, now emerged "out of th e  dark pool o f 

th e  look ing  g l a s s , a n d  as he sc ru tin iz e d  i t ,  t h i s  " th in g  

which he had desp ised  since  he was a ch ild  because i t  had de

bauched h is  dreams, not H im self, but I t , s u d d e n l y  aroused

llbid., p, 6Ü9. Zibid.
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fe e l in g s  o f  lo y a lty  and warmth in  h im self*  Then he addressed 

h is  f le s h  w ith  s a rc a s t ic  a f fe c t io n :

♦C hristI What a mugi♦
I t  g rinned back crookedly through i t s  b a tte re d  mask; 

and suddenly—a l l  p rid e  and v a n ity  destroyed—he laughed. 
The b a tte re d  mask laughed w ith  him, and a t  l a s t  h is  soul 
was f r e e .  He was a man.

There had been a period  in  Monk♦s childhood, a magic 

tim e o f innocence, when he had not seen h im self as he appeared 

to  o th e rs . During those  years o f innocence he remembered how 

th e  image o f h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  ad o ra tio n  and h is  sim ian body

♦♦were th e  hero  of a thousand brave and rom antic e x p lo i ts ,  they
2were b e a u tifu l  and brave to g e th e r ."  Then th e  tim e a r r iv e d  

when he had le a rn ed  to  ha te  ♦♦his body because he thought i t  

was ugly  and absurd and unworthy of him, because he thought 

i t  was th e  source of a l l  h is  tro u b le s  and g r ie f ,  and because 

he f e l t  i t  had betrayed  him,^^^ During th a t  d is tu rb e d  period  

he had wanted to  shout to  people th a t  th e  g ro tesq u e , ugly 

f ig u re  which th ey  observed was no t r e a l ly  h im se lf, th a t  be

neath  th e  u n a t t r a c t iv e  veneer o f f le s h  th e re  was a lo v e ly , 

noble s p i r i t  which rep resen ted  h is  t r u e  s e l f .

As th s  years  passed , Monk had become in c re a s in g ly  d is 

enchanted w ith  h is  body, not only because i t  was p h y s ic a lly  

fo rb id d in g  but because i t  lacked  th e  s tre n g th  and d is c ip l in e  

to  match h is  i d e a l i s t i c  am bition : ♦♦He desp ised  i t  because i t s  

powers of sm ell, t a s t e ,  s i g h t , sound, and touch l e t  s l i p  f o r 

ev e r, as a l l  f le s h  must, th e  f i n a l ,  p o te n t, and complete

^Ibid., p, 6 9 0 . ^Ibid., p. 6 9 1 . 3lbid.
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d i s t i l l a t i o n  o f l i f e ,  th e  m atch less ec s ta sy  of l i v i n g * B e 

cause he was d i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  h is  body, chained by a l l  th e  

weaknesses and l im ita t io n s  of th e  im perfec t f le s h ,  he had 

taken  a  m aso ch is tic  revenge upon i t , "d riven  and abused i t  

under th e  t e r r i b l e  lu s t  o f h is  i n s a t i a t e  t h i r s t  and hun

ger . . • because i t  could not do th e  inhuman ta s k  he se t

fo r  i t ,  hated i t  because i t s  hunger could not match h is  hun-
2g e r , which was f o r  th e  ea rth  and a l l  th in g s  l iv in g  in  i t . "

The drunken f ig h t  in  th e  mud o u ts id e  th e  Munich beer 

h a l l  i r o n ic a l ly  seemed to  have destroyed  th i s  b i t t e r n e s s ,  

f o r  as Monk s a t  on th e  h o sp ita l bed in  f ro n t of th e  m irro r 

and s tu d ied  th e  r e f le c te d  image of h is  sim ian body, he r e a l 

ized  th a t  " th is  f le s h  had not be tray ed  him."^ The r e a l  e v i l  

"had been in  th e  madness and b i t t e r n e s s  o f h is  h e a r t , a n d  

in  h is  rom antic n a rc is s ism , "too cen tered  on i t s e l f ,  to o  in 

ward tu rn in g , to o  enamoured of th e  b e a u tie s  of i t s  own a r 

t i s t i c  soul and w orth  to  f in d  i t s e l f  by lo s in g  s e l f  in  some

th in g  la rg e r  th a n  i t s e l f , " ^  His body, ugly and im perfec t to  

be su re , was no t e v i l ,  and now th a t  he had learned  to  accept 

i t s  l im i ta t io n s ,  i t  aroused in  him " th e  emotion of f r ie n d sh ip  

and re sp e c t"^  which i t  had always deserved :

Now he looked a t  h is  body w ithou t falsehood o r  ran 
co r, and w ith  wonder th a t  he dw elt th e re  in  th i s  p la c e .
He knew and accepted  now i t s  l im i ta t io n s .  He knew now 
th a t  th e  demon o f  h is  m ortal hunger would be inches and 
e t e r n i t i e s  from h is  grasp fo re v e r . He knew th a t  we who

^Ibld,. p,  6 9 3 . ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^bid, Îbid,
^Ibid,
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are  men a re  more th an  men and le s s  th an  s p i r i t .  What 
have we b u t,th e  p in ion  o f a broken wing to  soar h a l f -  
hôcL Vôxiwârci ?

The Web and th e  Rock ends w ith  a symbolic conversa tio n  

between Man and Body:: th a t  i s ,  between Monk's s p i r i t  and h is  

f l e s h .  The two are  d isc u ss in g  th e  Worm, which re p re se n ts  

e v i l .  Body t e l l s  Man th a t  th e  Worm i s  h is ,  a p a r t  o f  th e  

s p i r i t  and not o f th e  f le s h ,  and t h a t ,  in  a d d itio n , in  Monk's 

childhood w orld—even in  th a t  n o s ta lg ic  world o f apparent 

s p i r i tu a l  innocence—th e re  was evermore " the  Worm in c ip ie n t .  

Worm p ro g re ss iv e . Worm craw ling in  th e  b lood, ju s t  s t i r r i n g  

in  th e  l e a f M a n  re fu se s  to  accep t Body's ex p lan a tio n  o f 

th e  s p i r i t u a l  co rru p tio n  of the  c h i ld .  E vil was not p resen t 

in  th e  ch ild  from b i r th ;  i t  had i t s  beginning a t  a p a r t ic u la r  

moment l a t e r ,  and th a t  moment was in s id e  o f ,  no t removed from 

tim e: "Somewhere, somewhere begun—where? when? Was th a t  th e  

Worm?"^ Body cannot answer M an's q uestion  s p e c i f ic a l ly ,  but 

r e p l i e s :  "Long, long ago—where hatched , God knows, o r  in  

what p a r t ic le  o f  memory—perhaps w ith  su n lig h t on th e  porch ,

Body's in d e f in i te  answer makes Man or s p i r i t  r e c a l l  h is

e a r l i e s t  innocence. I t  was a "good tim e th e n , and Man asks

Body i f  he were th e r e .  Body r e p l ie s  th a t  h is  ex is ten c e  only 

goes back " to  th e  l im its  o f m o r ta l i ty " —th a t  i s ,  to  th e  lim -
7

i t s  o f th e  f l e s h —and n o t " to  th e  p i t s  of tim e and memory" 

which a re  connected w ith  th e  " f i r s t  in tru s io n s  of th e  b l in d ,

^Ibid.. p, 6 9 2. ^Ibid.. p, 6 9 3 . 3lbid. 4bid,
5lbid. ^Ibid, *̂ Ibid.
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compulsive Worm.’*̂  The co rru p tio n  of Man, th e re fo re ,  was:

p a r t of h is  s p i r i tu a l  childhood, w hile Body la y  removed,
2

M fat-legged in  a wicker b ask e t, fe e lin g  l i g h t , ” Body adds 

th a t  as an in fa n t he could f e e l  "discom fort sometimes—not 

r e g r e t , s i nce  re g re t belongs to  "the  sickness of th e  

Worm—not mine I Mine th e  sun l"^

Man, s t i l l  re fu s in g  to  accept th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  

e v i l ,  asks Body, "And then?"^ but Body o b je c ts  to  th e  use of 

th e  word th e n . This word, which im plies d is t in c t io n s  in  

tim e, i s  unacceptable to  Body, f o r  w ith th e  f le s h  every th ing  

happens in  th e  contemporaneous .p resen t, "the p la in  immedi

a te ." ^  Moreover, in  th i s  "p la in  immediate" o f th e  f le s h , 

tim e and memory, as w ell as th e  s p i r i tu a l ly  symbolic Worm, 

have no p a r t .

Man begins a sentence about h is  childhood, "The tim e

1CÏ 
.0

7
th a t  i s  good—" but Body in te r ru p ts  to  f in i s h  th e  sentence

w ith " is  th e  time when once th e re  was a t in y  l i t t l e  boy ." 

Since Man i s  unable ,to recognize h is  s p i r i tu a l  e v i l ,  he i s  

s t i l l  n o s ta lg ic  f o r  th e  t in y  l i t t l e  boy and fo r  h is  world of 

lo s t  innocence. To support h is  n o s ta lg ia , he commences an 

o ra l rev e ry , changing Body's use of th e  verb was to  th e  p re

sen t te n s e , f o r  in  Man’ s a t a v i s t i c  memory, d iv is io n s  between 

th e  p as t and p resen t seem i r r e le v a n t .  In  o th e r words, h is  

world of childhood innocence i s  em otionally and s p i r i tu a l ly

l lb id . , p. 694. Zibid. Îb id . ^Ibid. Îb id .

^Ibid. '^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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divorced from tim e:

That i s  th e  good tim e because i t  i s  th e  tim e su n lig h t 
came and went upon th e  porch, and when th e re  was a sound 
of people coming home a t  noon, e a r th  learning, g rass  
sperm atic , a fume o f rope-sperm  in  th e  n o s t r i l s  and th e  
dewlaps o f th e  th ro a t  , . . th e  warm and common mucus 
of th e  ea rth -n a s tu rtiu m  sm ells , th e  thought of p a r lo rs  
and th e  good s t a l e  sm e ll, th e  sudden, brooding s t r e tc h  
o f th e  s t r e e t  c a r  a f t e r  i t  had gone, and a fe e l in g  
touched w ith  d e so la tio n  hoping noon would come*

Body t e l l s  Man th a t  h is  memory i s  sen tim en ta l, and th a t  

even in  th e  d e l ig h tfu l  p a s to ra l world o f h is  childhood, Man*s 

sense o f ’’d e so la tio n "’ rep re se n ted  a lread y  "the tu rn in g s  of 

th e  Worm."^ Man, however, i s  preoccupied w ith  h is  childhood 

rev e ry , and in s te ad  o f rep ly in g  to  Body’s s c e p tic a l  comment, 

con tinues to  rem inisce of "Crane’ s cow ag a in , and morning, 

morning in  th e  th ic k e ts  o f th e  memory.*^ Man p a r t ic u la r ly  

r e c a l l s  th e  lo s t  sound o f h is  m other’s vo ice as she c a lle d  

"Son, where a re  you?" and th en  Man adds r e g r e t f u l ly ,  "That 

was a good tim e then*"^  Body agrees bu t a lso  warns Man th a t  

"you can’ t  go home a g a i n . I n  t h i s  ad v ice . Body, o r th e  

f le s h ,  i s  t e l l i n g  Man, o r  th e  s p i r i t ,  th a t  he can never hope 

to  re g a in  th e  innocent v is io n  of th e  world which he knew as 

a, c h i ld .  Both Man’ s se p a ra tio n  fromi h is  m other and h is  

d iscovery  o f th e  s p i r i t u a l  e v i l  in s id e  h im self a re  permanent,

IT

On th e  p a s to ra l  search  Wolfe’ s p ro tag o n is t had not 

found th e  personal s a lv a tio n  he was seek ing , but he had

l l b i d . Zi b i d . ,  p . 695. 3l b id . ^ Ib id . ^I b id .
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discovered  something about th e  connection between n arc iss ism  

and e v i l ,  and he f e l t  th a t  what was t r u e  f o r  h im self must be 

tru e  fo r  o th e r people* He had lea rn ed  th a t  th e  i d e a l i s t i c  

search  f o r  p e rfe c tio n  i s  p o te n t ia l ly  e v il by th e  very n a tu re  

of th e  emotions which generated  th e  i n i t i a l  motive fo r  th e  

sea rch . In  o th e r words, em otionally  th e  sea rch e r i s  not an 

i d e a l i s t  a t  a l l ,  but a re je c te d  c h i ld , seeking to  compensate 

f o r  not having been loved by imposing h is  own e g o -c e n tr ic  

in te rp r e ta t io n s  o f experience upon an a n ta g o n is tic  w orld .

For t h i s  reaso n , th e  sea rch er can never be saved by keeping 

ab so lu te  f a i t h  w ith h is  dream, f o r  h is  o r ig in a l  dream i s  

co rru p ted . In  a d d itio n , th e  sea rch er i s  a human be in g , and 

in  attem pting  never to  b e tra y  th e  b e s t in s id e  h im se lf , mean

ing  h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  image roo ted  in  i t s  s e t t in g  of l o s t  in 

nocence, he in e v ita b ly  b e tra y s  h is  f a l l i b l e  hum anity. This 

means th a t  fo r  th e  ded icated  i d e a l i s t ,  th e  searchhas to  in 

volve an in c re a s in g  s tru g g le  w ith  im p erfec tio n , no t only in  

a w orld which f r u s t r a te s  h is  d e s ir e s ,  but w ith in  h is  own un

compromising s e l f ,

VJolfs’ s p ro tag o n is t had blamed h is  p a ren ts  f o r  being 

h y p e rc r i t ic a l  o f th e  weaknesses in  o th e rs , bu t he re a l iz e d  

th a t  because of h is  lu s t  fo r  p e r fe c t io n , he had been ju s t  as 

c r i t i c a l ,  although he had used a sen tim en ta l concern f o r  su f

f e r in g  humanity to  camouflage h is  in to le ra n c e . Such a view 

of humanity in  th e  a b s tra c t  was dangerous s in ce  i t  rep resen ted  

th e  ex ten sio n  o f h is  own egotism  and not any r e a l  f e e l in g  fo r
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th e  happiness or unhappiness of o th e r  people as in d iv id u a ls . 

For t h i s  reason , in  h is  em bittered  moods he had regarded  th e  

n igh ttim e in h a b ita n ts  o f New York C ity  as th e  l iv in g  dead 

who deserved t h e i r  f a te  sim ply because th ey  lacked  th e  neces

sary  v i t a l i t y  to  cope w ith  l i f e ,  and he had s c o rn fu lly  con

t r a s te d  t h e i r  f a i l in g s  w ith  h is  own s tre n g th . Now he had to  

le a rn  to  p ro je c t in to  th e  l iv e s  of th e se  people as human be

in g s , accep ting  th e i r  im perfec tions as he had p a in fu lly  come 

to  accept h is  own, and r e a l iz in g  th a t  th e  s p i r i t u a l  e v i l  

which he had to  f e a r  had never been p r in c ip a lly  in  o th e rs  

but in  h im se lf,

W olfe 's p ro ta g o n is t a lso  re a l iz e d  th a t  th e  freedom of 

th e  id e a l i s t i c  se a rc h e r , re ly in g  only  upon h im self f o r  sup

p o r t ,  i s  im aginary, and th a t  even th e  v ir tu e  o f uncompromis

ing in te g r i ty ,  when removed from i t s  human s e t t in g ,  becomes 

d e s tru c t iv e . In  o th e r  words, m an's f a t e  as a f a u lte d  human 

being i s  to  seek p e rfe c tio n  but never to  f in d  i t ,  and in  th e  

search  he not only has to  make compromises fo rced  upon him 

from th e  o u ts id e  but he v o lu n ta r i ly  has to  c o n triv e  h is  own. 

I f  he b lin d s  h im self to  th i s  s ide  of h is  n a tu re , a ttem pting  

to  p reserve  h is  world o f  lo s t  innocence u n v io la te d , he even

tu a l ly  lo se s  th e  ca p ac ity  to  respond to  experience , and h is  

s e lf - lo v e  tu rn s  in to  p aran o ia . The p ro tag o n is t had made th i s  

d iscovery  through h is  exaggerated re a c tio n  to  th e  coarsening 

e f fe c ts  o f h is  own experience . He had a lso  le a rn e d , however, 

th a t  even though th e  passage o f tim e r e s u l t s  in  p h y sica l
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d e te r io ra t io n  fo r  a l l  people, i t  i s  s p i r i tu a l ly  d ev a s ta tin g  

e s p e c ia lly  to  th e  d is i l lu s io n e d  e g o t is t .  Such a person , i f  

he ever hopes t o  escape h is  n eu ro tic  to r tu r e s ,  has to  accept 

h is  tru e  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  condition* For th e  pro tago

n is t  , t h i s  meant accep ting  h is  s p i r i tu a l  co rru p tio n , as w e ll 

as coming to  term s w ith  th a t  p a rt o f h im self which had r e 

mained a V ic to rian  p u r ita n .

In  Wolfe’s f i c t i o n  th e  V ic to rian  p u r ita n  i s  th e  symbol 

fo r  th e  s e lf - r ig h te o u s  e g o t is t :  th a t  i s ,  th e  n a r c i s s i s t  who 

a c tu a l ly  has succeeded in  s a c r i f ic in g  h is  r e la t io n s  w ith  o th 

e r people to  p reserve h is  s e l f - lo v e .  The p ro tag o n is t had 

discovered th a t  th e  ug ly  egotism o f th e  V ic to rian  p u ritan  

was no d if fe re n t  in  kind from th e  n arc iss ism  of th e  i d e a l i s 

t i c  seek er, and th a t  bo th  were connected w ith  th e  craving 

f o r  is o la t io n  which th e y  had developed as re je c te d  c h ild re n . 

The rom antic p rid e  which the  p ro tag o n is t had taken  in  h is  

raw egotism , as w ell as h is  obsession  w ith  f a i lu r e  and h is  

p aran o iaca l fu ry  whenever th e  o u tside  world in te r f e re d  w ith  

h is  d e s ire s ,  was only a s u p e r f ic ia l  veneer covering th e  g re a t 

wound to  h is  psyche which had been in f l ic te d  during  h is  e a r l i 

e s t  y e a rs . Since he had f e l t  lo n e ly  and unwanted as a c h i ld , 

he had never l a t e r  been ab le  to  e s ta b lis h  a s a t is fy in g  r e l a 

t io n s h ip  w ith  ano ther person , but in s tead  had concen tra ted  on 

im pressing people w ith  how unusual he was so th a t  he could 

win th e i r  adm ira tion .
The p ro ta g o n is t’ s n eu ro tic  compulsion to  prove h is
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su p e r io r i ty  had re s u lte d  in  th e  arrogance which he d isp lay ed  

towards in d iv id u a ls  le s s  g if te d  th an  h im se lf, and in  h is  in 

f le x ib le  conv ic tion  th a t  he was always r ig h t  whereas o th e rs  

were wrong. In  th i s  r e s p e c t ,  he was th e  carbon copy of h is  

p a re n ts , f o r  l ik e  them he had subverted  th e  com plexity of 

human n a tu re  to  h is  r u th le s s  am bition . Now th e  p ro ta g o n is t 

had learned  th a t  no person , whether he i s  a rom antic i d e a l i s t  

or a V ic to rian  p u r i ta n , can remain com placently s e lf - r ig h te o u s  

about h is  egotism  and r e ta in  h is  em otional s a n i ty .  In  ad d i

t io n ,  he had p a in fu lly  le a rn ed  th a t  a person ’s s p i r i t u a l  na

tu re  i s  determ ined not by th e  v igo r o f h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  de

s i r e  but by h is  being  ab le  to  f e e l  to le ra n c e , sympathy, and 

understanding  f o r  people d i f f e r e n t  from h im se lf . This had 

been th e  most d i f f i c u l t  le s s o n  o f a l l  f o r  th e  i d e a l i s t i c  n a r

c i s s i s t :  th a t  h is  egotism , as expressed in  h is  r e la t io n s  w ith  

o th e r people, had been more d e s tru c tiv e  th an  h is  animal appe

t i t e s .

The p ro tag o n is t on th e  p a s to ra l sea rch , o f  co u rse , had 

learn ed  a g rea t dea l about th e  tru e  n a tu re  of h is  d e s i r e s ,  

to g e th e r  vjith t h e i r  connection w ith  h is  s e lf - lo v e s  He had 

discovered  th a t  i t  i s  th e  man who i s  too  in secu re  to  respond 

to  a f fe c t io n  who i s  unable to  c o n tro l h is  d e s ire s ,  and th a t  

th e re  i s  a causal r e la t io n s h ip  between th e  f r u s t r a t io n s  o f 

such a man, stemming from h is  e a r l i e s t  memories as  a r e je c te d  

c h i ld , and h is  u n c o n tro lla b le  compulsions to  indulge h im se lf . 

The F au stian  n a r c i s s i s t  i s  t h i s  k ind  o f person, and f o r  t h i s
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reaso n , h is  hunger fo r  a l l  knowledge and experience inex

o rab ly  changes in to  th e  u n d isc rim in a tin g  p u rsu it o f  sensa

t io n  fo r  i t s  own sake, w ith  h is  ungovernable a p p e ti te  being 

th e  r e s u l t  n o t only of h is  animalism but of h is  em otional 

i s o la t io n .  In  t h i s  re s p e c t,  th e  hunger of th e  n a r c i s s i s t  to  

g ive and rece iv e  lo v e , th e  s tro n g e s t o f  a l l  h is  d e s i r e s ,  i s  

p e rv e rted  in  th a t  i t  i s  blocked p sy ch o lo g ica lly  from th e  

channels i t  norm ally would use to  f u l f i l l  i t s e l f .  The pro

ta g o n is t  now understood th a t  i t  i s  t h i s  p e rv e rs io n  o f th e  

a f f e c t io n s ,  no t sexual p e rv e rs io n , which helps c re a te  th e  

lu s t  fo r  e v i l  a c t io n .

The p ro ta g o n is t had once b e liev ed  th a t  h is  p u r i ta n ic a l  

in h ib i t io n s  were re sp o n sib le  fo r  h is  n e u ro tic  s u f fe r in g , and 

th a t  i f  he were ever emancipated so th a t  he could indu lge 

f r e e ly  a l l  of h is  a p p e ti te s ,  he would be a happy man. This 

approach, s in ce  i t  had almost no th ing  to  do w ith  h is  a f f e c 

t io n s ,  had f a i l e d ,  and on t h i s  b a s is  h is  l i f e  had slow ly de

generated  in to  an a n im a lis tic  n ightm are. Now he re a l iz e d  

th a t  every  person has to  le a m  to  d is c ip l in e  h is  p h y sica l de

s i r e s ,  not because a p p e tite  in  i t s e l f  i s  good or e v i l ,  but 

because i t  re fu se s  to  remain on th e  le v e l o f the  f l e s h ,  and 

in e v ita b ly  becomes th e  instrum ent f o r  expressing  o n e 's  ag

g re ss iv e  egotism . Again, t h i s  does no t mean th a t  indulgence 

in  sensual p le asu re  i s  n e c e s s a r i ly  e v i l ,  as h is  V ic to ria n  pur- 

ta n  p aren ts  had assumed, bu t i t  does mean th a t  th e re  i s  a 

connection  between e v i l  and th e  u n co n tro lled  animalism which
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se lf- in d u lg e n ce  can le ad  to ,  and th a t  bo th  a re  e s p e c ia lly  

a t t r a c t iv e  to  th e  person who p sy ch o lo g ica lly  i s  unable to  

lo v e . The same holds tru e  of th e  connection between sexual 

perversion  and e v i l ,  f o r  although sexual p erversion  i s  a lso  

physical in  i t s  expression  r a th e r  than  s p i r i t u a l ,  th e  physi

ca l perversion  i s  too fre q u e n tly  only a s t e r i l e  s u b s t i tu te  

fo r  a f f e c t io n . A ll o f  t h i s  had made th e  p ro tag o n is t aware 

of th e  importance o f sexual n eu ro sis  as an in d ic a to r  o f man's 

em otional s u s c e p t ib i l i ty  to  e v i l .

From th e  tim e he en tered  puberty  th e  p ro tag o n is t had 

been sex u a lly  m aladjusted  h im se lf, and even though he r e a l 

ized  th a t  h is  n a tu re  had been ravaged p rim arily  by h is  ego

tism , s t i l l  h is  sexual f r u s t r a t io n s ,  along w ith  th e  n e u ro tic  

fe e lin g s  which had d is to r te d  them, had l e f t  him predisposed 

to  ex ac tly  th i s  kind o f co rru p tio n . In  a d d itio n , he f e l t  

th a t  he could le g it im a te ly  blame h is  p a ren ts  fo r  t h i s ,  s ince  

h is  sexual f r u s t r a t io n s  had been so ru th le s s ly  determ ined by 

th e i r  own when he was a c h i ld .  On. t h i s  l e v e l ,  th e  p a s to ra l 

search  of the p ro tag o n is t had a c tu a l ly  been th e  attem pt to  

f re e  h im self from the  n eu ro tic  p a t te rn  o f fe e lin g s  which he 

had in h e r ite d  from h is  p a re n ts .

The p ro tag o n is t was now soberly  aware th a t  no in d iv id 

u a l can ever escape h is  em otional p a s t ,  no m atte r where he 

goes or what he does, fo r  he w i l l  always ca rry  th a t  p as t w ith  

him in  th e  fo ra  o f determ ining  memories. The only s o lu t io n  

i s  fo r  him to  come to  term s w ith  h is  childhood emotions so
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th a t  he no longer re b e ls  e i th e r  p o in tle s s ly  o r d e s tru c tiv e ly  

ag a in s t th a t  s ide  of h is  p e rso n a lity  which he shares w ith  

h is  p a re n ts . T h is , in  tu rn , means accep ting  w ithout re se rv a 

t io n  th a t  s id e  of him self which he does not share w ith  h is  

p a ren ts  and fo r  which he alone i s  accoun tab le . Since th i s  

invo lves a mature reco g n itio n  of h is  own f a i l i n g s ,  th e  end 

of th e  p a s to ra l  search  fo r  th e  n a r c i s s i s t ,  i f  th e  search  i s  

to  have any se rio u s  meaning, has to  be h is  awareness of th e  

e v i l  which e x is ts  in s id e  h im se lf.

The p ro ta g o n is t, of course , had long tak en  refuge in  

h is  paranoia to  avoid adm itting  h is  personal r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  

fo r  e v i l .  This had enabled him to  use h is  sense of outrage 

a t  a s tu p id ly  c ru e l and in tru s iv e  world to  excuse h is  behav

io r ,  but i t  a lso  had l e f t  him so com pletely th e  s lav e  of h is  

a p p e ti te s  th a t  h is  emotional l i f e  had become a nightm are 

world of n eu ro tic  g u i l t s  and f e a r s .  Even so, h is  most abys

mal fe e l in g s  of shame a t  t h i s  tim e had no t rep resen ted  tru e  

rem orse, s in ce  he had never r e a l ly  been p e n ite n t about th e  

consequences o f h is  a c tio n s , e i th e r  upon o th e rs  or upon him

s e l f .  What he had c h ie f ly  re g re t te d  was th a t  by v io la tin g  

th e  moral p recep ts  which h is  p a ren ts  had i n s t i l l e d  in  h is  

childhood consciousness, he had once again  proven him self a 

naughty boy and f a i lu r e  in  t h e i r  eyes, and perhaps most in 

ju r io u s  to  h is  a d u lt p e rso n a lity , had dem onstrated th a t  they  

had been r ig h t  in  r e je c t in g  him as an unworthy o f fsp r in g .

The psycho log ica l e f fe c ts  of t h i s  d e fe a t had been to  tu rn  h is



412
se lf - lo v e  in to  s e l f - h a te ,  which he had im m ediately p ro jec ted  

upon th e  o u ts id e  world as he had continued b lin d ly  to  deny 

th a t  he was being corrup ted  by h is  egotism .

The co llap se  of th e  p ro tag o n is te s  love a f f a i r ,  however, 

had made even h is  parano ia  an u n su itab le  r e t r e a t  f o r  h is  hope

le s s ly  wounded egotism . Throughout t h i s  love  a f f a i r  h is  ro le  

had been th a t  o f th e  s e lf -c e n te re d  young man, s t r iv in g  fo r  

emotional sa lv a tio n  a t  th e  expense o f h is  p a r tn e r ,  and th e  

fu ry  o f h is  rom antic passion  had never rep resen ted  t r u e  a f 

fe c t io n . A fter h is  egotism  had degenerated in to  s e l f - lo a th 

in g , h is  rom antic f e e l in g s  had su ffe red  th e  same ugly a l t e r 

a tio n  u n t i l  h is  love  a f f a i r  had become th e  symbol o f a l l  th e  

e v i l  in  th e  o u ts id e  world which he f e l t  had betrayed  h is  

id e a l i s t i c  dream. In  a d d itio n , he had been th rea ten ed  by 

th i s  e v i l  in  a way he had never known p rev io u s ly , f o r  i t s  

appearance had co incided  w ith th e  t e r r i f y in g  d iscovery  th a t  

he was becoming em otionally  s t e r i l e .  He had f le d  to  Europe 

to  t r y  to  use what remained o f h is  purposive w i l l  to  recap 

tu re  h is  lo s t  a b i l i t y  to  f e e l , but he had not succeeded. I n 

s te ad , h is  u n c o n tro lla b le  animalism in  Munich, to g e th e r  w ith  

h is  c lo sen ess  to  th e  "b id  Germanic and swarm-hearted mind o f 

man,"^ had f i n a l l y  brought to  th e  su rface  h is  most a t a v i s t i c  

and d e s tru c tiv e  u rg e s . Then a t l a s t  he had been fo rced  to

recognize p e rso n a lly  th e  ex is ten ce  of s p i r i t u a l  e v i l ,  th a t
2"h e ll th a t  man fo re v e r  c re a te s  fo r  h im s e lf ."  

l l b i d . ,  p . Ô61, ^YGGHA. p. 723.
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The personal d iscovery  o f e v i l  by th e  p ro ta g o n is t ends 

th e  p a s to ra l  search . He has lea rn ed  th a t  he can never "go 

home ag a in "  s p i r i tu a l ly ,  not only because any se rio u s  a ttem pt 

to  re c a p tu re  h is  childhood w orld o f p re-puberty  innocence r e 

s u l t s  in  em otional s t e r i l i t y ,  bu t because, by th e  very f a c t  

th a t  he i s  a human being , he i s  an involved p a r t ic ip a n t  in  

th e  e v i l  in  th e  world and i s  s p i r i tu a l ly  accountable f o r  

what he i s  and what he d o es . M oreover, i t  i s  only a f t e r  he 

i s  w illin g  to  accept th e  blame f o r  h is  own co rru p tio n  th a t  

h is  awareness of th e  e v i l  in  th e  w orld o u ts id e  h im self can 

become t r u ly  s ig n i f ic a n t .

The tro u b le  w ith  modern man i s  th a t  he has wanted to  

reform  th e  e v i l  in  o th e rs  w ithou t r e a l ly  adm itting  h is  own. 

Also modem man has had a m a te r ia l i s t i c  approach, as i f  

th e re  were sim ple q u a n t i ta t iv e  t r u th s  connected w ith  e v i l  

w hich, once th ey  were recognized  and is o la te d ,  could be elim 

in a te d  from l i f e .  This i s  no t so , fo r  th e  v i t a l i t y  o f e v i l  

i s  always s p i r i t u a l ,  and f o r  t h i s  reaso n , even th e  q u a n t i ta 

t i v e  measurement of e v i l  a c tio n s  o r t h e i r  consequences i a  

u n re lia b le a  In  a d d itio n , th e re  a re  no sim ple t r u th s  connect

ed w ith  e v i l  except th a t  i t  i s  as o ld  as mankind and sp rin g s  

frcm th e  incom pleteness of human n a tu re : man*s t r a g ic  con

d i t io n  th a t  he i s  e te rn a l ly  a f a l l e n  c re a tu re . At th e  same 

tim e , a lthough  e v i l  can never be removed from man*s n a tu re , 

i t  has to  be fought con tinuously  by th e  in d iv id u a l i f  he ev

e r  expects to  f in d  s p i r i t u a l  p eace . Equally im portan t i s
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th e  knowledge th a t  e v i l  does not dominate l i f e  com pletely, 

fo r  th e re  i s  always lo v e . With th i s  c e r ta in  knowledge, th a t  

love counterbalances in  p a r t th e  e v i l  a g a in s t which man i s  

doomed to  s tru g g le  u n t i l  th e  end o f tim e , Thomas Wolfe in  

h is  f i c t i o n  a ffirm s th e  m ystery and th e  g rea tn ess  of th e  hu

man s p i r i t .



CHAPTER XV 

THE ARCHETYPAL RESOLUTION

That was what was wrong w ith  most of us a t  Pine Rock 
College twenty years ago. We had a ♦concept» about 
Truth and Beauty and Love and R e a lity —and th a t  hard
ened our id eas  about what a l l  th e se  words stood f o r .
A fter t h a t ,  we had no doubt about them—o r, a t  any ra te »  
could not admit th a t  we d id . This was wrong, because 
th e  essence o f b e l ie f  i s  doubt, th e  essence of r e a l i t y  
i s  q u es tio n in g . The essence of Time i s  Plow, not F ix .
The essence of f a i t h  i s  th e  knowledge th a t  a l l  flow s 
and th a t  every th ing  must change.^

You C an 't Co Home Again, th e  novel which completes 

W olfe 's te t r a lo g y , was published  two years a f t e r  th e  a u th o r 's  

dea th . This f a c t ,  o f co u rse , must be kept in  mind by any 

c r i t i c  in te rp r e t in g  th e  themes in  W olfe 's f ic t io n »  fo r  th e  

author unquestionably  would have made innumerable changes in  

h is  l a s t  book, as w ell as in  The Web and th e  Rcok, befo re  p e r

m ittin g  them to  be published  in  th e  p a r t i a l ly  fragmented con

d it io n  in  which th e y  now e x i s t .  At th e  same tim e, th e  p o s t

humous novels were probably damaged le s s  by W olfe 's prem ature 

death  than  would have been th e  f i c t io n  o f any o th e r  modem 

w r i te r ,  c h ie f ly  because o f th e i r  a u th o r 's  unorthodox approach 

to  a r t i s t i c  form.

^YCGHA. pp. 731-32.

415



416
We have p rev io u sly  suggested th a t  Wolfe throughout h is  

f i c t i o n  attem pted to  use a group of dominant themes, i l lu m i

nated and u n if ie d  by h is  c re a tiv e  v is io n , as a s u b s t i tu te  fo r  

the  c a re fu l ly  organized s tru c tu re  o f th e  well-made no v el. We 

have a lso  in d ic a te d  th a t  d esp ite  th e  judgment o f many con

temporary c r i t i c s  th a t  Wolfe f a i le d  in  h is  rom antic attem pt 

to  d ism iss th e  im portance of a e s th e t ic  form in  h is  c re a tio n , 

we be lieve  th a t  Wolfe was an a rch e ty p a l a r t i s t ^  as w ell as 

a rom antic w r i te r ,  and th a t  h is  f a i lu r e  in  th e  former r o le  

was c e r ta in ly  l e s s  complete than  has been g en e ra lly  assumed. 

A ccordingly, i t  i s  our hope th a t  th e  f in a l  chap ter of t h i s  

d i s s e r ta t io n  w il l  re v e a l th a t  You C an 't Go Home Again. W olfe 's 

fo u rth  and l a s t  novel, contains an in t e l l i g e n t  r e s o lu t io n  of 

th e  c o n tro ll in g  themes explored by t h e i r  au thor in  th e  o th e r 

th re e  books of h is  te t r a lo g y .

The read e r i s  aware th a t  th e  form of W olfe 's f i c t i o n  

i s  based on th e  search  of an au to b io g rap h ica l p ro ta g o n is t , 

Eugene Gant-George Webber, to  d isco v er adequate symbols f o r  

an em otional and s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r  in  th e  chao tic  world of th e  

tw e n tie th  cen tu ry . I n  The Web and th e  Rock th e  episode con

nected  w ith  th e  Munich beer h a l l  a t  th e  c lo se  of th e  novel

^Wolfe'8  ro le  as an a rch e ty p a l a r t i s t  in c lu d es h is  
ex p lo ra tio n  of th e  connections between lo s t  innocence and th e  
p a s to ra l v is io n  of l i f e  as a necessary  p a r t o f th e  m yth ical 
dualism  between th e  m asculine and fem inine p r in c ip le s  in  th e  
"buried"’ em otional and s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  o f  h is  p ro tag o n is t»
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rep resen ted  sym bolica lly  th e  p r o ta g o n is t 's  d iscovery  o f th e  

s p i r i tu a l  e v i l  w ith in  h im se lf . T his d iscovery  had a c e n tr a l  

p o s itio n  in  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s sea rch , f o r  i t  meant th a t  even

tu a l ly  he might f r e e  h im self from th e  n a rc iss ism  which had 

made h is  rom antic i s o la t io n  o r ig in a l ly  so a t t r a c t i v e ,  y e t 

whose slow d is in te g ra t io n  Wolfe had a lre ad y  c a re fu lly  docu

mented in  h is  second and th i r d  n o v e ls . Before th e  p ro tago

n i s t  could secure  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  freedom from h is  

em asculating s e l f - lo v e ,  however, he had to  have h is  knowledge 

of e v i l  s u f f i c ie n t ly  confirmed by h is  own experience to  make 

i t  com pletely rea l* ^  You Can’t  Go Home Again i s  th e  novel 

which con ta in s those f i n a l  experiences necessary  to  confirm  

th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s knowledge o f th e  s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t y  o f e v i l  

fo r  modern man.

The novel i s  d iv ided  in to  seven books or s e c tio n s , and 

th e  f i r s t  of th e se  i s  c a lle d  ”The N ativ e’ s R eturn”' s in ce  i t  

d ea ls  w ith  George Webber’s experiences in  New York C ity  and 

Libya H ill  s h o r tly  a f t e r  h is  r e tu rn  from Germany, I t  was a  

”taa tive’ s r e tu r n ” because th e  p ro ta g o n is t, through h is  p e r

sonal d isco v ery  of e v i l  in  Munich a t  th e  end of The Web and 

the  Rock, had begun t o  lo se  h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  sense o f i s o l a 

t io n .  In  o th e r words, he had re tu rn ed  to  America f e e l in g  

l ik e  a n a t iv e  in s te a d  of th e  p e ren n ia l e x i le ,  Evero so , th e  

l ib e ra t io n  which he had experienced a t  th e  end of h is  s ta y

^ I t  should be noted ag a in  t h a t  th e  im portance which 
Wolfe a tta c h e d  to  ”confirm ing experience*  p laces him in  th e  
e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  stream  of contemporary l i t e r a t u r e .
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in  Europe from th e  m yth ica l image of th e  "h h ild -so rc e re ss"  

mother was s t i l l  not com plete, and h is  search  f o r  the  arche

ty p a l f a th e r  was a f fe c te d  by th e  "withdrawal and re tu rn *  p a t

te rn  of h is  former dependency upon th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  

h is  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  l i f e .  For t h i s  reaso n , d esp ite  

Webber’ s reso lv e  th e  year befo re  th a t  th e  th in g  he wanted 

most was " to  g e t away from th e  woman he l o v e d , h e  had r e 

sumed h is  a f f a i r  w ith  E sth er Jack sh o r tly  a f te r  coming back 

to  America,

The book opens in  New York C ity w ith  Webber l iv in g  in

an old house on Twelfth S t r e e t .  The date  i s  A p ril, 1929> th e

sp ring  season re p re se n tin g  th e  p a s to ra l r e b i r th  o f n a tu re  and

co -in c id in g  w ith  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s fe e lin g s  of having made a

new beginning in  h is  own l i f e .  What he saw and heard as he

leaned on th e  s i l l  of a back window in  th e  house i s  presen ted

in  term s of sense im pressions, a l l  of them c o n trib u tin g  to

g ive him a re -a s su r in g  fe e l in g  of belonging to  a fa m ilia r

w orld . Even th e  V ic to rian  house in  which he liv e d  added to
2

h is  sense of be long ing , Webber f e l t  a "’sim ple joy . . .  a t 

being once more a p a r t  of such fa m ilia r  t h in g s ,”^ th e  seeming 

a n t i th e s is  of th e  nightm are world which he had confronted r e 

cen tly  in  Europe.

1 9YCGHA, p . 5* In  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n  th e  sense of the 
" fam ilia r" ' connected w ith  V ic to rian  l i f e  alm ost in v a ria b ly  r e 
f l e c t s  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s n o s ta lg ia  fo r  th e  " s tru c tu re  of th e  
world* id e n t i f ie d  w ith  th e  m asculine image of h is  f a th e r .
The "hightm are"’ w orld, on th e  o th e r hand, i s  a sso c ia ted  sym
b o lic a l ly  w ith  th e  image o f th e  "so rce ress  m other,*  -̂ YCGHA, p .5,
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As prev iously  no ted , Webber^s experiences in  Europe had 

reached th e i r  climax in  a b e e r-h a ll  f ig h t  in  Munich a f t e r  he 

had a lready  spent a number of weeks ’’cu rs in g , whoring, d r in k 

in g , braw ling h is  way ac ro ss  th e  c o n tin e n t ,”^ A dm ittedly, 

on one le v e l  of experience th a t  had been a s tu p id , n a tu ra l 

i s t i c  way fo r  th e  p ro ta g o n is t to  ’’w i th d r a w ,b u t  on a deeper 

le v e l i t s  r e s u l t s  in  term s o f  h is  s p i r i tu a l  d isc o v e rie s  had 

not been m eaningless. At l e a s t ,  Webber did not th in k  so as  

he lay  in  h is  h o sp ita l bed in  Munich a f t e r  th e  f ig h t ,  when 

’’'for th e  f i r s t  tim e in  many years  he had f e l t  a t  peace w ith 

in  h im self.

During th e  days th e  p ro tag o n is t remained in  th e  h o sp i

t a l ,  as he re-exam ined h is  l i f e ,  and h is  thoughts ’’wove in to  

a kind o f lead ing  th re a d , t r a i l i n g  backward through h is  p as t 

and out in to  th e  f u t u r e , he began to  f e e l  th a t  because of 

what had happened to  him in  Europe, "now, perhaps he could 

begin to  shape h is  l i f e  to  m astery , f o r  he f e l t  a sense of 

new d ire c tio n  deep w ith in  him ,"^ He had confirmed h is  d i s 

coveries p a in fu lly  th rough  h is  own experiences, y e t somehow 

he believed  th a t  was th e  only means by which knowledge could 

ever become em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  r e a l :

For he had lea rn ed  some o f th e  th in g s th a t  every man 
must f in d  out f o r  h im se lf , and he had found out about 
them as one has to  f in d  ou t—through e r ro r  and th rough 
t r i a l . 5

^IMd. ^Ibid. 4bid.. po 6.
^Ibid., pp. 5-6»
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As p rev io u sly  in d ic a te d , d e s p ite  h is  new knowledge the 

p ro tag o n is t had resumed h is  dependent re la t io n s h ip  w ith  

E sther Jack a f te r  h is  re tu rn  to  New York C ity , " the  one th in g  

he had once been sure would never happen,"^ Even more d is 

couraging in  l ig h t  of h is  search  f o r  th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r ,  

he was "very happy to  be back ."^  As he r e f le c te d  upon th i s  

in co n sis ten cy , Webber r a t io n a l iz e d  th a t  he was tw en ty -e ig h t 

years old and " th a t th e  em otional p a t te rn  of one’ s l i f e ,  

formed and se t by y ears  of l iv in g ,  i s  not to  be d iscarded

q u ite  as e a s ily  as one may throw away a b a tte re d  hat o r worn- 
■a

out shoe."' In  t h i s  reg a rd , th e  w ithdraw al and re tu rn  p a t

te rn  of h is  search  conformed to  Goethe’ s sta tem ent th a t  human 

growth, which alm ost never proceeds in  a s t r a ig h t  l i n e ,  might

be compared "to  th e  r e e l in g s  of a drunken beggar on horse

back ."^  Webber, however, was com forted by th e  knowledge th a t  

even though th e  beggar was drunk, a t  l e a s t  he was "îmounted
5

on h is  ho rse , and, however u n s te a d ily , was going somewhere."*

In  o th e r words, in  th e  symbolic r o le  o f Goethe’ s drunken beg

g a r , the  p ro tag o n is t had not y e t accep ted  a permanent p a s to ra l 

re tu rn  to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le *  N ev erth e less , he r ig h t f u l ly  

f e l t  g u il ty  about resuming h is  a f f a i r  w ith  E sth e r: "Must the 

beggar on horseback fo re v e r  re e l? " ^

Webber may have matured during  h is  s ta y  in  Europe, but 

E s th e r, whose s p i r i tu a l  l i f e  was uninyolved w ith  th e  confirm ing

1 2Ibid., p. 7. Ibid. ^Ibid. ^bid. ^Ibid.
^Ibid.
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w ith d raw al-re tu rn  dualism , had remained unchanged. In  th e  

next in c id en t in  th e  novel, Wolfe d esc rib ed  E sth er waking up 

in  th e  morning, and th e  d e ta i l s  in  t h i s  b r ie f  d e s c r ip tio n  

emphasize th a t  she was th e  same woman who appeared in  th e  

l a s t  h a lf  o f  The Web and th e  Rock; th a t  i s ,  th e  same ambig

uous m ixture of sensuous v i t a l i t y ,  p ro fe s s io n a l competence, 

devious innocence, and s e l f - lo v e .

A fte r E sther had awakened, % s quick and sudden as a 

b i r d ,”^ she lay  upon her back in  th e  bed, surveyed her body 

adm iring ly , and was in s ta n t ly  a l iv e ,  alm ost as i f  she were 

s t i l l  a young g i r l ,  Beisde th e  bed her l i t t l e  clock (th e  

tim e symbol f o r  her p e rso n a lity )  ’’tic k e d  ea g e rly  i t s  pu lse  of

tim e as i f  i t  h u rrie d  forward fo re v e r  l ik e  a c h ild  toward
2some imagined jo y ,” A fte r a servan t had brought co ffee  and 

r o l l s ,  E sther tu rned  to  th e  t h e a t r i c a l  s e c tio n  of th e  morning 

newspaper and laughed hap p ily  when she n o tic ed  th a t  her de

sign  work had been p ra ised  in  one o f th e  g o ssip  columns, and 

a lso  th a t  she had been re fe r re d  to  as M iss in s te a d  o f Mrs, 

E sth e r Ja ck . A fte r  she had d ressed  and was going downtown 

to  T iJelfth S tre e t to  meet Webber, E sth e r was f e e l in g  q u ite
3

”gay and happy and p leased  w ith  h e r s e l f , ”

Webber and E sth e r were back to g e th e r ,  but no t i n  th e  

apartm ent on Waverly P lace which p rev io u s ly  they  had shared . 

The two la rg e  rooms Webber had ren ted  in  th e  house on Twelfth 

S tre e t  rep resen ted  a d i f f e r e n t  arrangem ent, f o r  now he f e l t

^Ibid,, p, Ô, Zibid, 3lbid,, p, 9.
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i t  necessary  to  safeguard  "the m astery o f h is  l i f e ,  h is  sep

a ra te  so u l, h is  own in te g r i ty ," ^  and to  keep "love a th in g  
2

a p a r t F o r  t h i s  reaso n , th e  new apartm ent "was h is  p la c e , 

not t h e i r s , and th a t  f a c t  r e -e s ta b lis h e d  th e i r  r e la t io n s  on 

a d if f e r e n t  l e v e l . A t  le a s t  th e  p ro ta g o n is t, as he s tru g 

gled  to  f r e e  h im self frcan h is  em otional dependency upon h is  

m istress-m other s u b s t i tu te ,  hoped th a t  i t  d id . The d is tu rb 

ing  question  was w hether E sth e r would accept such a compro

mise:

Would she ta k e  h is  lo v e , bu t leave him f re e  to  l iv e  h is  
l i f e  and do h is  work? That was th e  way he to ld  her i t  
must be, and she sa id  y es , she understood . But could 
she do i t ?  Was i t  in  a woman*s n a tu re  to  be con ten t w ith  
a l l  th a t  a man could give h e r , and not fo re v e r  want what 
was not h is  to  g iv e?  Already th e re  were l i t t l e  p o r te n ts  
th a t  made him begin  to  doubt i t . ^

I t  was Webber’ s opin ion  th a t  what he e s p e c ia lly  d e s ire d  

was to  keep h is  c re a tiv e  l i f e  independent of E s th e r’s r ic h  

f r ie n d s  and th e  world o f  th e  th e a t r e .  What he r e a l ly  w anted, 

as he soon d iscovered , was to  break away from th e  woman com

p le te ly  since her possessiveness rep resen ted  a permanent 

block in  h is  search  fo r  th e  f a th e r .  For th i s  reaso n , one 

morning when E s th e r, in  a somewhat tro u b led  mood, asked Wsb= 

ber i f  he would keep on lov ing  her fo re v e r , he re fu sed  to  r e 

p ly . E sther needled him u n t i l  she saw th a t  he was lo s in g  h is  

tem per. R ealiz ing  th a t  f u r th e r  t a lk  was u s e le s s , she s lip p ed  

her arm through h is ,  and stand ing  by th e  fro n t window to g e th e r , 

they  watched th e  c i ty  l i f e  unfo ld ing  on th e  s t r e e ts  below.

llbid., p. 11. ^Ibid. ^Ibid. 4bid.



423
They observed a group o f l i t t l e  Jewish t a i l o r s  involved in  

a heated argument in  f ro n t of a union h a l l ,  th e n  saw th e  

young I r i s h  cops who moved in  b ru ta l ly  to  break up th e  argu

ment, They saw and heard th e  ca rs  ro a rin g  through the  c i ty  

s t r e e t s  l ik e  p r o je c t i l e s ,  and th e  undending stream  of s h r i l l  

v o ices , bod ies, face s  passing  on th e  sidew alks "w ith th e  mo

notony of e v e r la s tin g  r e p e t i t io n ." ^

I t  was a f in e  sp rin g  morning, th e  sky b lu e  and cloud

le s s ,  th e  t r e e s  ju s t  coming in to  le a f ,  and th e  su n lig h t 

s p i l l in g  m agically  in to  th e  s t r e e t s .  The c i ty  people whom 

th ey  had observed, however, were not p a rt of th i s  f re s h  and 

innocent r e b i r th  i n  n a tu re . They were s p i r i tu a l ly  corrup ted  

human b eings, and th a t  was th e  new knowledge which Webber had 

gained in  Germany and which he suddenly found so d i f f i c u l t  to  

e x p la in  to  h is  m is tre ss  in fa tu a te d  w ith  h er innocent v is io n  

o f l i f e :

E sther glanced a t  George and saw h is  face  grow tw is ted  
as he looked. He wanted to  say to  her th a t  we a re  a l l  
savage, f o o l is h ,  v io le n t ,  and m istaken; t h a t ,  f u l l  o f our 
f e a r  and confusion , we walk in  ignorance upon th e  l iv in g  
and b e a u tifu l e a r th ,  b rea th in g  young, v i t a l  a i r  and b a th 
ing  in  th e  l ig h t  of morning, seeing i t  no t because of th e  
murder in  our heartS s

But he d id  no t say these  th in g s . W earily he tu rned  
away from th e  window, 2

* There’s f o r e v e r , ’ he sa id , ’There’ s your f o r e v e r ,’

One o f th e  reasons th a t  th e  p ro ta g o n is t was becoming

in c re a s in g ly  d i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  h is  a f f a i r  w ith  E sth er was

th a t  he had e s ta b lish e d  another dependent r e la t io n s h ip  to

llbld., p, 14. ^Ibid.
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take i t s  p la c e . Immediately a f t e r  re tu rn in g  to  New York from 

Europe, he had gone to  th e  p u b lish in g  firm  of James Rodney 

and Company, whose ch ie f e d i to r ,  Foxhall Edwards, had ex

pressed an in t e r e s t  in  h is  m anuscrip t. Home to  Our M ountains. 

W ithin a week th e  m anuscript had been accep ted , Webber had 

been given an advance of f iv e  hundred d o l la r s ,  and "he was 

happier than  he had ever been in  a l l  h is  l i f e , " ^  At l a s t  he 

seemed to  be on th e  th resho ld  of success and fame, although 

he s t i l l  had to  work w ith h is  e d i to r  to  cut and re v is e  th e  

m anuscript to  make i t  p u b lish a b le .

During t h i s  p e rio d , when he and th e  e d ito r  were working 

to g e th er on th e  m anuscrip t, Webber’s old madness seemed to  

have d isappeared  from h is  l i f e  a l to g e th e r , and he was su s

ta in ed  by th e  wonderful b e l ie f  th a t  f in a l ly  he was ""in tr iu m -
2phant co n tro l o f  h is  d e s t in y .’” What made th i s  b e l ie f  s p u r i

ously  convincing was th a t  th e  p ro tag o n is t had no t yet d iscov

ered th e  m ature f a th e r  w ith in  h im se lf . In s te a d , in  th e  "sh in 

ing  image o f  Fox Edwards, i t  m erely seemed to  Webber th a t  

he had found a t  l a s t  th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r  who could g ive  h is  

l i f e  th e  s p i r i t u a l  d ire c tio n  th a t  i t  req u ired ;

L i t t l e  by l i t t l e  i t  seemed to  George th a t  he had found in  
Fox th e  f a th e r  he had lo s t  and had long been looking  f o r .  
And so i t  was th a t  Fox became a second f a th e r  to  him—the 
f a th e r  o f h is  s p i r i t . *

Webber’ s personal d iscovery  of e v i l  in  Germany had only - 

p a r t i a l ly  f re e d  him from h is  n a rc iss ism , and h is  tu rn in g  to

^Ibid., p. 19. Zibid., p. 15. ^Ibid., p. 27. ^Ibid.
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Edwards as a s u b s t i tu te  f a th e r  was proof o f h is  continuing 

emotional and s p i r i t u a l  dependency. At th e  same tim e, th e  

experience in  Germany was th e  c e n tra l  s p i r i t u a l  d iscovery  up

on which th e  p ro tag o n is t would b u ild  u n t i l  h is  knowledge of 

e v i l  had been s u f f ic ie n t ly  confirmed to  enable him to  f in d  

th e  t r u e ,  in s te a d  o f th e  f a l s e ,  s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r .  In  Wolfe * s 

a r t i s t i c  v is io n , however, th e  r e a l i t y  o f  e v i l  i s  always com

plemented by th e  r e a l i t y  o f lo v e : th a t  i s ,  man i s  not t o t a l l y  

e v i l  since h is  d e s tru c tiv e  dea th  w i l l ,  symbolized by th e  "mur

der in  h is  h e a r t ,"  i s  fo re v e r  opposed by an eq u a lly  urgent 

l i f e  w i l l  "to  love and c r e a te ,"  U nfo rtu n a te ly , a t  le a s t  in  

term s o f th e  c o n tro ll in g  symbolism in  t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  novel, 

th e  p ro tag o n is te s  l i f e  was p a r t i a l ly  c a s tra te d  so long as he 

remained dependent upon h is  pub lish ing  e d i to r  as  th e  f a ls e  

a rch e ty p a l f a th e r .

In  th e  ch ap ter which precedes th e  len g th y  exam ination 

o f th e  f in a n c ia l  co llap se  and s p i r i tu a l  ru in  in  Libya H il l— 

th a t  i s ,  e v i l  in  th e  f a m il ia r  world of one’ s childhood—Wolfe 

emphasized ag a in , as a k ind o f p a s to ra l in tro d u c tio n  to  t h i s  

new m a te r ia l ,  t h a t  h is  p ro ta g o n is t’ s d iscovery  o f e v i l  was 

not com pletely C a lv in is t ic  o r n a t u r a l i s t i c , s in c e , in  ad d i

t io n  to  th e  co rru p tio n  in  man, th e re  always e x is ts  lo v e , sym

bo lized  in  n a tu re  by th e  l i f e  fo rces  which produce beauty  as 

w ell as th e  unending, seemingly m eaningless cycle  of physical 

b i r th ,  th e  savage, a-m oral s tru g g le  fo r  s u rv iv a l ,  and d ea th . 

In  o th e r words, n a tu re  a e s th e t ic a l ly  o f fe rs  a m ystica l
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a ff irm a tio n  to  th e  s p i r i t u a l  dualism  w ith in  man.

In  th e  summer of 1929 Webber fre q u en tly  n o ticed  a man 

seated  a t  a desk behind a la rg e  window o f th e  warehouse 

ac ro ss th e  s t r e e t .  What a t t r a c te d  th e  p ro ta g o n is te s  a t te n 

t io n  about t h i s  man was th a t  th e  f ix e d , remote expression  up

on h is  face  suggested an alm ost t o t a l  in d if fe re n c e  to  th e  

"thronging t r a f f i c  of l i f e " ^  which c irc le d  around him in  th e  

warehouse and on th e  o u ts id e  pavement. During W ebber's l i f e ,  

c e r ta in  th in g s , ap p a re n tly  t r i v i a l  in  them selves, had go tten  

embedded deeply in  h is  memory: "and always th ey  were l i t t l e

th in g s  which, in  an in s ta n t  o f c le a r  p e rcep tio n , had r iv en
2

h is  h e a rt w ith  some poignant f la s h  o f m eaning." This man's 

ra n o te , a b s tra c te d  face  was one o f th o se  memories, and to  th e  

p ro tag o n is t i t  came to  symbolize not only th e  " e x ile  o f an 

im prisoned s p i r i t , "  bu t th e  brooding, p a t ie n t  re s ig n a tio n  

which i s  p a r t  o f wisdom near th e  close of a m an's l i f e ,  when 

he has d iscovered , through th e  confused, b i t t e r  d ia le c t ic  of 

h is  personal experience , th e  t in y  measure of t r u th  which i t  

seems i s  a l l  th a t  man has been d es tin ed  to  know.

T his f in a l  iro n ic  t r u th  i s  th a t  only a few th in g s  su r

vive th e  continuous f lu x  o f tim e and change, and th a t  most 

o f th e se  a re  connected m erely w ith  dea th  and r e b i r th  in  na

tu re  :: " a i l  th in g s  proceeding from th e  e a r th  to  seasons, a l l  

th in g s  th a t  la p se  and change and come again  upon th e  e a r th .

l%bid., p. 42. Îbid., p. 43. ^Ibid.
Sbid., p. 44.
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The e v i l  in  man’ s h e a r t ,  rep re sen ted  sym bolically  by " th e  

ta r a n tu la ,  th e  adder, and th e  a sp ,"^  a lso  i s  permanent, and 

"pain  and death  w il l  always be th e  same,"^ D espite th e  c ru e l 

r e a l i t y  o f e v il jo ined  to  th e  inexo rab le  trium ph o f dea th  in  

th e  n a tu ra l w orld, i t  was th e  m y stica l f a i t h  of W olfe 's pro

ta g o n is t ,  in c re a s in g ly  r e l ig io u s  r a th e r  than  rom antic in  i t s  

overtones, th a t  always "under th e  hoof of th e  b east above 

th e  broken c i t i e s ,  th e re  w il l  be something growing l ik e  a 

flow er, something b u rs tin g  from th e  ea rth  again , fo rev e r
■5

d e a th le s s , f a i th f u l ,  coming in to  l i f e  l ik e  A p ri l ."

I I

W olfe 's s e le c tio n  o f  th e  search  theme fo r  h is  f i c t i o n  

meant th a t  h is  ch ief in te r e s t  had to  be th e  emotional and 

s p i r i t u a l  growth in  h is  p ro ta g o n is t as he sought to  exchange 

h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  sense of e x i le ,  a sso c ia ted  sym bolically  w ith 

an innocent p as t and h is  childhood dependence upon a c a s t r a t 

ing  m other, f o r  th e  c re a tiv e  v i t a l i t y  and capac ity  to  expe

r ien c e  love in  th e  p re se n t, rep resen ted  by th e  image o f th e  

a rch e ty p a l f a th e r .  Since th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  i s o la t io n ,  in  one 

way or an o th er, was c e n tra l  throughout th e  sea rch , t h i s  meant 

th a t  Wolfe faced  te c h n ic a l d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  h is  f i c t i o n  when

ever he wished to  dea l w ith  a group of people in  a s in g le  s e t 

t in g .  His p ro tag o n is t could not be e lim ina ted  from th e  d ra 

m atic re p re s e n ta tio n , assuming th a t  was th e  method Wolfe had

^Ibid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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se le c te d  to  rev ea l th e  p e r s o n a li t ie s  of th e  c h a ra c te rs  in 

volved, y e t s ince  fo r  some years  th e  p ro tag o n is t had been 

a lie n a te d  from conventional so c ie ty , where could Wolfe f in d  

a s u ita b le  s e t t in g  in  which th e  d i f f e r e n t  people would have 

enough in  common, even i f  s u p e r f ic ia l ly ,  so th a t  th e  impor

ta n t  themes could be developed th rough  d ia logue? Wolfe» s: 

so lu tio n  was to  use th e  d inner p a rty  o r th e  pullman ca r of 

a passenger t r a i n  as s e t t in g s  in to  which he could in troduce  

a se le c tio n  of c h a ra c te rs  w ith  h is  p ro tag o n is t as a f o i l .

The ch ap ter a t th e  beginning o f W olfe’ s in v e s tig a tio n  

of e v i l  in  small town America was c a lle d  "The Hidden T erro r*  

by i t s  au tho r, and i t s  s e t t in g  was th e  pullman ca r K 19, r e 

tu rn in g  from New York to  Libya H i l l ,  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s home 

town. The passengers on th e  pullman w ith  im portant ro le s  in  

th e  chap ter were George Webber, Nebraska Crane, J a rv is  Riggs, 

Mayor Kennedy, Parson F lack , and Judge Bland. The t i t l e ,

"The Hidden T e rro r ,"  r e la te d  to  th e  b lin d  Judge, whose genu

in e ly  corrupted p e rso n a lity  in  th e  eyes of th e  townspeople of 

Libya H i l l ,  was th e  symbol o f e v i l .  I r o n ic a l ly ,  a t  l e a s t  in  

th e  e s tim a tio n  of th e  au th o r, th e se  townspeople were th e  men 

and women who were s p i r i t u a l ly  b lin d , not th e  s ig h t le s s  Judge, 

fo r  he d id  not share th e  s e lf - r ig h te o u s  o b liv io u sn ess  o f h is  

fe llo w  c i t iz e n s  to  th e  s t e r i l i t y  and e v i l  in  t h e i r  own l iv e s .  

In  th i s  re sp e c t, Judge Bland, w ith  h is  cy n ica l awareness o f 

man’ s co rru p tio n , in c lu d in g  h is  own, was sym bolica lly  th e  

p h y s ic a lly  b lin d  man w ith  s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  whose depraved l i f e
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p erso n ified  th e  r e a l i t y  of e v i l ,  "the hidden t e r r o r , " ’ w ith in  

th e  f a l le n  n a tu re  o f  every person .

In-W olfe’ s a r t i s t i c  v is io n , Libya H ill  was a microcosm 

fo r  middle c la s s  America w ith  a V ic to rian  p u r ita n  h e r ita g e  

during  th e  boom y ea rs  o f th e  1920*s , and i t s  th re e  re p re se n t

a tiv e  c i t iz e n s  in  th e  pullman ca r—J a rv is  R iggs, Mayor Ken

nedy, and Parson F lack—were men whose s p i r i t u a l  s u p e r f ic ia l 

i t y ,  i f  not b lin d n e ss , had enabled them to  accep t u n c r i t i c a l 

ly  th e  most devious values o f  a m a te r ia l i s t i c  c u l tu re .  The 

l i f e  o f J a rv is  R iggs, th e  poor boy who was fo rced  to  q u it 

school when h is  f a th e r  d ied  and who th e n  worked a t  vario u s 

jobs to  support h is  mother u n t i l  he became a bank p re s id e n t, 

i l l u s t r a t e d  th e  American legend which Gant and E liz a  had con

s ta n tly  preached to  t h e i r  ch ild re n : " th a t o f th e  poor boy 

who p r o f i t s  fro n  th e  hardsh ips o f h is  e a rly  l i f e  and ’makes 

good.’ "^ E ven tua lly , because of unscrupulous management, th e  

bank managed by Riggs f a i l e d  and most of i t s  in v e s to rs  were 

ru ined  f in a n c ia l ly .  Mayor Kennedy, th e  w eak -p rincip led  to o l  

of th e  in f lu e n t ia l  moneyed people in  Libya H i l l ,  was th e  fo r 

w ard-looking, g lad-handing to tem  symbol o f th e  tow’ll’ s o p t i 

m is tic  f a i t h  in  p ro g ress  and b ig g er and b e t t e r  b u s in e ss .

A fter th e  c o lla p se  o f r e a l  e s ta te  values in  Libya H i l l ,  th e  

Mayor committed s u ic id e . Parson F lack , who acqu ired  th e  

nickname "Parson"" by never m issing  a p rayer m eeting a t  th e  

Gam pbellite Church, rep resen ted  th e  h y p o c r i t ic a l  b u sin ess

^Ibid,, p, 3 6 1 ,
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promoter who clo thed  h is  a c t i v i t i e s  w ith  r e s p e c ta b i l i ty  to  

e x p lo it th e  s u p e r f ic ia l  p u r i ta n ic a l  m o ra li ty , as w ell as th e  

g u l l i b i l i t y ,  of h is  tow nspeople, Wolfe d id  no t in d ic a te  

what happened to  th e  s lip p e ry  Parson a f t e r  th e  c ra sh .

These th re e  men, in  ad d itio n  to  t h e i r  s p i r i tu a l  b lin d 

n ess , shared a commom e x p lo ita tiv e  a t t i tu d e  tow ards n a tu re : 

th a t  o f th e  economic sp e c u la to r  w ith  h is  a b s tra c t  approach 

to  th e  land  s o le ly  in  term s of i t s  r e a l  e s ta te  v a lu e s . In  

W olfe 's v is io n  th e  a b s tra c t  approach to  l i f e  was always po

t e n t i a l l y  e v i l ,  s ince  i t  was d ivorced from man’s human con

d i t io n  w ith  i t s  sharp ly  f ix ed  l im i ts  in  term s o f tim e and

space. For t h i s  reason , th e  concern o f th e  bu sin ess  man w ith

s h i f t in g  m arket p r ic e s  as an in d ic a tio n  o f worth involved a 

re p u d ia tio n  somewhere along th e  l in e  of human v a lu e s . With

regard  to  r e a l  e s ta te  as a b u s in e ss , t h i s  was e s p e c ia lly

t r u e ,  f o r  Wolfe’ s p as to ra lism  included  th e  m y stica l f a i t h  

th a t  n a tu re , rep resen ted  in  t h i s  in s ta n c e  by th e  la n d , was 

sacred  in  th a t  i t s  f in a l  meaning, s t i l l  undeciphered by s c i 

ence, remained a r e l ig io u s  m ystery.

At t h i s  p o in t, i t  must be emphasized again th a t  W olfe’s 

a r t i s t i c  v is io n , even a t  t h i s  l a t e  d a te , was sch izo p h ren ic .

In  o th e r words, on a s u p e r f ic ia l  le v e l  he was th e  rom antic 

w r i te r  whose la ck  o f detachment and sen tim en ta l f a i l in g s  have 

been ju s t ly  po in ted  ou t by d isc r im in a tin g  modern c r i t i c s .  On 

th i s  s u p e r f ic ia l  le v e l W olfe’ s in te r p r e ta t io n  and c r i t ic is m  

o f c a p ita lism  in  America rev ea led  th e  ty p ic a l  le f t-w in g  b ia s
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of l ib e r a l  sentim ent during  the  depression  y ea rs . On a p r i 

mary le v e l ,  however, Wolfe was th e  arch e ty p a l and in c re a s in g 

ly  r e l ig io u s  a r t i s t  who was in te re s te d  in  th e  American b u s i

ness man as a human being , and who a ttacked  h is  shortcom ings, 

not as th e  in e v ita b le  consequences of th e  f a l l i b l e  economic 

system to  which he belonged, but as a s p i r i tu a l  s t e r i l i t y  

which accompanied h is  shallow  employment o f the  id o ls  o f ma

te r ia l is m  to  b lin d  h im self to  h is  tru e  n a tu re .

Except f o r  th e  p ro ta g o n is t, th e  l a s t  re p re se n ta tiv e  

c i t iz e n  from Libya H ill  in  th e  pullman ca r was Nebraska Crane, 

th e  home town boy who had become a b ig  league b aseb a ll p la y e r . 

This man, who was a s u b s t i tu te  f a th e r  f ig u re  fo r  Webber in  

childhood, was Wolfe*s sen tim en ta lized  versio n  of th e  modem 

American who had re ta in e d  a t  l e a s t  a p a r t  of h is  em otional 

and s p i r i tu a l  in h e r ita n c e  as a human being . The name, Nebras

ka Crane, has a symbolic s ig n ifican ce :: Nebraska rep re se n tin g  

Wolfe* s p reference of th e  t r a d i t io n - f r e e  West over th e  t r a 

d i t io n - f e t te r e d  E a s t , and Crane suggesting  th a t  th e  man, w ith  

h is  Ind ian  b lood, had not com pletely v io la te d  th e  p a t te rn  o f 

h is  in tu i t iv e  responses to  n a tu re . For t h i s  reason , th e  

b aseb a ll p lay er s t i l l  conceived **of th e  land as a p lace  on 

which to  l iv e ,  and o f l iv in g  on the  land as a way of life,**^ 

In  o th e r words. Crane had not been in fe c te d  by th e  r e a l  e s 

t a t e  fev e r of th e  tim es , and h is  p a s to ra l dream of happ iness, 

a f t e r  he had f in is h e d  p lay ing  b a se b a ll, was to  r e tu rn  to  th e

^Ibid,, p, Ô0.
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th ree  hundred ac res  of land he had purchased in  Zebulon Coun

ty  and to  farm them fo r  a l iv in g .  N either was Crane ig n o ran t

of th e  e v i l  in  l i f e  which he accepted w ith  th e  "ch ee rfu l f a 

ta lism "  which "had always been th e  source o f h is  g rea t 

s tre n g th  and courage. That was why he had never been a f r a id  

of anyth ing , not even d ea th ,

George Webber was re tu rh in g  to  Libya H ill  because he

had received  a telegram  th a t  h is  Aunt Maw, who had taken

charge o f him when he was e ig h t y ea rs  old and who had

"brought him up w ith  a l l  th e  in f le x ib le  zea l of her p u r ita n -  
2i c a l  n a tu re ,"  had f in a l ly  d ie d . Judge Bland had been sub

je c te d  to  a s im ila r  in d o c tr in a tio n  in  th e  v a lu es  of V ic to rian  

Puritanism  when he was sm all, and th e  em otional r e je c t io n  

which t h i s  te ach in g  re - in fo rc e d  even tu a lly  had tu rn ed  him 

in to  th e  town*s o u tc a s t ,  prow ling th rough th e  vacant s t r e e t s  

a t n ig h t beneath  "blank and s t e r i l e  com er l i g h t s ,  p a s t win

dows th a t  were always d ark , p as t doors th a t  were fo rev e r 

locked,"^

Judge Bland came from a d is tin g u ish e d  Southern fam ily  

whose members had been prominent lawyers fo r  over a century» 

For th i s  reason , th e  Judge as a young man had s tu d ied  th e  

law, and a f te r  being adm itted to  th e  b a r , fo r  one term  had 

been a p o lic e  co u rt m ag is tra te  from which he ob tained th e  

t i t l e  "Judge." Also during h is  e a rly  manhood, th e  Judge had 

m arried a b e a u t i fu l ,  d is s o lu te  woman, whom he had divorced

^Ibid., p. 64. ^Ibid,, p, 45. Îbid., p. 71.
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sh o r tly  to  r e tu rn  to  h is  m other, ”a s ta te ly ,  w h ite -h a ire d

lady to  whom he rendered a t  a l l  tim es a f a i t h f u l ,  s o l i c i to u s ,

e x q u is ite ly  kind and g e n tle  du ty ."^  They liv e d  to g e th e r  in

a p leasan t old V ic to ria n  house u n t i l  she d ie d , and during

th ese  years  he indulged h is  mother w ith  every com fort:

and i f  she ever guessed by vdiat dark means her lu x u rie s  
had been assu red , she never spoke of i t  to  her son. As 
fo r  women g e n e ra lly . Judge Bland d iv ided  them b r u ta l ly  
in to  two groups—th e  mothers and th e  p r o s t i tu t e s —and, 
aside  from th e  s in g le  exception in  h is  own home, h is  
so le  in t e r e s t  was in  th e  second d iv is io n .

The Judge had g iven  up h is  le g itim a te  law p ra c t ic e  many 

years b efo re , and sin ce  th a t  tim e had made h is  money from a 

secondhand fu rn itu re  s to r e ,  in c re d ib ly  f i l t h y  and p ile d  w ith  

junk, which he used as a b lin d  fo r  th e  c rim in a l usury which 

he p rac tic e d  w ith  th e  igno ran t negro popu la tion  of th e  town. 

On th e  second f lo o r  of th e  s to re  were two rooms which a t  one 

tim e had served as d is tin g u ish e d  law o f f ic e s  fo r  h is  f a th e r  

and le g a l p a r tn e r .  Both were in  a s t a te  of u t t e r  d is r e p a i r ,  

although th e  second room, in  a d d itio n  to  i t s  dusty  bookcases 

and a few ramshackle c h a ir s ,  con tained  a p lush  so fa . Around 

th e  town i t  was whispered th a t  t h i s  was th e  room where th e  

lech ero u s, e v i l  o ld  Bland "took h is  women,

The Judge had begun to  lo se  h is  ey esig h t befo re  Webber 

l e f t  Libya H i l l ,  and he was b ru ta l ly  frank  even then  in  ad

m ittin g  th a t  th e  venerea l d isease  causing h is  b lin d n ess  "had 

been engendered in  h is  ey es ,"^  In  th e  e s tim a tio n  o f th e

llbid,, p, 77. ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^Ibld,, p, 78.



434
townspeople, th e  Judge was no t ju s t  a bad man:' "No, ^bad' i s

not th e  word fo r  i t .  Everyone knew th a t  he was e v i l—genu-
1 2 

in e ly  unfathomably e v il," '^  He was so " s ta in e d  w ith  e v i l , "

w ith "something genuinely old  and corrup t a t  th e  sources of

h is  l i f e  and s p i r i t , t h a t  i t  had even been absorbed in to

h is  f le s h :

I t  was pa lp ab le  in  th e  touch of h is  th in ,  f r a i l  hand 
when he g ree ted  you, i t  was p resen t in  th e  deadly 
w eariness of h is  tone o f vo ice , in  th e  dead-w hite te x 
tu re  o f h is  em aciated f a c e , in  h is  lank  and lu s t e r le s s  
auburn h a i r ,  and, most of a l l ,  in  h is  sunken mouth, 
around which th e re  hovered co n s tan tly  th e  ghost of a 
sm ile . I t  could only be c a lle d  th e  ghost of a sm ile, 
and y e t ,  r e a l ly ,  i t  was no smile a t  a l l .  I t  was, i f  
any th ing , only a shadow a t  th e  co rners of th e  mouth,
V/hen one looked c lo s e ly , i t  was gone. But one knew 
th a t  i t  was always th e re —lewd, e v i l ,  mocking, h o rr ib ly  
co rru p t, and suggesting  a l im i t le s s  v i t a l i t y  ak in  to  
th e  humor o f d ea th , which w elled up from some se c re t 
spring in  h is  dark s o u l . *

Even th e  co rrup t Judge had not been ab le  to  escape th e  

moral p ressu res  of V ic to ria n  puritan ism  in  a sm all Southern 

town, and he continued to  mask h is  l i f e ,  w ith  cy n ica l iro n y , 

" in  a l l  th e  outward a sp ec ts  of r e s p e c ta b i l i ty ." ^  The " in 

so le n t sham elessness" o f h is  l i f e ,  however, was so well-known 

in  th e  community th a t  "he was in  t o t a l  d is re p u te , and yet he 

met th e  opin ion  of th e  town w ith  such cold  and poisonous con

tempt th a t  every th ing  and everyone held him in  a kind o f t e r 

r i f i e d  re sp ec t,."^  The people feared  him because i t  seemed 

as i f  "h is  b lin d  eyes saw s t r a ig h t  through them ."7 Most

^I b id . Zib id . ^I b id . ,  p . 77. ^I b id .

^Ibid., p. B4. &Ibid. ?Ibid.
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en igm atica l o f a l l  was th e  Judge 's  a t t r a c t io n  fo r  people who 

sensed , in  ad d itio n  to  "the  fo rce  of death  and e v i l  working 

in  him • . . th e  phantom, th e  rad ian ce , th e  lo s t  so u l, of an 

enormous v ir tu e ," ^

The businessmen in  th e  cen te r of th e  pullman car were 

d iscu ss in g  th e  r e a l  e s ta te  boom in  Libya H ill  when Judge 

Bland, in  q u ie t ,  to n e le ss  a c cen ts , asked th e  p ro tag o n is t to  

s i t  down beside  himr "Let th e  dead bury th e i r  dead. Come 

s i t  among th e  b l i n d . I n  the  same to n e le s s ,  s t e r i l e  voice 

th a t  c a rr ie d  throughout th e  len g th  of th e  pullm an, th e  Judge 

r e fe r re d  to  Reeves, Kennedy, and Flack as being "as eminent 

a s e t  o f so n s -o f-b itc h e s  as were ever gathered  to g e th er"^  a t 

one tim e in  a p a r lo r  c a r . Then he commented on th e  pro tago

n i s t ' s  recen t European t r i p ,  and asked Webber i f  he had found 

"the  French whores any d if fe re n t  from th e  home-grown v a r ie ty ," ^  

The Judge observed sa rd o n ic a lly  th a t  th e  d if fe re n c e  had to  be 

sm all, s ince  " s y p h ilis  makes th e  whole world k ind red . And i f  

you want to  lo se  your e y e s ig h t, you can do i t  in  th i s  g rea t 

democracy as w ell as anywhere on e a r t h . A f t e r  being in 

formed th a t  Webber was re tu rn in g  to  Libya H ill  to  a tte n d  h is  

Aunt Maw's fu n e ra l ,  th e  Judge asked i f  th e  young man were 

fo o lis h  enough a c tu a lly  to  be lieve  th a t  he could go home 

ag a in . When th e  p ro tag o n is t re p lie d  th a t  he was not c e r ta in ,  

th e  Judge cackled m alic io u sly ; "The g u i l ty  f l e e th  where no 

man p u rsu e th . I s  th a t  i s ,  son?"^ The e v i l  o ld  m an's p a r tin g

^Ibid., p. Bl. ^Ibid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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advice to  Webber about h is  re tu rn  home was; "But don’t  fo rg e t

I  t r i e d  to  warn you,"^

Webber was unable to  go home again  s p i r i t u a l ly  because

c rea tiv e  v i t a l i t y  and love , the values th a t  th e  m ature f a th e r

symbolized in  h is  im agination , were not to  be found in  Libya

H il l .  Judge Bland through h is  alm ost C a lv in is t ic  awareness

of e v i l  rep resen ted  one aspect o f th e  mature f a th e r ,  and th e

symbolism used to  suggest t h i s  was th e  "heavy walnut w alking 
2

s t ic k "  which th e  Judge c a r r ie d . In  o th e r words, th e  pro tago

n is t  connected th e  e v i l  image o f th e  Judge w ith  s p i r i tu a l  v i 

t a l i t y ,  but i t  was a "kind of t e r r i b l e  v i ta l i ty " ^  w ith  th e  

ambiguous " a t tr a c t iv e n e s s  of a ru in ed  a n g e l . T h e  c re a tiv e  

s id e  of th e  s p i r i tu a l  dualism  was ab sen t, and on t h i s  score

th e  s t e r i l i t y  in  th e  infamous old man was shown sym bolica lly

through h is  s ig h t le s s  eyes, h is  "dead and l i f e l e s s  w hite

h a i r ," ^  h is  p a le , em aciated sk in , and h is  blackened "rim s o f

te e th .

R iggs, Kennedy, and Flack lacked even th e  v i t a l i t y  th a t  

was p a r t  of a cyn ica l awareness of e v i l .  For t h i s  reaso n ,

during th e  conversa tion  in  the  pullman. Judge Bland’ s; naked 

comments aroused in  th e  businessmen "a sense of s ta rk ,  under

ly in g  te r r o r ." ^  The s t e r i l i t y  and fe a r  in  th e se  men was f u r 

th e r  revea led  in  th e  washroom scene, when Webber unexpectedly 

caught Mayor Kennedy c lean ing  h is  f a ls e  te e th  in  th e  b a s in .

llbid., p. Ô4. ^Ibid., p. 82. ^Ibid., p. 70.
^bid., p. 84. ^IMd., p. 82. &Ibid.
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The Mayor, hearing  a n o ise  behind him, tu rned  around in  

f r ig h t ,  and h is  u su a lly  plump fa c e , w ith  i t s  c h e e rfu l, ami

a b le , re a ssu rin g  ex p ress io n , "Was a l l  caved in ." ^  For a 

s t a r t l e d  moment, th e  Mayor, s tr ip p e d  o f h is  o p tim is tic  cam

ou flag e , was f r a n t i c ,  and he waved h is  f a ls e  te e th  ""in a gro

tesque y e t t e r r i b l e  g e s tu re  in d ic a t iv e  o f—God knows what I—
2but d esp a ir  and t e r r o r  were bo th  in  i t . "  Only a f t e r  he had 

rep laced , w ith  trem b lin g , fum bling g e s tu re s , th e  f a l s e  te e th  

in  h is  mouth was he ab le  to  recap tu re  in  h is  expression  some 

o f h is  previous g e n ia l i ty  and f a ls e  confidence. A fter t h i s  

in c id e n t in  th e  washroom, th e  p ro tag o n is t d e tec ted  a s im ila r  

f e a r  behind th e  spurious optimism and h e a r t in e s s  o f th e  o th e r 

businessmen as th ey  d iscu ssed  th e  m iraculous r i s e  of r e a l  es

t a t e  values in  t h e i r  "booming" home town:

Among a l l  of them was th e  same kind o f ta lk  th a t  George 
had heard b e fo re , * I t 's  worth a l l  of t h a t , ’ th ey  to ld  
each o th e r e a g e rly , ’I t ’ l l  b rin g  tw ice as much in  a 
y e a r’ s t im e ,’ They caught him by th e  la p e l  in  th e  most 
f r ie n d ly  and h ea rty  fa sh io n  and said  he ought to  s e t t l e  
down in  Libya H ill  and s ta y  fo r  good— ’G rea te s t p lace on 
e a r th , you knowl’ They made th e i r  usual assured  pro
nouncements upon f in a n c e , banking, market t r e n d s , and 
p roperty  v a lu es . But George sensed now th a t  down below 
a l l  of t h i s  was ju s t  u t t e r ,  naked, f r a n t ic  t e r r o r —th e  
t e r r o r  of men who know th a t  th ey  are  ru in ed  and a re  
a f ra id  to  admit i t ,  even to  themselves,-^

When Webber a r r iv e d  in  Libya H i l l ,  he d iscovered  th a t  

th e  sleepy  l i t t l e  mountain town he had known as a ch ild  was 

"how foaming w ith  l i f e ,  crowded w ith  expensive t r a f f i c ,  f i l l e d  

w ith  new faces  he had never seen b e fo re ,"^  The anim ation of

llbid,, p, 3 5 . ^Ibid, ^Ibid. ^Ibid,. p, 1 0 9 .
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th e  townspeople was con tag ious, and y e t th e  p ro tag o n is t f e l t  

th a t  th e  energy and enthusiasm  which he observed a l l  around 

him rep resen ted  a fo rced  v i t a l i t y  which had more in  common 

perhaps w ith  in s a n i ty  than  w ith any genuine em otional and 

s p i r i tu a l  s a t is fa c t io n *  Libya H ill  was a "boom town" a t  th e  

p innacle  of i t s  r e a l  e s ta te  c raz e , and th e  people on th e  

s t r e e t s  gave " the  im pression of an e n t i r e  popu la tion  th a t  

was drunk—drunk w ith  an in to x ic a tio n  which never made them 

weary, dead, or sodden, and which never wore o f f ,  but which 

in c ite d  them c o n s ta n tly  to  new e f f o r ts  of le ap in g  and th r u s t 

ing  exuberance,"^ The r e a l  e s ta te  prom oters were a l l  over

town, and everyone, " the  b a rb e rs , th e  law yers, th e  g ro ce rs ,
2th e  b u tch e rs , th e  b u ild e rs ,  th e  c lo th ie r s ,"  was buying prop

e r ty  a t f a n ta s t i c  p r ic e s  and paying fo r  i t  w ith  paper: "And 

th e re  seemed to  be only one ru le ,  u n iv e rsa l and i n f a l l i b l e — 

to  buy, always to  buy, to  pay whatever p r ic e  was asked, and 

to  s e l l  again  w ith in  two days a t  any p r ic e  one chose to  f ix ," ^

The p ro ta g o n is t was s t i l l  n o s ta lg ic  f o r  th e  le is u r e ly  

V ic to rian  l i f e  a sso c ia ted  w ith th e  childhood image of h is  f a 

th e r ,  and t h i s  more casual way of l i f e  seemed to  be a sp e c ia l 

ta rg e t  f o r  th e  " s p i r i t  of drunken waste and w ild d e s tru c t iv e 

ness"^  which accompanied th e  r e a l  e s ta te  fe v e r . In  th e  cen

t e r  of Libya H il l  when Webber was a boy, on top  of a b e a u tifu l  

green h i l l ,  had been a ram bling o ld  wooden h o te l surrounded by 

t r e e s ,  f lo w ers , and immense lawns. T his h o te l ,  a symbol of

^Ibid, ^Ibid., p. 110, ^Ibid, ^Ibid,. p. 111.
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le is u r e ly  V ic to rian  l i f e ,  had ex tensive  verandas w ith  com

fo r ta b le  rock ing  ch a irs  on every s id e , innumerable eaves and 

p ro je c tin g  g ab le s , w ings, c o r r id o rs , spacious p a r lo rs  w ith  

th ic k  red  c a rp e ts , and "'a sp lend id  d in ing  room f i l l e d  a t  meal

time w ith  la u g h te r  and q u ie t v o ic e s , where expert Negroes in  

w hite ja c k e ts  b en t and scraped and chuckled over th e  jokes o f 

th e  r ic h  men from th e  North as w ith  p ray e rfu l grace they  

served them d e l ic a te  foods ou t of o ld  s i l v e r  d is h e s ,”^ Now, 

not only th e  ram bling h o te l bu t th e  b e a u tifu l green h i l l  upon 

which i t  was b u i l t ,  had a lre ad y  been "m utila ted  a t  un to ld  

c o s t t h e  h i l l  having been lev e led  " to  an ugly f l a t  of
3

c la y ,"  and th e n  paved w ith  th e  "d e so la te  h o rro r of w hite con- 
4C rete•"

To th e  p ro tag o n is t every th ing  th a t  was being c o n s tru c t

ed during th e  boom, th e  s to r e s ,  g a rag es , o f f ic e  b u ild in g s , and
5

parking spaces, appeared "raw and n ew ,"an d  th e  s ix te e n  s to ry  

h o te l which was being e rec ted  on th e  very  spot where th e  old 

one form erly  had stood was an ugly m echanical s tru c tu re  "of 

s te e l  and co n cre te  and p ressed  b r ic k  • • • stamped out of th e  

same mold, as i f  by some g ig a n tic  b i s c u i t - c u t te r  of h o te ls ,  

th a t  had produced a thousand o th e rs  l ik e  i t  a l l  over th e  coun

t r y ." ^  The l a s t  v e s tig e s  o f  V ic to rian  l i f e  were being  o b l i t 

e ra ted  from th e  American scene, and W olfe’ s p ro tag o n is t r e 

garded t h i s  change as ano ther s t e r i l e  fe a tu re  o f th e  c rass

llbid. ^Ibid. 3lbid. Îbid. ^Ibid., p. 112.
^Ibid.
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m ateria lism  to  which th e  n a tio n  succumbed during  th e  1920’ s .  

The image of th e  V ic to rian  f a th e r  had been destroyed , bu t no 

new symbol had been discovered in  modern middle c la s s  Amer

ic a  to  take  i t s  p lace .

In  Libya H ill  "the high p r ie s t  and prophet of t h i s  in 

sa n ity  of w aste"^ was th e  town drunkard, Tim Wagner, Tim 

had run through two fo rtu n es  before h is  tw e n ty -f if th  y ea r,

and from th a t  tim e on "had s lip p ed  ra p id ly  in to  a s ta te  o f
2

p erp e tu a l s o t t i s h n e s s ,” This befuddled , shambling drunk

a rd , th e  em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  devasta ted  man, was 

Wolfe’s symbol of th e  s t e r i l i t y  and dea th  ju s t  beneath th e  

su rface  of th e  town’ s l i f e ,  Tim Wagner’ s sunken face  had a 

dea th ly  sallow  complexion except over th e  nose, which had a 

f la r in g  network of swollen purp le  v e in s . Also th e  ru ined  

drunkard, l ik e  Mayor Kennedy, had to o th le s s  gums "equipped 

w ith such an enormous se t of g l i t t e r i n g  f a ls e  te e th  th a t  th e  

l ip s  could not cover them, and they  grinned a t  th e  w orld w ith
3

th e  prognathous bleakness o f a sk e le to n ."

Everything about the  man suggested debauchery, w aste , 

and d e a th , inc lud ing  th e  iro n ic  f a c t  th a t  h is  home—a t any 

r a t e ,  th e  p lace  where he s le p t a t  n ig h t—was an abandoned 

horse-drawn hearse which he had ob ta ined  from one of th e  lo 

c a l undertaking  firm s ju s t  so i t  could be removed from th e  

prem ises. Sym bolically th i s  d iseased  and broken drunkard 

l iv in g  in  a hearse rep resen ted  " d e a th - in - l i f e ,” and y e t he

llbid., p. lia. ^Ibid,. p. 1 1 6 , Îbid., p. 114.
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was th e  person to  whom most of th e  townspeople tu rn ed  super- 

s t i t i o u s ly  fo r  advice in  th e i r  r e a l  e s ta te  sp e c u la tio n s . In  

a world which had become em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  s t e r i l e ,  

th e  g ro tesque , em asculated f ig u re  of th e  town drunkard served 

adequately  as th e  f a l s e  f a th e r  image c rea ted  by th e  v alues 

of h is  fe llo w  c i t i z e n s .

The p ro ta g o n is t was s tay in g  w ith  h is  old f r ie n d s ,  Randy 

and M argaret Shepperton, du ring  h is  v i s i t  to  Libya H i l l ,

Randy had been f i l l e d  w ith  v i t a l i t y  as a boy and young man, 

but th e  years  had taken  th e i r  t o l l ,  and when Webber f i r s t  saw 

h is  f r ie n d  a t  th e  t r a i n  s ta t io n ,  he f e l t  "h b i t  ashamed to  

see how o ld  and worn"^ Randy looked . T his change was espe

c i a l l y  n o tic ea b le  in  h is  friend 's  eyes: ’♦Where th ey  had once 

been c le a r  and had looked out on th e  world w ith  a sharp  and 

le v e l gaze, they  were now tro u b le d , and haunted by some deep 

preoccupation  which he could not q u ite  shake o f f T h e  

cause of t h i s  haunted ex p ressio n , Webber soon d isco v ered , was 

Randy's b o ss , Mr, David M e rrit, th e  s3rmbol of th e  spu rious 

f a th e r  c rea ted  by b ig  b u sin ess  in  th e  image o f an Egyptian 

Santa G laus,

Both Randy and Mr, M errit worked fo r  th e  F edera l W eight, 

S ca le s , and Computing Company, "a fa r -f lu n g " ' o rg an iza tio n  

which sold machines used in  w eighing, m easuring, and t e s t in g  

th o se  p a r t ic u la r  values w ith  s ig n if ic a n c e  In  th e  b u sin ess  

economy. I t  was Mr, M e r r l t 's  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ,  a s  a company

4 b i d , ,  p , 92, Îb ld ,



442

su p e rv iso r, to  see th a t  th e  salesmen remained happy w ith  

th e i r  work, and to  accomplish t h i s  he v is i te d  th e  d i s t r i c t  

agen ts every two or th re e  months, a r r iv in g  " l ik e  a benevo

le n t ,  pink-cheeked Santa C laus, making h is  j o l l y  l i t t l e  

jo k es , p assin g  out h is  f a t  c ig a r s ,  p u ttin g  h is  arm around 

people»s sh o u ld e rs , and, in  g e n e ra l, making everyone f e e l  

good•

To an o u ts id e r ,  such as th e  p ro ta g o n is t, i t  appeared 

th a t  Wr, M errit* s  fu n c tio n s  were la rg e ly  am bassadorial, f o r  

during  a ty p ic a l  v i s i t  he was in  th e  agent * s o f f ic e  only fo r  

a sh o rt w h ile . A ctually  he seemed to  devote most of h is  tim e 

to  ta k in g  th e  salesm en to  d in n e r, being p leasan t to  th e  cus

tom ers, and in  genera l " inaugura ting  an era  o f good fe e l in g
2

and high l iv in g ,"  Since th e  su p e rv iso r was obviously  such 

a good-natu red , w e ll- in ten tio n ed  man, Webber was g lad  th a t  

h is  v i s i t  to  th e  Sheppertons happened to  co incide  w ith  th a t  

of Mr, M e rr it* s , whose p e rso n a lity  rep resen ted  somehow th e  

" v i ta l  and m ysterious f o r c e t h e  Company had become in  th e  

l iv e s  of a l l  o f i t s  employees,

Mr, M errit* s  name symbolised th e  f a i r n e s s  o f th e  Com

pany in  using  th e  "m erit system" as  th e  b a s is  f o r  promotion 

w ith in  th e  o rg a n iz a tio n . Moreover, i t  was a "m erit system"" 

which was m echanically  exact and j u s t ,  s in ce  i t  was based on 

th e  "quota system"^ fo r  each member of th e  s a le s  departm ent;

l l b l d , .  p. 1 2 9 , Îb id . ,  p, 1 3 0 , Îb id .
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The u n i t  of th e  quota system was *the po in t,*  and a 
p o in t was fo r ty  d o lla rs*  w orth o f b u s in e ss . So i f  a 
salesman had a quota of e ig h ty , th i s  meant th a t  he had 
to  s e l l  th e  products of th e  F ederal W eight, S ca les , and 
Computing Company to  th e  amount o f a t  le a s t  $3200 every 
month, o r alm ost $40,000 a y e a r . The rewards were h igh .
A salesman* s commission was from f i f t e e n  to  tw enty per
cent of h is  s a le s ;  an agent *s , from twenty to  tw enty- 
f iv e  p e rc e n t. Beyond t h i s  th e re  were bonuses to  be 
earned by ach iev ing  o r su rp ass in g  h is  quo ta . Thus i t  
was p o ss ib le  fo r  an o rd inary  salesman in  an average d is 
t r i c t  to  earn  from $6000 to  $0000 a y e a r, w hile an agent 
could earn  fro n  $12,000 to  $15,000, and,even more i f  h is  
d i s t r i c t  was an ex cep tio n a lly  good one.

As an a d d itio n a l in c e n tiv e , i f  th e  salesman f i l l e d  h is  quota 

s a t i s f a c to r i ly ,  he was adm itted  to  th e  Hundred Club o r "Com

pany Heaven**' w ith  ap p ro p ria te  honors and rew ards.

There was a **Corapany Hell** a ls o ,  f o r  in  th e  v is io n  of

i t s  P re s id e n t, **the Great Man h im se lf , Mr. Paul S. Appleton,

III,**^ who had **erec ted  th e  m agnificen t e d if ic e  of th e  tru e
3

chur<eh and l iv in g  f a i t h  which was c a lle d  *the Company,*** 

what purpose would Heaven serve **if th e re  were no hell?**^ The 

H ell was e s ta b lish e d  by never reducing  a salesman*s quota 

once i t  was f ix e d  a t  a c e r ta in  p o in t, and then  i f  th e  s a le s 

man achieved th e  quota during th e  y e a r , to  r a is e  i t  a t  th e  

beginning o f th e  new y ea r. I t  was a system which automat

ic a l ly  r e s u lte d  in  progress f o r  each salesm an, s ince  i f  he 

**did not belong to  th e  Hundred Club, th e  tim e was no t f a r  

distant**^ when he no longer belonged to  th e  Company e i th e r .

The founder o f th e  b u s in e ss , th e  g ran d fa th er of

Îb id . ,  pp. 134-35. Îb id >. p . 131. Îb id . , p. 133.

^ b id .t  p. 135. Îb id .
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P resid en t Paul S, Appleton, I I I ,  had been am bitious to  see 

one o f h is  "machines in  every s to r e ,  shop, o r b u sin ess  th a t  

needs one, and th a t  can a ffo rd  to  pay fo r  one,"^ The foun

der* 8 philosophy was com pletely o u t-o f-d a te  by th e  standards 

of 1929, fo r  according to  th e  modem approach, "known in

more te c h n ic a l phrase as * c re a tiv e  salesmanship* o r * c rea t-
2

ing  th e  m arket,*" th e  o b lig a tio n  of every salesman was nev

e r  to  inform a p o te n t ia l  customer th a t  he was g e t t in g  along 

a l l  r ig h t  w ithout one o f th e  Company*s m achines, but to  make 

"him buy one a n y h o W , t o  "make him see th e  need; in  o th e r 

words, to  c re a te  th e  need ."^  As f a r  as h is  advancement w ith  

th e  Company was concerned, woe to  th e  d e r e l ic t  salesman who 

f a i le d  to  l iv e  up to  th e  l e t t e r  o b lig a tio n s  of t h i s  p h ilo so 

phy.

P resid en t Paul S, Appleton, I I I ,  in sp ire d  by "the  un-
5

known v is ta s  of magic Canaan" in  th e  contemporary w orld , had

succeeded in  b u ild in g  "an o rg an isa tio n  which worked w ith  th e
6b e a u tifu l p rec is io n  of a locom otive p is to n ,*  I t  was a  bus

in e ss  system , designed by a pragm atic, money-minded descend

an t of p u ritan  fo re b e a rs , which promoted in c reased  e f f ic ie n c y

in  i t s  employees, a t  th e  same time i t  gave th e i r  work a pseu

d o -re lig io u s  s ig n if ic a n c e . The Company d e f in i te ly  was sup

posed to  have a s p i r i tu a l  p o s itio n  irr th e  l iv e s  of i t s  em

p loyees, and " i t  a lso  was tru e  th a t  Mr, Paul S, Appleton, I I I ,

l l b id . ,  p . 132. ^I b id . ^I b id . ^ Ib ld .

Îb id . ,  p. 133. *Ib id .
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was a th eo lo g ia n  vrtio, l ik e  C alv in , knew how to  combine f r e e  

w il l  and p r e d e s t in a t io n ,”

According to  i t s  P re s id e n t, th e  Company was p e r f e c t ly

conceived, th e o lo g ic a l ly  as w ell as m echanically , and th e
2

s p i r i tu a l  emphasis on ”g e t out and h u s tle  o r e l s e , ” known
3

as "keeping up th e  morale of th e  o rg a n iz a tio n ,"  meant in  

r e l ig io u s  term s th a t  th e  salesmen who succeeded d id  no t have 

to  w ait u n t i l  some remote h e re a f te r  to  enjoy th e  rew ards o f  

having le d  th e  good l i f e .  T heir Heaven was here on e a r th ,  

e s p e c ia lly  once a y ea r when th e  Company financed  th e  "Week 

o f P lay"’ fo r  a l l  members belonging to  th e  Hundred C lub, Dur

in g  th e  c e leb ra ted  ’*Week o f Play"’:

tw elve or f i f t e e n  hundred men—fo r  on th e s e  p ilg rim ag es , 
by genera l consen t, women (o r , a t  any r a t e ,  w ives) were 
debarred—tw elve or f i f t e e n  hundred men, Americans, most 
o f them in  t h e i r  middle y ea rs , exhausted , overw rought, 
t h e i r  nerves fray ed  down and s tre tc h e d  t o  th e  b reak ing  
p o in t, met frcm a l l  q u a r te rs  of th e  co n tin en t *at th e  
Company’ s expense’ fo r  one b r i e f ,  w ild , gaudy, h e c t ic  
week of r i o t , *

Wolfe’ s p ro tag o n is t was p u r i ta n ic a l ly  grim when he contem

p la te d  "what t h i s  t r a g ic  sp e c ta c le  o f b u sin ess  men a t  p lay  

meant in  term s of"^ the  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  s t e r i l i t y  of 

th e  c u ltu re  to  which th ey  belonged. At th a t  moment, he a lso  

began to  understand  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f some of th e  changes 

which had ta k e n  p lace  in  th e  p e rs o n a lity  o f  h is  good f r ie n d ,  

Randy Shepperton,

^ I M d , ,  p , 135. p , 136. îb id . S b i d .

Îb id . t  p, 137.
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Before Webber re tu rn ed  t o  New York C ity , one day he 

was in  th e  o u te r salesroom  of Randy*s o f f ic e  when he heard 

"vo ices, c o n f id e n tia l ,  ominous, in te rs p e rs e d  w ith g ru n ts  and 

h a lf-su p p ressed  exclam ations, coming from th e  l i t t l e  p ar

t i t io n e d  space a t th e  r e a r  o f th e  room. One voice he e a s i ly  

recognized  as Randy* s ,  but a t  f i r s t  he thought he had never 

heard th e  ra sp in g , c u tt in g , ugly accen ts  of th e  o th e r  voice 

before  :

But as he l is te n e d  to  th a t  vo ice he began to  trem ble 
and grow w hite about th e  l i p s .  For i t s  every to n e  was 
a fo u l in s u l t  to  human l i f e  . . .  and as  he r e a l iz e d  
th a t  th a t  v o ice , th e se  words, were being used ag a in s t 
h is  f r ie n d ,  he had a sudden b lin d  fe e l in g  o f murder in  
h is  h e a r t .^

3
In  a f l a s h  Webber recognized th a t  " th i s  d ev il* s  vo ice" was 

coming from th e  g en ia l l i t t l e  Santa C laus, Mr, M e rr it ,  who 

a f t e r  having been a g u est in  th e  Shepperton house fo r  a week, 

was t e l l i n g  Randy th a t  i f  he f a i l e d  to  in c rease  h is  business; 

t h i r t y  p e rcen t, he would soon be out of a job : "The Company 

doesn*t give a damn about youl I t* s  a f t e r  th e  business.**^

At le n g th  th e  glazed door to  Randy*s o f f ic e  opened, 

and Mr, M errit emerged v io le n t ly .  As soon as he saw Webber 

s tan d in g  in  th e  o u te r o f f ic e ,  h is  ex p ress io n , l ik e  a chame

leon* s sk in , changed in s ta n t ly :  "h is  plump and ruddy face  be

came w reathed in  sm iles ,"^  and he tu rn ed  back to  Randy, who 

had follow ed him o u t, and "winked humorously . . .  in  th e

l lb id . Îb id . 3%bid. 4 b i d . .  p. 139.

Îb id . , p. 13a .
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manner o f a man who i s  ca rry in g  on a l i t t l e  b an tering  by

p la y ."^  The p ro tag o n is t was re v o lte d  as he watched t h i s  

fa ls e ly -g e n ia l  man, "sm ilin g , ruddy, plump, ch e e rfu l, a p er

verted  p ic tu re  of am iable good w il l  to  a l l  th e  w o r l d , s a u n 

t e r  smugly through th e  door. When Webber tu rned  and saw th e  

shameful look on h is  f r ie n d * s  fa c e , he was reminded o f a p ic 

tu re  he had once seen re p re se n tin g  th e  b u ild in g  of th e  Great 

Pyramid in  Egyptt

I t  was a p ic tu re  he had seen in  a g a l le ry  somewhere, por
tra y in g  a long l in e  o f  men s tre tc h in g  from th e  G reat Pyr
amid to  th e  very p o r ta ls  o f g rea t Pharaoh^s house, and 
g re a t Pharaoh stood w ith  a thonged whip in  h is  hand and 
app lied  i t  unm erc ifu lly  to  th e  bare back and shoulders 
of th e  man in  f ro n t of him, who was g re a t Pharaoh* s c h ie f  
o v erseer, and in  th e  hand o f th e  o v erseer was a whip of 
many t a i l s  which he u n s tin te d ly  ap p lied  to  th e  qu ivering  
back o f th e  w retch b efo re  him, who was th e  ch ie f  over
s e e r ’ s ch ie f  l ie u te n a n t ,  and in  th e  l ie u te n a n t’ s hand a 
whip of rawhide vdiich he la id  v igo rously  on th e  q u a ilin g  
body of h is  head se rg e an t, and in  th e  se rg e an t’ s hand a 
wicked f l a i l  w ith  which he belabored  a whole company of 
groaning co rp o ra ls , and in  th e  hands of every co rpo ra l 
a kno tted  la sh  w ith  which to  vdiack a whole regim ent o f  
s la v e s , who p u lled  and hauled and bore burdens and to i l e d  
and sweated and b u i l t  th e  tow ering s tru c tu re  of th e  pyr
amid.^

Wolfe’ s a t ta c k  upon th e  m onolith ic b u sin ess  o rg an iza tio n  in  

America seems to  have more relevance a t  th e  p resen t moment 

when ap p lied  to  th e  s la v e - la b o r  communes in  China, At th e  

same tim e, Wolfe was in v e s tig a tin g  and c r i t i c i z in g  a problem 

which has meaning fo r  th e  e n t i r e  modem worlds th a t  o f th e  

powerful system, a b s tra c t  and always p o te n t ia l ly  e v i l ,  op

posed to  th e  co n c re te , human in te r e s t s  o f th e  in d iv id u a l,

^Ibid,» p, 139. Îb id . ^ Ib id ,, pp, 139-40,
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I t  has been pointed out th a t  th e  s p i r i tu a l  s t e r i l i t y  

of th e  businessmen in  A shev ille  was connected w ith  t h e i r  ex

p lo i ta t iv e  approach to  n a tu re . These same em otionally  and 

s p i r i tu a l ly  s t e r i l e  people, g iven th e  opportun ity  to  fu n c tio n  

w ith  power in  a la rg e  o rg an iz a tio n , whether i t  was a p a r t  of 

b u sin ess , la b o r , government, th e  m il i ta ry ,  o r education , 

would p reserve  th e  same e x p lo ita t iv e  approach to  t h e i r  fe llo w  

man. For t h i s  reaso n , i f  one accep ts  th e  r e a l i t y  o f e v i l  in  

human n a tu re , he r e a l iz e s ,  l ik e  W olfe, th a t  th e  in d iv id u a l 

always has to  be p ro tec ted  a g a in s t th e  im personal system 

which possesses such traaendous power to  magnify and abuse 

th a t  e v i l .  P art o f  Wolfe*s a tta c k  upon th e  weaknesses in  

c a p ita lism , th e re fo re , i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  a c r i t ic is m  of any un

reg u la ted  system which perm its b ig  o rg an iza tio n s  to  f lo u r i s h  

w ithout a sense of r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  th e  human decency of 

th e  in d iv id u a ls  who depend upon th o se  o rg an iza tio n s f o r  t h e i r  

ex is ten c e , '

The rem ainder o f  Wolfe’ s a t ta c k  upon th e  c a p i t a l i s t i c  

Company re p re se n ts  a c r i t ic is m  o f m a te ria lism  as an Inadequate 

way of l i f e .  The Egyptian Pharoah was a f a ls e  ty ra n n ic a l  f a 

th e r  image, in  a r e l ig io u s  a s  w ell as a p o l i t i c a l ,  m i l i ta r y ,  

and economic se n se , and th e  b u sin ess  o rg an iza tio n  in  America 

i s  equally  f a l s e  vrtien i t  becomes m y s tic a lly  p a t e r n a l i s t i c ,  

Wolfe used th e  Company Heaven and H ell fo r  s a t i r i c a l  purposes 

in  t h i s  ep isode , but even so , r e a l  s p i r i tu a l  p e rv ers io n  i s  

involved in  g iv ing  re l ig io u s  overtones to  th e  economic
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philosophy of h igh p re s su re , c u tth ro a t b ig  b u s in e ss . In  ad

d i t io n ,  th e re  i s  th e  em otional fa lse n e ss  behind " c re a tin g  a 

need ,*  inasmuch as t h i s  k ind o f salesm anship appeals c h ie f ly  

to  th o se  people who a re  so s t e r i l e  th a t  th ey  no lo n g e r r e 

spond to  t h e i r  basic  human needs.

In  Wolfe^ s a r t i s t i c  v is io n  th e  u n c r i t i c a l  worship o f 

m a te r ia l i s t i c  id o ls  u ltim a te ly  wrecks th e  human conscience. 

That was Americans problem in  1929, and i t  i s  s t i l l  w ith  us 

to d ay . For t h i s  reaso n , Wolfe p ic tu re d  th e  Company salesmen 

during  th e  "Week o f P lay*  as s p i r i t u a l ly  b a rren , em otionally  

exhausted men who had l o s t  th e  cap ac ity  to  enjoy l i f e .  In  

th e  persom o f  Mr, M errit as a h y p o c r it ic a l Santa C laus, w ith  

Mr, Paul S, Appleton, I H ,  th e  f a l s e  f a th e r  image o f a ma

t e r i a l i s t i c  c u ltu re  in  th e  rem ote background, Wolfe revea led  

eyen more nakedly th e  la te n t  e v i l  which e x is ts  in  every pow

e r fu l  o rg an iz a tio n , to g e th e r  w ith  th e  inhum anity which r e 

s u l t s  from apply ing  machine psychology to  human r e la t io n s h ip s .  

People a re  human beings f i r s t ,  n o t m erely fu n c tio n a l mecha

nisms to  be m anipulated and e x p lo ite d . That i s  Wolfe*® C hris

t i a n  message throughout You Can*t Go Home Again,

I I I

During George Webber*s v i s i t  to  Libya H i l l ,  he had a 

nightm are in  which he saw h im self "running and stum bling over 

th e  b la s te d  heath  o f some fo re ig n  lan d , f le e in g  i n  t e r r o r  

from: he knew not w hat. A ll th a t  he knew was th a t  he was
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f i l l e d  w ith  a nam eless s h a m e . T h i s  f r ig h t  and shame soon 

became so overwhelming th a t  he f e l t  as i f  he were com pletely 

o u ts id e  th e  p a le  of human understand ing  and compassion: "pu

tr e s c e n t  w ith  a t a i n t  fo r  which th e re  was n e ith e r  comprehen

sio n  nor cure • . • r o t te n  w ith  a v ile n e ss  of co rru p tio n  th a t  

p laced  him eq u a lly  beyond s a lv a tio n  or vengeance, remote
2a l ik e  from p i ty ,  lo v e , and h a tre d , and unworthy o f a c u rse ."  

There were no clouds in  th e  o v en -lik e  sky above th e  heath  

over which he was f le e in g  in  t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  n ightm are, but 

only  a " v a s t , naked eye—sea rin g  and in s c ru ta b le —from which 

th e re  was no escape, and which bathed h is  d e fen se le ss  soul
3

in  i t s  fa thom less dep ths o f shame.

Suddenly th e  scene in  th e  nightm are changed, and Webber

was no lo n g er "an e x ile  in  th e  c e n te r  of a p la n e ta ry  vacancy

which, l ik e  h is  own shameful s e l f ,  had no p lace  e i th e r  among
4th in g s  l iv in g  or among th in g s  d ead ,"  In s tead  he had re tu rn ed  

to  th e  town he had known as a c h i ld ,  and as he f i r s t  en te red  

th e  f a m il ia r  s t r e e t s ,  he was c e r ta in  " th a t he had re tu rn ed  to  

th e  sp rin g s of innocence and h e a lth  from whence he came, and 

by which he would be s a v e d . S u c h  was not th e  ca se , f o r  th e  

townspeople a lread y  were aware o f h is  in ex p iab le  g u i l t ,  and 

whenever he approached them on th e  s t r e e t ,  " th e i r  f a c e s , 

which had been f u l l  o f  f r ie n d l in e s s  and a f fe c t io n  when th ey  

spoke to  one an o th e r, went dead ,"^  They even tu rn ed  away

Î b ld . ,  p. 126. ^Ibid. .  p. 127. Îb id . 4 b i d .

5 lb ld . ^Ibid.
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from Webber’ s o u ts tre tch e d  hand, "as i f  they  wanted but one

th in g —th a t  he should d ep art out of t h e i r  s i g h t , S h o r t l y

th e  scene in  th e  nightm are had changed, and th e  p ro tag o n is t

was back on th e  hea th  f le e in g  "beneath th e  p i t i l e s s  sky where

flamed th e  naked eye th a t  p ie rced  him w ith i t s  u n u tte ra b le
2

w eight of shame,"

This nightm are in c id e n t he lp s illu m in a te  th e  search  fo r  

th e  f a th e r  theme in  th e  n ovel. I t  must be remembered th a t  

Aunt Maw was the  p ro ta g o n is t’ s f o s te r  m other. Her d ea th , in  

term s o f  th e  o v e ra ll s tru c tu re  o f Wolfe’ s f i c t i o n ,  was neces

sary  because of Webber’ s d iscovery  o f e v i l  and consequent 

lo s s  of n arc iss ism  in  Germany, which meant, in  term s o f th e  

sea rch  theme, th a t  he had f re e d  h im self only p a r t i a l ly  from 

h is  attachm ent to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  h is  em otional and 

s p i r i t u a l  l i f e .  His freedom was obviously incom plete in  th a t  

he was s t i l l  dependent upon E sth er Jack , no t to  m ention h is  

dependent p o s it io n  in  h is  new re la t io n s h ip  w ith  Foxhall Ed

w ards, D espite th e  symbolic death o f Aunt Maw, th e re fo re , 

W olfe’ s p ro tag o n is t a t  t h i s  tim e was not th e  l ib e ra te d  n a r

c i s s i s t  en te rin g  m a tu rity . For th i s  reason , h is  a t a v i s t i c  

f e e l in g s  of childhood innocence, on th e  one hand, and h is  

n e u ro tic  g u i l t s  and f e a r s ,  on th e  o th e r , were s t i l l  confused 

w ith  h is  new knowledge of e v i l ,  and momentarily he was ab le  

to  b e lie v e  th a t  by re tu rn in g  home, he might indeed f in d  again  

" th e  sp rin g s o f innocence and h e a lth  from whence he came, and

^Ibid. Îb id , ,  p , 128,
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by which he would be s a v e d , H i s  g u ilt s  and fe a r s , o f 

course, and not h is sentim ental attachment to  innocence, 

triumphed at the c lo se  of th e  nightmare,

George Webber's homecoming represented the pastoral re

turn phase of the withdrawal-return emotional and sp ir itu a l  

dualism. To make th is  c lea r , even before the protagonist 

boarded the tr a in , Wolfe included in  the novel a summary of 

Aunt Maw's l i f e  in  terms of h is con tro llin g  archetypal sym

bolism , Aunt Maw in  her archetypal ro le  as the "ch ild -sor-
2ceress” mother was lik e  "some great force in  nature" com

p le te ly  removed from man's f a l l ib le  humanity. Her l i f e  was 

outside tim e, for frcm as far back as Webber could remember, 

the woman "had seemed an ageless crone, as old as God."^ A ll 

of the s to r ie s  which she to ld  belonged to  the remote p ast,
4"the h i l l s  of Zebulon in  ancient days before the C iv il War," 

and invariably each o f her dismal ta le s  was connected in  some 

way with death. Moreover, she was lik e  a symbolic vulture as 

she feasted  with "an a ir  o f croaking relish"^ upon a l l  o f the  

"sickness, death, and sorrow" which belonged to  th is  vanished 

pasts

The protagonist had received  from th is  "child-sorceress"
7

mother an "Image of the Joyner world" which was part of the  

nightmare sid e of l i f e .  I t  was a su p erstit io u s , gh astly , 

death-haunted world in  which h is  mountain kinsmen had

l lb id . ,  p. 127, Îb id . , p , 46, Îb id , ^Ibid.

5lb id . Îb id . Îb id . .  p , 33.
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possessed w eird te le p a th ic  powers. They were " fo rev e r hear

ing  vo ices and re c e iv in g  prem onitions"^ of someone’ s dea th , 

o r "popping up on country roads and speaking to  people as

they  passed, only to  have i t  tu rn  out l a t e r  th a t  th ey  had
2

been f i f t y  m iles away a t  th e  tim e ,"  E sp ec ia lly  i f  one of 

t h e i r  mountain neighbors or r e la t iv e s  had d ied  unexpectedly , 

th e  Joyners would assemble from m iles around, s i t t i n g  up w ith  

th e  corpse throughout th e  n ig h t and t e l l i n g  how " th ey  had r e 

ceived in tim a tio n s  of th e  impending death  a week befo re  i t  

happened,""^

The p ro tag o n is t b e lieved  th a t  "although o th e r  men would 

l iv e  th e i r  day and d ie ," ^  th e  members o f Aunt Maw’ s fam ily 

were "not su b jec t to  th i s  law ,"^ d e s p ite  th e  f a c t  th a t  in  h is  

im agination  t h e i r  l iv e s  had always s3rmbolized s t e r i l i t y ,  de

cay, and d e a th . Perhaps f o r  th i s  very reaso n , because "they 

fed  on d e a t h , t h e  Joyners "Were trium phant over i t " ^  andg
"would go on fo re v e r ,"  This was Webber’ s most u n s e t t l in g  

f e a r  w ith  reg ard  to  th e  nightm are world of h is  m other’ s peo

p le ,  Also i t  was a f e a r  which had always posed such a th re a t  

to  th e  m asculine p r in c ip le  in  h is  ovm l i f e  id e n t i f ie d  w ith  

th e  image o f h is  f a th e r .  For th i s  reason , a t  f i r s t  he had 

found i t  alm ost im possib le  to  b e liev e  th e  te leg ram  which con

ta in e d  th e  news th a t  "Aunt Maw, th e  o ld e s t and most dea th -
9

triumphant Joyner of them a l l ,  was dead,"

^I b id , ,  p , 4 6 , Î b id , 3%bid, ^ b i d , , p . 4 7 .

^ Ib id . % b id , 7 lb id .  ^ Ib id , 9 lb id .
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In  The Web and th e  Rock Wolfe connected h is  pro tago

n is t*  s in tro d u c tio n  to  e v i l  a f t e r  puberty  w ith  th e  e g o t i s t i 

ca l in d if fe re n c e  of th e  p u r i ta n ic a l  Joyners to  s p i r i t u a l  e v i l  

in  t h e i r  own l iv e s .  In  th e  episode d ea lin g  w ith  th e  fu n e ra l 

and b u r ia l  o f Aunt Maw, Wolfe made s im ila r  connections be

tween th e  em otional s t e r i l i t y  and s p i r i t u a l  b lin d n ess  of th e  

townspeople in  Libya H ill  du ring  th e  r e a l  e s ta te  boom, and 

th e  re p re s s io n , f r i g i d i t y ,  and s p i r i tu a l  shallow ness of th e  

Joyners as re p re se n ta tiv e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n s . In  o th e r  words, 

according t o  Wolfe*s in te r p r e ta t iv e  rendering  in  th e  novel, 

th e  V ic to ria n  p u r ita n  m o ra lity  of middle c la s s  America dur

ing th e  n in e tee n th  cen tury  helped provide a necessary  founda

t io n  in  th e  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  f o r  th e  obsessive devo tion  of 

a l l  c la s s e s  of so c ie ty  to  th e  v a lu es  of an e x p lo ita tiv e  ma

te r ia l i s m .

Aunt Maw* 8 fu n e ra l was held  in  th e  weathered frame 

house which her f a th e r ,  o ld  F ate  Joyner, had b u i l t  w ith  h is  

own hands y ea rs  b e fo re . The b lack  c o f f in  was on d isp la y  in  

th e  sm all f ro n t room, and as soon as Webber en tered  th e  house 

and was confronted  by th e  s ten ch  of th e  decaying co rpse , he 

knew th a t  h is  Aunt Maw **had been v ic to r io u s  over death**^ in  

th a t  she would go to  h er grave w ithout any man* s having seen 

her naked body. This v irg in  s p in s te r  had always been t e r 

r i f i e d  th a t  some man̂  *%iight see  h er in  th e  s ta te  o f n a tu re
2

a f t e r  she was dead ,"  which helped ex p la in  her dread o f

^Ib id , ,  p, 96 , Zib id .
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undertakers. Because o f th is  fea r , a number o f years before 

she died Aunt Maw had made her brother Mark, and her s is t e r -  

in -law , Mag, promise solemnly "that no man would see her un

clothed corpse, that her laying out would be done by women, 

and above a l l  e l s e ,  that she was not to  be embalmed,"^ Mark 

and Mag carried out her wishes to  the l e t t e r ,  and sin ce the 

weather was s t i l l  hot and the old woman had been dead for  

three days before her f in a l r i t e s ,  the protagonist thought 

i t  grimly f i t t in g  "that the la s t  memory he would have of that 

l i t t l e  house, which in  h is  childhood had been so f i l l e d  with  

the stench of d e a th - in - l i fe ,  should now be the stench of 

death i t s e l f ." ^

The funeral serv ice  seemed interm inable to  Webber, In  

addition , i t  impressed him as being in  bad ta s te  s in ce the 

most demonstrative mourner was Aunt Mag, "who fo r  f i f t y  yeara
3

had carried on a nagging, in ternecine warfare w ith Aunt Maw," 

To in te n s ify  the p rotagonist’ s discom fort, the B aptist min

is t e r  conducting the se rv ic e , a fte r  having given a microscop

ic  eulogy o f the most t r iv ia l  events in  Aunt Maw’s l i f e ,  also  

f e l t  ca lled  upon, with a l l  o f "the unconscious ca llousness  

of se lf-r igh teou sn ess," ^  to rehearse the story o f  the fam ily  

scandal:

He to ld  how George Webber’ s fa th er  had abandoned h is  w ife , 
Amelia Joyner, to  l iv e  in  open shame with another woman, 
and how Amelia had shortly  afterwards ’died of a broken 
h ea r t,’ He to ld  how ’Brother Mark Joyner and h is  God
fearing w ife . S is te r  Maggie Joyner,’ had been f i l l e d  with

^Ibid . ^Ibid, S ib id . % bid.
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righteous wrath and had gone to  court and wrested the 
motherless boy from the s in fu l keeping of h is  father; 
and how *th is good woman who now l i e s  dead before us* 
had taken charge of her s i s t e r ’ s son and brought him 
up in  a Christian home. And he said he was glad to  
see that the young man who had been the rece iver  of  
th is  d u tifu l charity  had come home again to  pay h is  
la s t  debt o f gratitude at the b ier  o f one to  whom he 
owed so much.^

The m in ister’s indignantly smug rehearsal o f th a t part of 

Webber’ s early  fam ily l i f e ,  which had done so much la te r  to  

exaggerate the d estructive nature of h is  emotional dualism,
2

now l e f t  h is  face flushed "with shame and anger and nausea,” 

After the funeral serv ice  in  the home was f in a l ly  over, 

a procession of cars formed for the long, slow drive to  the 

cemetery. Webber had escaped from the fam ily group to  ride  

to  the cemetery with h is  friend Margaret Shepperton in  one 

of the public lim ousines which had been rented fo r  the occa

s io n . Just as th is  limousine was about to  take i t s  place in  

the procession o f automobiles, Mrs. D elia  Flood, a l i f e - lo n g  

friend  of Aunt Maw’ s , opened one o f the car doors and uncere

moniously climbed in . This woman was a c tu a lly  E liza  Gant of 

the f i r s t  two n ovels, which meant that W olfe, in  having Aunt 

Maw d ie , sym bolically got rid  of only one o f h is  protagonist’ s 

mothers. With regard to  the author’ s in terp reta tion  o f  the  

emotional coarseness behind Victorian puritan m orality , i t  

a lso  suggested that the lack of ta s te  displayed by Mrs. Flood 

in  her conversation, during the drive to  the cemetery as w ell 

as at the cemetery i t s e l f ,  had the doubly ir o n ic  function o f

^ Ib id ., p. 97. Zibid.
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r e fle c t in g  the obsessive egotism in  the archetypal mother's 

personality even when she was a spectator at her own funeral*

D espite the fa c t  that one of her o ld est and dearest 

friends had died only three days before, most o f Mrs. F lood's  

conversation was devoted to  the la t e s t  rea l e sta te  p rices in  

Libya H il l .  As soon as the lim ousine in which she was r id in g  

had arrived at R ivercrest, the town's new cemetery, Mrs. Flood 

shook her head re g re tfu lly  and commented "'Too bad, too bad, 

too bad ,'" l when i t  crossed her mind that property with such 

fin e  real esta te  value had a ctu a lly  been wasted to  make a 

cemetery. After Aunt Maw's c o ff in  had been lowered in to  the  

ground, Webber linked h is  arm in  M argaret's, and together they  

took a s t r o l l  over the h i l l  away from the cemetery grounds. 

Their purpose in  doing th is  was to  escape from Mrs. Flood and 

the Joyners, fo r  the protagonist e sp e c ia lly  was in  no mood 

to "be forced to  hear the shreds o f Aunt Maw's l i f e  to m  apart 

and pieced together again.

By the time Margaret and Webber had returned to  the  

Joyner burial p lo t , i t  was almost dark, and the only other  

person in  the cemetery, except for  the driver asleep  at the

wheel of the rented lim ousine, was the in d efatigab le  Mrs,

Flood, The old woman was prowling among the graves, stooping  

down to  peer at the in scr ip tio n s on the tombstones in  the  

rapidly fading tw il ig h t . When the two s tr o lle r s  reached her 

sid e , she was standing in  front of a weather-stained stone

^ I b id . ,  p . 102. ^I b id *. p . 103.
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that marked the grave o f Amelia Webber, George's mother.

Mrs, Flood then asked the protagonist i f  he was fam iliar with  

the story  o f how h is mother's co ff in  had been moved. Since 

he w asn't, the t a c t le s s ,  garrulous old woman at once began 

to  t e l l  what she knew.

When Amelia d ied , the p rotagon ist's  fa th er , John Web

ber, d esp ite  the fa c t  that he had been separated from h is  

w ife for  a number of years, claimed her body and had i t  bur

ied  in  a private p lo t which he had purchased in  the old ceme

te r y . Several years la te r  Amelia's brother, Mark Joyner, who 

had already obtained a fam ily p lo t in  the burying ground 

which eventually  became the new cemetery, had decided to  move 

his s i s t e r ' s  co ff in  to  h is  own p lo t since he could not abide 

the thought that h is  own f le s h  and blood was restin g  perma

nently in  Webber earth . Mark's w ife and s is t e r  had tr ied  to  

convince him of the f o l ly  of h is  id ea , but when he had proved 

adamant, they had withdrawn th e ir  o b jectio n s .

The brother, the s i s t e r ,  and a few o f Aunt Maw's 

friends were at the cemetery when the removal o f the co ffin  

a ctu a lly  had taken p lace . Mrs. Flood was among those pres

en t, and a fte r  the c o ff in  had been unearthed by an ancient 

darky ca lled  old Prove, she had personally  heard several of 

the other women ask to  have a look in s id e . Acceding to  th e ir  

w ishes, old  Prove had pried open the co ff in  l i d ,  but Mrs. 

Flood had turned her back, not wishing to  look . In a moment, 

however, she had been given a v iv id  d escrip tion  o f the
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ro ttin g  corpse by one o f her le s s  squeamish fr ien d s:

*0h, D éliai* she says, * it  was awfulI I*m sorry that 
I  looked!* she sa y s, *Ah-haI* I sa id , *What did I 
t e l l  you? You se e , don*t you?* And she says, *Oh-h, 
i t  was a l l  gonei—a l l  gonel—a l l  rotted  away to  nothin* 
so you couldn*t recognise herI The face was a l l  gone 
u n til you could see the tee th i And the n a ils  had a l l  
grown out longl But D éliai* she says, *the hair was 
b eau tifu l! I t  had grown out u n til i t  covered every- 
th in g ~ th e  f in e s t  head of hair I  ever saw on anyone!
But the r e s t  o f i t —oh, I*m sorry that I looked!*^

Throughout the painful r e c ita l  of her s to ry , Mrs, Flood

seemed ob liv ious of the presence o f the two l is te n e r s  who
2

"had stood tra n sfix ed , a look o f horror on th e ir  faces,** 

Neither did she appear to  n otice Margaret and George a fte r  

she had f in ish e d . Instead , she stood thoughtfu lly  in  front 

o f Amelia*s tombstone and r e flec ted  about the b itter n e ss  o f  

domestic s t r i f e  between husband and w ife , carried even be

yond the grave, yet which in  the darkening lo n e lin e ss  of the  

cemetery suddenly seemed to  have lo s t  i t s  meaning: ***She 

l i e s  here, and he*s a l l  alone in  h is  own lo t  over there on

the other sid e of town, and that old trouble th at they had
3

seems very fa r  away,*** Mrs, Flood concluded her r e f le c t io n s

with a ty p ic a l p la titu d e , although one which curiously  she
4seemed to  express w ith **deep conviction**:

*I b elieve  th a t they  have joined each other and are rec
onciled and happy, I  b e liev e  1*11 meet them some day in  
a Higher Sphere, along with a l l  my other fr ien d s—a l l  
happy, and a l l  leading a new l if e ,* ^

In these c lo s in g  sentim ental remarks o f Mrs. Flood, i t

was almost as i f  E lisa  Gant, having been given a f in a l

l l b i d . ,  p . 107. ^Ib id . ^I b id . ^I b id . ^I b id ,
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insigh t in to  the meaning of her own l i f e ,  were commenting 

sin cerely  about the poin tlessn ess o f the b itte r  feud which 

she and Gant had waged throughout most of th e ir  married l i f e .  

Wolfe seems to  have intended th is  meaning, for a fter  th is  

f in a l episode in  which E liza , Aunt Maw, and Amelia each has 

her r o le , no more actual mothers o f the protagonist appear 

in  the remainder o f You Can^t Go Home Again. With regard 

to  the search fo r  the fa th er , the disappearance of the moth

er suggests sym bolically that the o r ig in a l dualism w ithin  

the protagonist between the c o n flic t in g  p erso n a litie s  of h is  

father and mother as neurotic parents—that unmitigated strug

g le  which had exaggerated h is  ch ild ish  fee lin g s  o f e x i le  to  

such an extent that the search fo r  the father la te r  became 

psychologically  compulsive—had at la s t  been resolved .

The archetypal dualism was not reso lved , however, and 

Mrs. Flood's conversation at the conclusion o f the burial 

episode was in c id en ta lly  connected with th is  con tro lling  

theme. The ta lk a tiv e  old woman had relapsed in to  the ro le  

of c iv ic  booster fo r  Libya H ill when she la id  her hand on 

the protagon ist's shoulder and to ld  him that a fter  he had 

fin ished  h is  wandering, he would d iscover one day that there 

was no b etter  place to s e t t le  down and enjoy l i f e  than h is  

home town: "'We've got a f in e  town here, and fin e  people to  

make i t  go—and we're not done y et.'" ^  After f in ish in g  her 

l i t t l e  speech, Mrs. Flood paused momentarily, as i f  she were

^I b id . ,  p . 106.
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w aiting fo r  Webber ”to  answer and corroborate her judgment."^ 

He remained s i l e n t ,  but nodded to  show that he had paid a t

ten tio n  to  what she had sa id . Taking the young man’ s nod 

for an agreement, the old woman continued:

’Your Aunt Maw always hoped that you’d come home 
again . And you w i l l l ’ she sa id . ’There’ s no b etter  
or more b ea u tifu l place on earth than in  these^nioun- 
ta in s—and some day you’ l l  come home to  s t a y .’

The f i r s t  se c tio n  of You Can’t  Go Home Again was designed

purposely by Wolfe to  show why h is  protagonist f e l t  that he

could not ’’go home a g a in .”

IV

The second section  o f You Can’t  Go Home Again i s  ca lled  

”The World That Jack B u ilt ,"  and throughout t h is  sec tio n  Wolfe 

has continued h is  in v estig a tio n  of the e v i ls  o f  m aterialism . 

The Jack in  the t i t l e  was the husband o f the p rotagon ist’ s 

m istress , Mrs, Esther Jack, with h is  name being sym bolic.

The slang word .jack stands fo r  money, and on t h is  le v e l ,  

sin ce Mr, Jack was a wealthy New York speculator, the t i t l e  

reads "The World That :%g Money B uilt," ' Many o f Wolfe’ s 

names, however, are a lso  re la ted  to  animals (see  Fox Edwards, 

Piggy Logan, the business man as the Wounded Phun, e t c .} ,  

and on t h is  le v e l ,  .jack refers to  the jackass as a masculine 

potency symbol in  the same way that Mr. Rosen in  The Web and 

the Rock was id e n tif ie d  with a b u ll . The jackass as a potency

l l b i d .  ^ Ib id .
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symbol, of course, has ludicrous connotations, and th is  a lso  

seems to  have been a part o f Wolfe*s in ten tio n . In the novel 

Mr. Jack was the gulled husband as w ell as the fa ls e  father  

image of the world o f high finan ce.

The f i r s t  section  opens with a lengthy descrip tion  of 

Ifr, Frederick Jack*s a c t iv i t ie s  on a ty p ic a l weekday morning 

before he l e f t  h is  Park Avenue to  journey downtown to  Wall 

S treet. In th is  descrip tion  Wolfe concentrated heavily  on 

sense d e ta i ls ;  a technique which seems appropriate in  l ig h t  

of h is  evaluation of the symbolic meaning of Mr, Jack’ s way 

of l iv in g . This f in a n c ier , the image o f the completely suc

ce ssfu l m a te r ia lis t  who had r e a l i s t i c a l ly  found happiness in  

the id o ls  o f power and physical comfort, might be only a 

"grain of l iv in g  dust"^ in  the u ltim ate scheme o f th in g s , 

but w ithin the secu rity  o f h is  expensive New York apartment,

he was "a plump atom of triumphant man’ s f le s h , founded upon
2

a rock o f luxury at the center o f the earth’ s densest web." 

Moreover, he was a "Prince of A t o m s s i n c e  only because of 

his great w ealth, together with the a r is to c r a tic  s ta tu s which 

i t  supported, had he been able to  purchase "the p r iv ileg e s  of 

space, s i le n c e , l ig h t ,  and stee l-w a lled  secu rity  out o f chaos 

with the ransom of an emperor."^ He was a lso  the "Prince o f  

Atoms" in  th at h is  m a te r ia lis t ic  values had reduced him to  

the sen se-lim ited  man.

Mr, Jack was not concerned, however, with philosophical

l l b l d . .  p . 150, ^I b id . ^I b ld .  ^ Ib ld .



463

am biguities, fo r  as a practical-m inded, su ccessfu l fin an cier  

he was certa in  th a t he had a much firm er grasp of r e a lity  than 

the in te l le c tu a ls  who might c r i t i c iz e  h is  va lu es. The "'proof 

of the pudding" was the amount o f money he actu a lly  had made 

om Wall S tree t, as w ell as the p o sitio n  in  the world o f priv

i le g e  which the possession  of that money enabled him and h is  

fam ily to maintain and enjoy. For th is  reason, Mr, Jack was 

not disturbed by the furious tempo o f unending change which 

was apparent throughout most o f the c i t y ' s  l i f e .  Always op

posed to  th is  change, at le a s t  in  h is  r e a l i s t ic  imagination, 

was the m a te r ia lis t ic  permanence o f the New York skyscrapers, 

along with the fabulous wealth and power of the nation* a busi

ness l i f e  which the soaring build ings so concretely repre

sented:

Every c lou d -lo st sp ire of masonry was a talisman of power; 
a monument to  the ever la stin g  empire o f  American b usiness. 
I t  made him f e e l  good. For that empire was h is  f a i th ,  , 
h is  fortune, and h is  l i f e .  He had a fix ed  place in  it,**"

Mr, Jack knew that most of the young people who came to  

the c ity  from the small towns in  America were ambitious for  

ju st what he had achieved in  h is  own l i f e :  "All o f them come 

looking for the same magic wand. Power, Power, Power," 

In ev itab ly  most of them would be defeated e ith er by circum

stance or lack of native a b i l i t y ,  but a few p o te n tia lly  suc

c e ss fu l young people would defeat them selves, Mr, Jack did  

not have to  fear  even t h is  kind o f fa ilu r e , for  long ago he

^ I b id , ,  p . 156, ^I b id . ,  p , 153,
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had mastered the compromising middle way u n til now no d is 

turbance in  h is public or personal l i f e  could ser iou sly  un

s e t t le  him. This had n ecessa r ily  involved à detachment from 

those areas o f experience which were somewhat dangerous, t o 

gether with a conscious kind of se lf-b lin d in g  to  certa in  as

pects o f tru th . I f  one wished to  enjoy the p ractica l rewards 

of su ccess, however, Mr. Jack "had learned, lik e  many men, 

to  see , to  marvel, to  accept, and not to  ask disturbing ques

tions."^

This helped account fo r  the business man’s fondness 

fo r  a r e la t iv e ly  sim ple-patterned world in  which there was 

no room fo r  the eccentric or the irregu lar, and in which ev

erything had i t s  ordered time and p lace. Paradoxically, th is  

was another reason that the l i f e  in  the big c ity  appealed to  

Mr. Jack, for  even in  the streaming crowds on the pavements:

he saw order everywhere. I t  was order that made the  
m illion s swarm at morning to  th e ir  work in  l i t t l e  c e l l s ,  
and swarm again at evening from th e ir  work to  other 
l i t t l e  c e l l s .  I t  was an order as in ev itab le  as the 
seasons, and in  i t  Mr, Jack read the same harmony and 
permanence which he saw in  the en tire  v is ib le  universe 
around him.^

The order xdiich the fin a n cier  observed actu a lly  ex isted  in  

h is pastoral im agination, not in  the l i f e  o f the c i ty ,  as he 

mistakenly assumed, nor re lev a n tly , at le a s t  with regard to  

h is own private experience, in  the " v isib le  universe." In 

th is  resp ect, the practical-minded Mr. Jack was a romantic 

s o l ip s i s t ,  much lik e  Wolfe’ s n a r c is s is t ic  protagonist in  the

l l b l d . ,  p . 151. ^I b id .
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f i r s t  two n ovels , and h is v is io n  of the world was equally  an 

u n r ea lis tic  projection  of h is w ishfu l thinking and s e l f - lo v e .

Mr, Jack was a m a ter ia list  who lik ed  things which were 

so lid ly  grounded and which gave the impression that the fa 

m iliar world which he experienced from day to  day was ccan- 

p le te ly  rea l and permanently secure. For th is  reason, when

ever he detected a s lig h t  v ibration  in  the stone w a lls  of 

the apartment build ing in  which he liv e d , he invariably  

"paused, frowning, and an old unquiet fe e lin g  to  which he 

could not g ive  a name stirred  in  h is  h e a r t , S h o r t l y  a fte r  

moving to  h is Park Avenue address, Mr. Jack had been in 

formed by the doorman that the re-occurring tremor in  the  

w alls of the apartment building was the re su lt  of i t s  having

been constructed over two depths of ra ilroad  tu n n els . I f
2some tra in  passed "deep in  the bowels o f the earth," the  

building shook very s l ig h t ly .  The doorman then had assured 

Mr. Jack that there was nothing to  get alarmed about: "the 

very trembling in  the w a lls , in  fa c t ,  was ju st another proof 

of safety ."^  Even so , the business man would have lik ed  i t  

much b etter  i f  th e  t a l l  bu ild ing , a sjrmbol o f  the permanence 

and s t a b i l i t y  o f  h is  world, "had been anchored on so lid  

rock."^

Mr. Jack as the sen se-lim ited  m a te r ia lis t  was in te r e s t 

ed f i r s t ,  in  power, and second, in  physical comfort ; more

over, both o f these in te r e s ts  could be used to  subdue any

l l b id . ,  p . 152. ^I b id . t  p . 153. ^I b id . ^ b i d .
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vague fea rs which threatened to  undermine h is  complacency.

In order to  emphasize the a tten tion  which Mr. Jack paid to  

h is  "creature comforts," Wolfe described in  d e ta il  the busi

ness man*s sensuous responses when he awoke in  the morning: 

the way h is  face and muscles f e l t ,  the q uality  o f the Octo

ber a ir  in  the room, and th e  lush so ftn ess of the carpet as

h is  naked fe e t  groped for h is  expensive slip p ers o f red 

Russian lea th er . Later, in  h is d escrip tion  o f Mr, Jack's 

a c t iv i t ie s  in  the bathroom, Wolfe went to  extreme lengths in  

h is  use o f concrete physical d e ta il  to  suggest the m aterial

i s t ' s  attachment to  anything which contributed to  h is  bodily

p leasure. In Mr. Jack's case , however, the increase in  com

fo r t  had been achieved at th e expense o f almost a l l  strong 

or passionate f e e l in g . In W olfe's a r t is t ic  v is io n , in  other 

words, the su ccessfu l m a te r ia lis t , l ik e  the rea l e s ta te  pro

moters in  Libya H i l l ,  was em otionally and s p ir itu a lly  an 

emasculated man, and the chapter c lo se s  sym bolically  with  

Mr, Jack's u tter in g  "a s ig h ,lo n g , lin g er in g , f u l l  o f p lea

sure,"^ as he "stepped ca r e fu lly  in to  the luxurious sunken 

tub"^ in  h is  bathroom "hnd se tt le d  h is  body slo»?ly in  i t s
3

cry sta l-b lu e  depths,"

In  the next chapter devoted to  Mr, Jack, Wolfe in v e s t i

gated the sp ir itu a l s t e r i l i t y  im p lic it  in  the more n ight

marish aspects o f th e world o f  high fin an ce, Mr, Jack was 

driven to  h is  o f f ic e  in  Wall S treet by a chauffeur in  whose

^I b id . .  p , 161, ^I b id . 3l b i d .
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"veins there seemed to  throb, instead o f blood, the crackling

e le c tr ic  current by which the whole c i ty  m o v e d . I t  was an
2

"unnatural and unwholesome" energy which seemed com pletely  

divorced from nature, and fo r  th is  reason, i t  was able to  

evoke in  the ego-cen tric  imagination o f the wealthy finan

c ie r , "an image of the world he liv e d  in  that was th ea tr ica l
3

and phantasmal," Instead of seeing him self and h is driver  

as they r e a lly  were, two r e la t iv e ly  unimportant human beings 

among the seven m illion  inhabitants o f New York C ity, Mr, Jack 

v isu a lized  both of them "as two cunning and powerful men p it -  

ted  triumphantly against the world," On th is  score, Mr, Jack 

again was l i t t l e  d iffe r e n t  from Wolfe* s protagonist in  the  

f i r s t  two n ovels, sin ce each man regarded the c i ty  as an an

tagon ist against which he hurled h is  unusual strength , "with 

the phantasmagoric chaos of i t s  t r a f f i c ,  the web o f the 

s tr e e ts  swarming w ith  people , • , nothing more than a tr e 

mendous backdrop for h is  own a c t iv it ie s ," ^  With the wealthy 

fin a n c ier , th is  sense o f c o n f lic t  had been fused in to  the 

core o f h is  p erson a lity , and Mr, Jack, exu lting  in  the power 

which had come h is  su ccessfu l specu lations on Wall S treet  

in  the in to x ica tin g  world of high fin an ce , f e l t  a "heady joy 

as he rode downtown to  work"^ and sensed the impending "men

ace, c o n f l ic t ,  cunning, power, s te a lth , and v ic to r y , and,
7

above everything e ls e ,  the sense o f  p riv ilege"  which were

^ I b id , ,  p , l a a ,  Zib id . ^ I b id , ,  p , la g .  ^I b id ,

^ Ib id . ^ Ib id , ? Ib id .
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part o f h is l i f e .

At an early  age Mr, Jack had been confronted with the

e v i l  in  other people, and he had discovered quickly that

”i f  a man wanted to  l iv e  in  th is  world without g e tt in g  h is

pockets picked, he had b etter  learn how to  use h is  eyes and

ears on what was going on around him.”  ̂ Of course, Mr, Jack

was a lso  an in te l l ig e n t  r e a l is t  who had learned on h is  road
2to  success when "not to use h is  eyes and ears"--that i s ,  

when to  be ob liv iou s to  e v i l .  A ll o f th is  made fo r  a plea

sant ex isten ce , and sin ce  success had made the speculator in 

creasingly  s e l f - s a t i s f i e d ,  he came to  regard him self as e s 

s e n t ia lly  a moderate, s e lf-c o n tr o lle d , well-meaning, c iv i 

liz e d  ind ividual who had learned that almost always "the se

cret o f w ise liv in g  was founded in  a graceful compromise, a
3

to leran t acceptance," The withdrawal-return emotional and

sp ir itu a l dualism held no a ttra ctio n  fo r  th is  eminently re a l

i s t i c ,  urbane inhabitant of the world o f  p r iv ile g e ,

Mr, Jack, l ik e  most other practical-minded business 

men "In the glamorous, unreal, and fa n ta stic  world o f specu

la tion ," ^  had a minimum of f a ith  in  human nature; neither was

he upset unduly by the unpleasant truth  "that every man had
5

h is p r ice , ju st as every woman had hers," Since no person 

could r e a lly  be tru sted , Mr, Jack derived a certa in  amount 

of "cynical amusement" from the knowledge that h is  drivers

l lb id . , p, 160, Îb id . Îb id , 4 b i d , ,  p , 1Ô7,

^ Ib id ,, p, 190, ^IMd.
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were swindling him constantly , or that a steady supply of

cloth in g , food , and drink disappeared from h is  household v ia

most of the maids: "All o f  th is  was so much of a p iece with

what went on every day in  big business and high finance that
1

he hardly gave i t  a thought." In addition , Mr. Jack was

p riv ileged  to  f e e l  in d ifferen t because he was so convinced

of the secu rity  o f h is  own economic p osition :

He was convinced that th e  fab ric  o f h is  world was woven 
from threads o f s t e e l ,  and that the towering pyramid of  
speculation would not only endure, but would grow con
sta n tly  greater. Therefore, the d efection s o f«h is serv
ants were mere p ecca d illo s , and didn*t m atter.

We have already mentioned th at Wolfe during the 1930*s 

was ty p ic a lly  "left-wing*" in  h is  economic cr it ic ism  of the 

weaknesses o f the c a p ita l is t ic  system, and that on t h i s  le v e l  

h is  exposure o f the corruption e x is tin g  in  the so -ca lled  

"world o f privilege"' seems dated today. I t  has a lso  been em

phasized that Wolfe had a more primary in te re st  in  sp ir itu a l  

e v i l ,  as opposed merely to  economic corruption, and th a t h is  

examination and cr itic ism  o f "the world that b ig money built*" 

on t h is  le v e l  s t i l l  has meaning. Mr. Jack, the fa ls e  fa th er  

figu re  o f a world o f h i ^  finance devastated by m a te r ia lis t ic  

valu es, was at the same time a sp ir itu a lly  b lind  man inca

pable o f making any rea l d is t in c t io n s  between the true and 

the f a l s e .  In  th is  regard, as Wolfe stre ssed , Mr. Jack and 

the other members of h is  c la ss  ce r ta in ly  were not "the most 

p r a c tic a l, and hard-headed men alive*"; in stead , they were

^Ibid., p. 191. ^Ibid. 3lbld.
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romantic creatures "tranced by fa ta l  illu sion s*" ^  Their cen

tr a l i l lu s io n , desp ite th e ir  cyn ical awareness of the corrup

tio n  in  other people, sprang from a re fu sa l to  come to  terms 

with the sp ir itu a l r e a lity  of e v i l  w ithin them selves, re

inforced by the stereotyped emotional pattern of th e ir  l iv e s .  

The fa v o r ite  co ck ta il s to r ie s  of Mr, Jack and h is  busi

ness friend s "had to  do with some fa ce t  of human chicanery, 

treachery, and d ish onesty ,’̂  S t i l l ,  most o f these people, i f  

Mr, Jack might serve as an example, were smugly content with  

them selves, and, in  a very rea l sen se , since they had no ma

ture fa th er image against which to  measure th e ir  incomplete

n ess, were unconcerned about the d estru ctive  consequences o f  

the egotian which controlled  th e ir  a c tio n s . In addition , 

they shared the genuine in d ifferen ce o f fashionably so p h is t i

cated men and women to  the importance o f th e  creative  prin

c ip le  in  th e ir  l iv e s ,  as w ell as the cyn ica l d ism issa l o f the  

transforming power o f lo v e , e sp ec ia lly  in  a s in g le , meaning

fu l human re la tio n sh ip .

Emotionally and sp ir itu a lly  the m a te r ia lis t ic  world o f  

cynical p r iv ile g e  to which these people belonged was tru ly  

a cou n terfe it pastoral world o f ravaged innocence in  which 

the soaring towers of the New York skyscrapers, th e ir  t a l i s -  

men o f n a r c is s is t ic  power and p re s tig e , were b u ilt  not on 

rock, but l ik e  Mr, Jack*s apartment b u ild ing , were construct

ed over the s t e r i l e ,  menacing emptiness o f tunnels deep

llbid, ^Ibid,. p, 1 9 2 ,
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w ith in  th e  bowels of th e  e a r th .  For th i s  reaso n , i t  d id  not

seem su rp ris in g  to  Wolfe to  r e c a l l ,  a f t e r  th e  stock  market

crash  in  th e  autumn of 1929, th e  number o f once w ealthy men

who "were so l i t t l e  capable of fac in g  harsh  r e a l i t y  and t r u th

th a t  they  blew t h e i r  b ra in s  out or threw  them selves from th e

high windows o f t h e i r  o f f ic e s  in to  th e  s t r e e t s  below" o r

th e  o th e r men from th e  world of p r iv i le g e , who, even though

they  were not ru in ed  by th e  c rash , during  th e  b leak f in a n c ia l

years  of th e  dep ression  "shrank and w ithered  in to  prem ature
2

and p a ls ie d  s e n i l i t y . "  In  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n ,  th e re fo re ,  on 

th e  prim ary le v e l  of h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , th e  co llap se  o f th e  

American economy a t  th e  c lo se  o f th e  1920’s a t  le a s t  had th e  

th e ra p e u tic  e f f e c t  of b r in g in g  to  th e  su rface  o f our n a tio n a l 

l i f e  th e  s t e r i l i t y  which em otionally  and s p i r i tu a l ly  had pro

vided th e  foundation  fo r  th e  m a te r ia l i s t i c  debauch o f  an im

mature people during  th e  y ea rs  o f i l lu s io n  which follow ed 

World War I .

The c e n tr a l  symbolism in  th i s  se c tio n  of th e  n ovel,

"The World That Jack B u i l t ,"  was connected w ith  th e  p a rty  g iv 

en by E sther Jack th e  n ig h t o f October 17, 1929, on ly  a week 

before th e  Wall S tre e t f in a n c ia l  c ra sh . This p a r ty , a ttended  

by g u es ts  from th e  world o f p r iv i le g e , was climaxed by an un

scheduled f i r e  which got com pletely out of c o n tro l b efo re  i t  

was f in a l l y  ex tingu ished  by th e  f i r e  departm ent in  th e  e a r ly  

hours o f th e  morning. The f i r e ,  p a te n tly  r e la te d  t o  th e

1 Ibid. ^Ibid.
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stock market ca ta s tro p h e , gave th e  w ealthy re s id e n ts  of th e  

Park Avenue apartm ent b u ild in g  a momentary sense of r e a l i t y  

which was no t f a l s e .  A ctua lly  a l l  of th e  in c id en ts  connected 

w ith  th e  p a r ty , in c lu d in g  th e  f i r e ,  tak e  p lace w ith in  a twen

ty - fo u r  hour p erio d , as i f  Wolfe, throughout t h i s  s e c tio n , 

were attem pting  to  illu m in a te  th e  t ru e  meaning of th e  c rash  

by documenting as co n cre te ly  as  p o ss ib le  th e  q u a lity  of l i v 

ing enjoyed by a few favored  people a t  th e  top of th e  eco

nomic c la s s  s tru c tu re  in  America,

The p ro ta g o n is t 's  w ealthy m is tre s s , l ik e  her husband, 

Mr, Jack , was a m a te r ia l i s t ,  but she was, in  a d d itio n , a sen

s i t i v e ,  a t t r a c t iv e  woman who, because o f her somewhat genuine 

in te r e s t  in  people and a r t ,  had been ab le to  preserve more 

o f h e r n a tiv e  em otional warmth, sp o n tan e ity , and c re a tiv e  v i 

t a l i t y  than  e i th e r  her husband or th e  o th e r members o f t h e i r  

p riv ile g ed  c la s s .  The fa ls e n e s s  was in  E sth e r, n e v e rth e le s s , 

and as f i r s t  rev ea led  in  The Web and th e  Rock, Wolfe connect

ed i t  w ith  th e  m iddle-aged woman’ s emotional and s p i r i t u a l  

a lle g ia n c e  to  innocence. In  o th e r  words, E s th e r 's  u n c r i t i c a l  

v a n ity , mixed w ith  a ta v i s t i c  ©motions which were s t i l l  a t 

tach ed , in  memory a t  l e a s t ,  to  a childhood which seemed un

co rru p ted , was a t ru e  expression  of her n a r c i s s i s t i c  b lin d 

ness to  th e  e v i l  w ith in  h e r s e l f .

In  W olfe 's f i c t i o n  whenever a ch a rac te r  has been g iven 

a l e r t  sensuous p ercep tio n s , i t  almost always in d ic a te s  th a t  

th e  au thor b e lieved  th a t  th e  ch a ra c te r  had re ta in e d  some p a r t
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of h is  or her c re a tiv e  v i t a l i t y .  In  th e  d e s c r ip tio n  o f Mrs, 

Jack waking up in  th e  morning, th e re fo re , W olfe 's  statem ent 

th a t  "she woke l ik e  a c h i ld ,  com pletely a l e r t  and a l iv e ,  in 

s ta n tly  awake a l l  over and w ith  a l l  s leep  shaken c le a r ly  from 

her mind and senses th e  moment th a t  she opened h e r eyes,"^  

was not w ritte n  to  be in te rp re te d  merely as th e  a u th o r 's  

c r i t ic is m  of th e  grown woman's f a l s e  n o s ta lg ia  f o r  innocence. 

When Wolfe described  th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  p leasu re  which E sther 

derived  from v is u a liz in g  h e r s e lf  as a human being in  th e  ro le  

of th e  grown-up c h i ld ,  however, he was emphasizing what he 

found to  be most spu rious in  th e  woman's p e rs o n a li ty , and why 

he f in a l ly  became convinced th a t  to  save h is  own in te g r i ty ,  

he had to  break away perm anently from th i s  possessive  image 

o f th e  "c h ild -so rc e re ss" ' m other. Throughout th e  rem ainder 

of th e  d e s c r ip tio n  o f  E s th e r 's  waking up in  th e  morning,

Wolfe s k i l l f u l l y  s tre s s e d  th e se  iro n ic  im p lica tio n s  behind 

E s th e r 's  c h ild is h  v a n ity  to  p repare  th e  s tag e  f o r  h is  p ro tago

n i s t ' s  d ec is io n  a t  th e  end o f th e  p a rty  to  b rin g  th e i r  love 

a f f a i r  to  a c lo se ,

E sther was s t i l l  in  th e  ro le  of th e  sensuous c h ild  a f t e r  

she had flu n g  back th e  covers from her bed and had s ta r te d  t o
2

examine, w ith an "expression  o f  c h i ld l ik e  wonder and v a n i ty ,"
3

each marvelous p a r t o f "her sm all opulent body, She ob

served "her sm all f e e t  w ith  a look of wonder and d e l ig h t ," ^  

fo r  " th e  s ig h t  of her to e s  in  p e r fe c t and so lid  alignm ent

llbid,, p, 162, ^Ibid, 3lbid, 4bid,
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and of t h e i r  h ea lth y , sh in ing  n a i l s  f i l l e d  her w ith  p le a s -
1 2 u re ."  Next she surveyed her ’’d e f t  and b e a u tifu l  h an d s ,”

and as she slow ly ra is e d  her l e f t  arm, rev o lv in g  her hand' a t  

th e  same moment, she watched w ith " fa sc in a te d  eyes . . .  how 

th e  sm all and d e l ic a te  w ris t obeyed each command of h er 

w i l l . ”  ̂ Then she slow ly l i f t e d  h er o th e r  arm, "and tu rn ed  

both hands upon th e i r  w r is ts ,  s t i l l  gazing  a t  them w ith  a te n 

der co n cen tra tio n  o f d e l i g h t . ’’̂  E sth er was d e lig h te d  w ith  

her hands not only because, in  h er own e s tim a tio n , th ey  were 

p h y s ic a lly  a t t r a c t i v e ,  but because t h e i r  brown narrow backs 

and shapely  f in g e r s  were connected w ith  h e r success as a 

t h e a t r i c a l  d es ig n e r: "What magicI she th o u g h t. What magic 

and s tre n g th  are  in  themI God, how b e a u ti fu l  they  a r e ,  and 

what th in g s  th e y  can dol"^ Most im portan t o f a l l ,  th e  ae s

t h e t i c  design  which her hands so com petently shaped was " a l 

ways th e  c le a r  d es ig n , th e  l in e  o f  l i f e ,  running l ik e  a th rea d  

of go ld  a l l  through me back to  th e  tim e I  was a c h i ld .

A fter E sther had f in ish e d  th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  exam ination 

of her hands and arm s, she leaned her head downwards and ob

served th e  rem ainder of h e r body, touch ing  approvingly " th e  

f u l l  o u tlin e  o f h e r  b r e a s ts ,  and th e  smooth contours of h e r  

stomach, th ig h s , and l e g s . " ?  When t h i s  in sp e c tio n  was o v er, 

she la y  fo r  a few m inutes m otion less upon her back: " to es  

evenly in  l in e ,  lim bs s t r a ig h t ,  head f r o n t ,  eyes s ta r in g

llbid. ^Ibid.. p. 163. ^Ibid., p. 162. 4ibid.
Sibid. ^Ibid. ?Ibid.. p . 163.
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gravely  a t  th e  c e il in g —a l i t t l e  f ig u re  s tre tch ed  out l ik e  a 

queen fo r  a b u r ia l ,  y e t s t i l l  warm, s t i l l  p a lp ab le , immensely 

calm and b e a u t i f u l ,  as she th o u g h t,”^ E sther was s e l f - i n -  

d u lg en tly  p leased  w ith  each p a r t of her lo v e ly , s a t in - f le s h e d  

body, and a l l  a t  once, "as i f  th e  inven to ry  of th e se  posses

s ions f i l l e d  her w ith  an immense joy  and s a t i s f a c t io n ,  she
2s a t  up w ith  a  sh in ing  face"  and then  arose  qu ick ly  from h e r 

bed.

E sther had an appealing  body, to  be su re , but i t  was h er 

"sm all, f irm , and heart-shaped""'^ fa ce  which revea led  th e  am

biguous and "stran g e  union of c h ild  and woman"^ in  h er person

a l i t y .  For t h i s  reason , whenever a s tra n g e r  was in troduced  

to  E sth e r f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e , he u su a lly  rece ived  th e  im pres

sion  th a t  " th i s  woman must look e x a c tly  th e  way she d id  when
5

she was a c h i ld .  She can*t have changed a t  a l l . "  At th e  

same tim e , E s th e r 's  complexion and fe a tu re s  were unquestion

ab ly  th o se  of a m iddle-aged woman; i t  was only when h er 

"countenance was l ig h te d  by a m erry and eager anim ation th a t  

th e  c h i ld 's  fa c e  was most c le a r ly  v is ib le ." ^  Since E sther 

was in v a r ia b ly  most animated when she was th e  c e n te r  o f a t 

t r a c t io n  in  a group of peop le, th e  casual acquain tances whom 

she had met under th ese  c ircum stances, unaware o f th e  "somber, 

brooding"? s id e  of h er p e rs o n a lity  which fre q u en tly  w rinkled 

her fe a tu re s  "w ith a look o f p e rp le x ity  and g r ie f  . . .  as o f

llbld. Zibid. Sibid., p. l64. 4bid. ^Ibid.
^Ibid. ?Ibid.
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something p r ic e le s s  th a t  was lo s t  and ir re c o v e ra b le ," ^  usu

a l ly  remembered th e  woman b e s t:

as a glowing, j o l l y ,  indom itably a c tiv e  and eager l i t t l e  
c re a tu re  in  whose d e l ic a te  face  th e  image of th e  c h ild  
peered out w ith  jo y fu ln ess  and immortal confidence. Then 
her apple-cheeks would glow w ith  h e a lth  and f re sh n ess , 
and when she came in to  a room, she f i l l e d  i t  w ith  her 
lo v e lin e ss  and gave to  every th ing  about her th e  co lo r 
of morning l i f e  and innocence.

Shortly  a f t e r  e ig h t o 'c lo c k  on th e  n ig h t of October 17, 

1929, th e  w ealthy , cy n ica lly  assured  g u ests  began to  assemble 

in  th e  Jack s ' apartm ent. Each of th e  g u es ts  f o r  th i s  p a r t ic 

u la r  p a rt was in te n t io n a l ly  se le c te d  by Wolfe as th e  type of 

person who in  r e a l  l i f e  would have a ttended  such an a f f a i r .

In  a d d itio n , th e  gu ests  were supposed to  form enough o f  a 

re p re se n ta tiv e  group from th e  m a te r ia l i s t i c  world o f p r iv i 

lege to  make convincing W olfe 's a t ta c k  upon th e i r  emotional 

and s p i r i t u a l  decadence, w ith  the  p a rty  i t s e l f  being em

ployed as a symbol.

I t  i s  im possible in  t h i s  chap ter to  d escrib e  th e  sym

b o lic  ro le s  o f th e  im portant people a t  th e  p a r ty , except to  

comment th a t  w ith alm ost every g u es t, Wolfe used sexual cor

ru p tio n  as th e  b a s is  f o r  h is  p re lim in ary  a ttack s  Wolfe, in  

o th e r words, rev ea led  a s t e r i l i t y  o f h is  own through h is  

somewhat C alv in i S tic  preoccupation  w ith  sexual e v i l  as the  

in e v ita b le  in d ic a to r  o f em otional and s p i r i tu a l  decadence. 

N ev erth e less , s in ce  th e  two so fre q u en tly  a re  jo in e d , W olfe 's 

c r i t ic is m  o f th e  men and women a t  th e  p a rty  s t i l l  has some

llbid. ^Ibid., p. 1 6 5 .
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p ertin en ce  i f  th e  read er i s  w illin g  to  overlook th e  p u r ita n 

ic a l  b ia s  in  th e  au thor*s tre a tm en t.

The g u es t a t th e  p a r ty  whose genuinely ru ined  innocence 

provided an i ro n ic  f o i l  to  E sther*s a f fe c te d  c h ild ish n e ss  

was Amy G arle ton . Amy was an extrem ely w ealthy h e ire s s  whose 

p e rso n a lity , even though she was s t i l l  a young woman, had a l 

ready reached such a s t a t e  o f d is in te g ra t io n  th a t  h er speech 

con sisted  p r in c ip a l ly  of incoheren t **s p lin te re d  phrases,**^ 

N ev erth e less , th e  young woman*s **elflike head w ith  i t s  un

b e liev ab le  h a rv es t of ebony c u r ls ,  th e  snub nose and th e  l i t 

t l e  f re c k le s  • • . r a d ia n t w ith  an alm ost boyish  q u a li ty  o f 

anim ation and enthusiasm,**^ seemed alm ost in c re d ib ly  to  have 

preserved th e  " fre c k le d , laughing image of happy innocence,**^ 

B it Amy was c e r ta in ly  not in n o cen t. Her re c e n t p as t was no

to r io u s ,  and what was rumored to  be t ru e  was even more shame

le s s  than  what had been p u b lic iz ed  in  th e  m e tro p o litan  ta b 

lo id s :  so rd id  rumors of an American h e ire s s  who had been d is 

covered by th e  p o lic e  **in th e  corrup t e s t g a th e rin g s  o f P a r is ,  

drugged fathoms deep in  opium, fou l-bod ied  and f i l th - b e s p a t 

te re d , cloy ing  in  th e  embraces o f a g u tte r  r a t ,  so deeply 

roo ted  in  th e  cesspool th a t  i t  seemed she must have been bred 

on sewage and had never known any o th e r life,**^

Pampered w ith  every luxury  as a g i r l ,  Amy G arleton  had 

quickly become th e  w illin g  "s lav e  to  her advantages. Her

^Ibid,, p, 250, ^Ibid,. p, 246. ^Ibid,., p, 247,
^Ibid., p, 248,
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w ealth  had se t a premium on every whim, and no one had ever 

tau g h t her to  say no ."^  In  t h i s  re s p e c t, her l i f e  as  a  young 

g i r l  had been l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  of many o th e r  daugh

t e r s  of th e  r i c h .  As Amy grew o ld e r , she had become in c re a s -
2

in g ly  " th e  c h ild  o f her own t im e ,” and her l i f e  had begun 

to  express i t s e l f  ”in  term s of speed, se n sa tio n a l change, and 

v io le n t movement, in  a f e v e r is h  tempo th a t  never drew from 

i t s  own en e rg ies  exhaustion  or su rcease , bu t mounted con

s ta n t ly  to  insane excess .

The s t e r i l e  k ind  o f l i f e  in  which Amy was involved had 

tu rn ed  her in t e r e s t s  to  ”th in g s  more b iz a r re  and s i n i s t e r  and 

h id d en ,"^  and in  th e se  more depraved p u r s u i ts ,  again  "her 

w ealth  and pow erful connections opened doors to  her which 

were closed  to  o th e r  peo p le ."^  At len g th  h er s e lf - in d u lg e n t 

c a re e r  had reached i t s  com pletely degenerate phase, y e t even 

then  Amy had "possessed an in tim a te  and ex ten siv e  acq u a in t

ance among th e  most so p h is tic a te d  and decadent groups in  

* S ociety ,*  in  a l l  th e  g re a t c i t i e s  o f th e  w o r l d , T h i s  hope

le s s ly  prom iscuous, d ev asta ted  woman, p ro tec ted  by h e r con

n e c tio n s  w ith  th e  w orld o f  co rru p t p r iv i le g e ,  was Wolfe*s sym

bo l o f th e  " w ill- to -d e a th "  behind th e  m a te r ia l is t*  s ir re sp o n 

s ib le  in fa tu a t io n  w ith  se n sa tio n  a t  th e  expense o f h is  o r  her 

t ru e  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  n a tu re :

I t  seemed, th e re fo r e ,  th a t  her w ealth  and power and 
fe v e r ish  energy could g e t h e r  anything she wanted in  any

^Ibid,. p, 248, ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^bid, ^Ibid,
^Ibid,
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country  of th e  w orld. People had once sa id : *What on 
e a r th  i s  Amy going to  do next?^ But now th e y  said::
*What on e a r th  i s  th e re  l e f t  f o r  her to  do?* I f  l i f e  
i s  to  be expressed s o le ly  in  term s o f v e lo c ity  and sen
s a t io n , i t  seemed th e re  was noth ing  l e f t  f o r  her to  do. 
Nothing but more speed, more change, more v io len ce , more 
se n sa tio n —u n t i l  th e  end. And th e  end? The end could 
only  be d e s tru c tio n , and th e  mark o f d e s tru c tio n  was 
a lre ad y  apparent upon h e r . I t  was w r i t te n  in  h er eyes— 
in  h er torm ented, s p l in te re d , and exploded v is io n . She 
had t r i e d  every th ing  in  l i f e —except l iv in g .  And she 
could never t r y  th a t  now because she had so long ago, 
and so irre v o ca b ly , l o s t  th e  way. So th e re  was noth ing  
l e f t  f o r  her to  do except to  d i e . l

Amy G arleton had a lready  been po in ted  out to  George Web

ber befo re  he a ttended  E sther*s p a r ty , but even i f  he had not 

known who she was o r had been ig n o ran t o f th e  scandalous s to 

ry  o f h er l i f e ,  he believed  "he would have guessed a p a r t o f
2i t  by th e  t r a g ic  look o f lo s t  innocence in  her f a c e ."  T his 

ex p ressio n , he now c le a r ly  understood , l ik e  th e  s t e r i l e  v a l

ues perm eating th e  world o f p r iv ile g e  which had co n trib u ted  

to  Amy*8 ru in ,  was a c o u n te r fe it  image o f innocence which no 

longer served to  camouflage th e  d ep rav ity  underneath . As th e  

p ro tag o n is t continued to  s ta re  "a t th a t  e l f l i k e  head, th a t  

snub nose, th a t  boy ish ly  eager f a c e , surrounded by a group 

of lecherous men, who reminded him "of a pack o f dogs t r a i l 

ing  a f t e r  a b i tc h  in  h e a t," ^  he re a l iz e d  suddenly th a t  he 

was a c tu a l ly  "looking a t  th e  dread M edusa,^or a t  some en

ch a n tre ss  of C ircean cunning whose l i f e  was o ld e r  th an  th e

^Ib id . , p . 249. ^ Ib id ., p . 259. Îb id . S :b id .

^In Wolfe * s f ic t io n  "Medusa**̂  i s  probably th e  most 
m yth ica l archetype of th e  " so rce re ss  m other,"'
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The degenerate w aste and s t e r i l i t y  in  th e  l i f e  o f Amy 

G arleton was a convincing symbol to  Wolfe*s p ro ta g o n is t th a t  

th e  myth o f l o s t  innocence, which included E sth er Jack ’ s de

l ig h t  in  being th e  e te rn a l c h i ld , had n e ith e r  em otional nor 

s p i r i tu a l  v a l id i ty  in  a f a l le n  w orld . R ather th e  myth o f in 

nocence was th e  c e n tr a l  i l l u s io n  to  which th e  s e l f - p i ty in g  

e g o tis t  gave h is  a l le g ia n c e  whenever he sought to  j u s t i f y  h is  

re fu s a l  to  face  th e  ugly moral im p lica tio n s  of th e  e v i l  which 

had always been a c tiv e  in  h is  l i f e .

In  W olfe’ s f i c t i o n ,  on th e  primary le v e l o f h is  a r t i s 

t i c  v is io n , every man i s  s p i r i tu a l ly  co rru p t, bu t th e  fo rce  

in s id e  man which g ives th a t  co rru p tio n  th e  energy i t  needs 

to  become v ic io u s ly  d e s tru c tiv e  in  term s o f  human r e la t io n 

sh ips is  h is  s e lf -p ity in g  egotism in  combination w ith  h is  emo

t io n a l  and s p i r i tu a l  s t e r i l i t y .  This i s  th e  reason  th a t  

Wolfe believed  th a t  th e  cy n ica l acceptance o f e v i l  was po

t e n t i a l l y  so dangerous in  a m a te r ia l i s t i c  c u ltu re  whose sh a l

low values opera ted  as a defense ag a in s t a tta c h in g  to o  much 

s p i r i tu a l  im portance to  e i th e r  good o r e v i l .

With regard  to  h is  own co rru p tio n , George Webber, dur

ing th e  opening hours of th e  p a r ty , had become in c re a s in g ly  

sco rn fu l as he w itnessed  " these  rep ea ted  s ig n s o f  decadence

in  a so c ie ty  which had once been th e  o b jec t of h is  envy and
2h is  h ighest am b itio n ,"  L a te r  he had remembered th a t  he was

llbid., p. 246, ^Ibid,. p, 259.
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in  no p o s itio n  to  f e e l  su p e rio r  to  most o f th e se  people s ince  

he was a guest a t  th e  p a r ty  s o le ly  because o f h is  adulterous; 

re la tio n s h ip  w ith  a w ealthy man’ s wife* At th e  same tim e, 

he was unable to  make a sym pathetic id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  th e  

o th e r g u e s ts , and th e i r  cy n ica l to le ra n c e  e s p e c ia lly  d is 

tu rbed  him:

Yes, a l l  th e se  people looked a t  one ano ther w ith  un
t e l l in g  eyes* T heir speech was ca su a l, qu ick , and w it
ty .  But they  d id  not say th e  th in g s  th ey  knew. And 
they  knew ev e ry th in g . They had seen ev e ry th in g . They 
had accepted ev e ry th in g . And they  rece iv ed  every new 
in te ll ig e n c e  now w ith  a cy n ica l and amused look in  t h e i r  
u n te ll in g  eyes. Nothing shocked them any m ore. I t  was 
th e  way th in g s  w ere. I t  was what they  had come to  ex
pect of l i f e . l

At th e  c lo se  o f t h i s  r e f le c t io n ,  Webber came to  th e  con

c lu sio n  th a t  th e  decadence in  th e  l iv e s  o f th e  men and women 

who composed th e  world o f  p r iv ile g e  could not be separated  

from " th e ir  a t t i tu d e  of acceptance • . • t h e i r  complaisance

about them selves and about t h e i r  l i f e ,  t h e i r  lo s s  of f a i t h
2

in  anything b e t t e r .*  I f  th e  p ro ta g o n is t , through h is  im

moral r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  a w ealthy woman, remained in  c lo se  

con tact w ith  t h i s  kind o f cy n ica l accep tance, he believed  

th a t  ev en tu a lly  he would become a p a th e tic  about th e  s t e r i l i t y  

and e v i l  in  h is  own l i f e .  When th i s  happened, whatever in 

t e g r i t y  he possessed as an a r t i s t  would van ish  a ls o , and 

" th is  was one of th e  reaso n s , he now knew, why he d id  not 

want to  be sea led  in  t h i s  world th a t  E sth er belonged to ." ^

The r e a l i ty  o f s p i r i tu a l  co rru p tio n  in  th e  world of p r iv i le g e ,

l lb id . .  Pf 260. Îb id . , p. 263. Îb id . .  p. 260.
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as w ell a s  w ith in  h im self, l e f t  him no o th e r  cho ice .

Again i t  should be s tre s se d  th a t  Wolfe*s conception of 

e v i l  as a rom antic w r i te r  and le f t-w in g  l i b e r a l  was e n t i r e ly  

d i f f e r e n t  from h is  prim ary v is io n  of e v i l  as an a rch e ty p a l 

a r t i s t  w ith  a p u r ita n ic a l  b ia s .  In  th e  f i r s t  ro le  Wolfe was 

a s e n tim e n ta l is t  who tended to  connect e v i l  w ith  im perfec t 

systems and who f e l t  f re e  to  g en e ra liz e  g l ib ly  in  term s o f 

a p a s to ra l  approach to  th e  w orld . In  th e  second ro le  Wolfe 

was alm ost C a lv in is t ic  in  h is  in s is te n c e  th a t  man i s  a hope

le s s ly  f a l l e n  c re a tu re .

In  W olfe’s a r t i s t i c  v is io n , however, th e  hopelessness 

of man’ s symbolic f a l l  does not mean th a t  he is  f r e e  to  deny 

th e  ex is ten ce  o f e v i l  fo r  h is  own s e l f i s h  ends or to  abandon 

th e  s p i r i t u a l  s tru g g le  w ith in  h im self m erely because i t  i s  

inexorab ly  doomed to  f a i l u r e .  M oreover, whenever man em

braces t h i s  kind o f cy n ica l d ism issa l o f e v i l ,  i t  has th e  

same meaning in  term s o f h is  human p o te n t ia l  as th e  p a s to ra l  

r e tu rn  to  th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  o f th e  w ith d raw al-re tu m  

dualism . In  o th e r  words, as soon as e v i l  has lo s t  i t s  s p i r 

i t u a l  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  h is  l i f e ,  man soon becomes th e  u n c r i t 

i c a l  s lav e  of h is  possessive egotism , and by so doing makes 

an a t a v is t ic  r e tu rn  to  h is  childhood dependency upon th e  

" c h ild -so rc e re ss*  m other. Because of th e  c a s tra t in g  n a tu re  

of t h i s  p a s to ra l r e tu rn , g rad u a lly  he becomes em otionally  

and s p i r i t u a l ly  im potent. Once in  t h i s  co n d itio n , which i s  

th e  n igh tm arish  " l i f e - in -d e a th "  ex is ten ce  of th e  memory
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ravaged n e u ro tic  chained p i t i l e s s l y  to  a determ ining  p a s t ,  

he i s  com pulsively d riv en  to  seek r e l i e f  from h is  f r u s t r a 

t io n s  e i th e r  by lap sin g  in to  a s t a t e  of extreme dep ressio n  

or by a c t iv e ly  h a tin g  and d es tro y in g  o th e rs , as w ell as him

s e l f ,  in  a world s tr ip p e d  of meaning.

When th e  compulsive d riv e  to  h a te  and d es tro y  ta k e s  

precedence over th e  human need to  lo v e  and c re a te , man*s 

w i l l - to - d ie ,  using  Freudian language, has become more u rgen t 

than  h is  w i l l - t o - l i v e ,  Wolfe, aga in  on th e  prim ary le v e l  of 

h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , co n s tan tly  made use of th i s  dualism  in  

in te rp re t in g  th e  c u l tu ra l  f a i lu r e  o f  modem man, although  he 

employed th e  phrases "love o f l i f e " ’ and "love of death"' in  

p lace  o f th e  Freudian " l i f e  w il l" ’ and "death  w i l l ." ' Of 

cou rse , given th e  permanent v i t a l i t y  o f  th e  d e s tru c tiv e  fo rc e s  

w ith in  every in d iv id u a l, p sy ch o lo g ica lly  th e  product o f  an 

unholy union between th e  a-m oral Id  and th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  

Super-ego 1 man i s  capable of th e  most abominably c ru e l and 

perverse  a c tio n  once th e  w i l l - to - d ie  has gained an ascendan

cy in  h is  l i f e .  T his i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  t ru e  when th e  in d iv id 

u a l ’ s d e s tru c tiv e  egotis®  d o v e ta ils  w ith  th e  v alues o f a  pas

to r a l  c u ltu re  in  which e v i l  i s  no lo n g er s p i r i tu a l ly  r e a l ,  

Wolfe b e liev ed  th a t  Nazi Germany during  th e  1930*s pro

vided a t e r r i f y in g  example of ju s t  t h i s  kind o f a t a v i s t i c  cu l

tu r e  which had b linded  i t s e l f  to  th e  in e ra d ica b le  e v i l  in  hu

man n a tu re , (In  Wolfe * s f i c t i o n ,  th e  same c r i t ic is m  a p p lie s  

g en e ra lly  to  a l l  F a s c is t  and M arxian c u l tu re s .)  In  t h i s
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reg a rd , H it le r  and th e  o ther lead ing  N azis were no t only 

s t e r i l e ,  v ic io u s people them selves in  whom th e  d ea th -w ill 

had trium phed, bu t th e  na tio n  which they  had helped c rea te  

supported a s im ila r  d ea th -w ill in  a l l  o f i t s  s u b je c ts .  In  

Wolfe*s f i c t i o n ,  th e re fo re , H itle rism  sym bolica lly  re p re 

sented a r e tu rn  to  "the dark a n c e s tra l cave, th e  womb from 

which mankind emerged in to  th e  l i g h t . T h i s  a rch e ty p a l 

womb was th e  d e a th -w ill o p era tin g  in  a p a s to ra l  s e t t in g  o f 

savage p rim itiv ism —th e  most anc ien t and p rim itiv e  o f a l l  

archetypes rep re sen tin g  th e  d e s tru c t iv e ly  a-m oral " c h ild -  

so rce re ss" ’ fem inine p r in c ip le ,

George Webber was c r i t i c a l  o f th e  world of p r iv ile g e  in  

America because he was s t i l l  too  much th e  callow  e g o t is t  who 

found i t  re -a s su r in g  to  id e n tify  s p i r i t u a l  e v i l  w ith  an ab

s t r a c t  economic system . In  th e  submerged p a r t  of h is  person

a l i t y ,  however, he was f e a r f u l  of th i s  world tb  which h is  

m is tre ss  belonged because i t  rep resen ted  a s e lf -d e fe a tin g  r e 

tu rn  to  th e  myth o f lo s t  innocence as th e  ju s t i f i c a t io n  f o r  

co rru p tio n . In  th i s  re s p e c t, th e  p ro tag o n is t be lieved  th a t  

th e  decadence which he observed in  th e  w ealthy men and women 

a t J a c k 's  p a rty  conformed in c ip ie n t ly  to  th e  p a t te rn  which 

was re sp o n sib le  f o r  th e  entrenchment of e v i l  in  any c u l tu re , 

and which, in  h is  p u r i ta n ic a l  im ag ina tion , in v a ria b ly  ex

pressed  i t s  p o te n tia l ly  v ic io u s  n a tu re  by an attachm ent to  

th e  sex u a lly  p e rv e rse . This kind o f  s p i r i t u a l  decadence,

llbid., p. 704.
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pampered by an economic system in  which th e  people a t  th e  

top  were ir re sp o n s ib ly  w ealthy , helped account f o r  "the 

whole t i s s u e  o f th ese  p rin ce ly  l iv e s ,  he f e l t ,  th e se  le s b ic  

and p é d é ra s tie  lo v es , th e se  ad u lte ro u s in t r ig u e s ,  su s ta in ed  

in  m id -a ir  now, f lo a t in g  on th e  face  o f n ig h t l ik e  a s ta r re d  

v e i l ," ^  Also i t  helped exp lain  E s th e r 's  s e le c tio n  o f Mr. 

Piggy Logan and h is  c irc u s  of w ire d o lls  to  provide th e  en

te rta in m en t fo r  her p a r ty .

Throughout h is to ry  every ru lin g  c la s s  has had i t s  f a 

v o r i te  buffoon, and i t  was W olfe 's im pression  th a t  th e  homo

sexual e n te r ta in e r ,  rep resen ted  a t th e  p a rty  by Mr. Piggy 

Logan, had acqu ired  such a ro le  in  th e  s t e r i l e  world o f  p r iv 

i le g e  during  th e  1 920 's :

Webber knew th a t  th e  people of t h i s  f e l lo w 's  type and 
gender were p r iv ile g e d  p e r s o n a l i t ie s ,  th e  species being  
regarded  te n d e r ly  as a c ro ss  between a la p  dog and a 
clown. Almost every fash io n ab le  h o s te ss  considered 
them e s s e n t ia l  fu n c tio n a r ie s  a t sm art g a th e rin g s  l ik e  
t h i s .  Why was i t ,  George wondered. Was i t  something 
in  th e  s p i r i t  o f th e  tim es th a t  had l e t  th e  homosexual 
usurp th e  p lace and p r iv ile g e  of a hunchbacked j e s t e r  
of an o ld  k in g 's  c o u r t, h is  deform ity  become a th in g  
of open j e s t  and r ib a ld ry ?  However i t  had come about, 
th e  th in g  i t s e l f  was in d u b ita b le . The mincing a i r s  
and g races o f  such a fe llo w , h is  a n tic s  and h is  g ib e s , 
th e  sp icy  s tin g  of h is  fem inine and envenomed w it, 
were th e  exact co u n te rp a rts  of th e  m alic ious quips o f 
an c ien t clow ns.^

The sim pering , p as ty -faced  Piggy Logan, w ith  h is  "h ip s 

th a t  w iggled su g g estiv e ly  as he w alked," was unashamedly a 

homosexual, y e t as he minced effem ina te ly  among th e  g u e s ts , 

speaking in  a h ig h -p itch ed  voice and accen tu a tin g  h is  bawdy

^Ibid., p. 261. ^IMd., p. 259. ^Ihid.
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remarks w ith  ”a maidenly g e s tu re  o f h is  w r i s t , t h e  comical 

e f fe c t  seemed to  be so i r r e s i s t i b l e  w ith  most of th e  g u ests

th a t  ”th e  la d ie s  sh rieked  w ith  lau g h ter»  and th e  gentlem en
2s p lu tte re d  and guffaw ed."

As a prologue to  Mr. Piggy Logan*s en te rta in m en t, a 

ty p ew ritten  paper o f  in s t ru c t io n s  was read to  th e  audience 

which contained  th e  adv ice th a t  to  enjoy th e  c irc u s , each o f 

th e  g u ests  had to  "Make an e f f o r t  to  recover h is  l o s t  youth 

and have th e  s p i r i t  of a c h ild  a g a i n . A f t e r  th e  prologue 

had been re a d , th e  fa tu o u s ly  p leased  Piggy began to  manipu

l a t e  h is  w ire d o lls  in  such an am ateurish fash io n  th a t  h is  

audience qu ick ly  grew bored . Piggy was o b liv io u s to  th e  r e 

ac tio n  of h is  audience, however, and h is  performance was not 

only em barrassing because o f h is  clum siness but because i t  

seemed in te rm inab le  as  w e ll .  For th e  grand clim ax, th e  f a 

mous sword-swallowing a c t .  Piggy ra is e d  a sm all rag  d o ll  in  

one hand, and w ith  h is  o th e r  f re e  hand "took a long h a irp in , 

bent i t  more o r l e s s  s t r a ig h t ,  fo rced  one end through th e  

fa b r ic  o f th e  doU *s mouth, and th en  began p a t ie n t ly  and 

m ethodically  to  work i t  down th e  rag  th ro a t* "^

The s a d is t ic  n a tu re  of t h i s  performance a t  f i r s t  made 

th e  guests sm ile a t  each o th e r " in  a puzzled , doubting way."^ 

U nfortunately  Piggy ran  in to  q u ite  a b i t  o f d i f f i c u l t y  ram

ming th e  p in  down th e  d o l l 's  s tu ffe d  body, and whenever "some

llbid. Zibid. 3lbid., p. 279. ^bid.. p. 280.
5%bid.
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impediment o f wadding got in  h is  way he would look up and 

g ig g le  fo o lis h ly .* ^  This performance "went on and on u n t i l
o

i t  began to  be r a th e r  h o r r ib le ,"  and f o r  some tim e before 

th e  f in a l  a c t was over, a number o f th e  g u ests  had a lread y  

r e t r e a te d  from th e  liv in g  room to  th e  h a l l .  S t i l l  th e  homo

sexual p e r s is te d  in  h is  s a d is t ic  e x h ib itio n :

As Mr, Logan kept working and p ress in g  w ith  h is  h a i r 
p in , suddenly th e  side  of th e  bu lg ing  d o ll  was to m  open 
and some of th e  s tu f f in g  began to  ooze o u t. Miss L ily  
Mandell watched w ith an expression  of und isgu ised  ho rro r 
and, as th e  d o ll  began to  lo se  i t s  e n t r a i l s ,  she pressed 
one hand a g a in s t h er stomach in  a g e s tu re  o f nausea, 
sa id  *Ughl*—and made a h as ty  e x i t .  O thers follow ed h er. 
And even Mrs. Jack , who a t th e  s t a r t  o f th e  performance 
had s lip p ed  on a wonderful ja ck e t o f gold th read  and 
sea ted  h e r s e l f  c ro ss-leg g ed  on th e  f lo o r  l ik e  a d u t i f u l  
c h i ld ,  square ly  before  th e  m aestro and h is  puppets, 
f in a l ly  go t up and went in to  th e  h a l l ,  where most of her 
guests  were now assem bled.^

One of th e  assembled g u e s ts , g lancing  w ith  i r r i t a t i o n  

a t  th e  l iv in g  room where Piggy was " s t i l l  p a t ie n t ly  carry ing  

on ,"^  m uttered  w earily  to  h is  h o s te s s : "* It* s  l ik e  some puny 

form of d ecad en ce .*"5 Mr. Piggy Logan and h is  c irc u s  o f w ire 

d o l l s ,  t h i s  "puny form o f decadence," had th e  symbolic ro le  

in  Wolfe*s novel of connecting f a l s e  innocence, sexual p er

v e rs io n , and sadism vd.th th e  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  s t e r i l i t y  

o f E sther Jack and her f r ie n d s  from th e  world o f  moneyed 

p r iv i le g e .

In  th e  a rch e ty p a l im ag ina tion  of Wolfe, th e  f a th e r  im

age was a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e  p ro tag o n is t* s  search  f o r  c re a tiv e  

v i t a l i t y  and th e  cap ac ity  to  love in  a f a l l e n  world in  which

^Ibid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid., p. 282. 4bid. ^Ibid.
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e v i l  was s p i r i tu a l ly  r e a l .  Since th e  w ealthy people a t  th e  

p arty  belonged to  a m a te r ia l i s t ic  so c ie ty  whose members cyn

ic a l l y  excused e v i l  because in v a ria b ly  th ey  re la te d  i t  to  

th e  unp rincip led  s e lf is h n e s s  and c ru e l ty  in  o th e rs , and a l 

most never to  th e  d e s tru c tiv e  egotism w ith in  them selves, 

t h e i r  world was sym bo lica lly  a p a s to ra l  s e t t in g  governed by 

th e  values of lo s t  innocence. For t h i s  reason , i t  was im

po ssib le  fo r  th e  world of p r iv ile g e  to  con tain  an adequate 

f a th e r  image, and Wolfe*s p ro ta g o n is t , in  h is  quest f o r  emo

t io n a l  and s p i r i t u a l  m a tu rity , had to  search  elsewhere i f  he 

ever expected to  f in d  what he was looking f o r .

We have a lread y  pointed  out th a t  Wolfe employed th e  

apartm ent b u ild in g  in  which th e  Jacks liv e d  to  symbolize th e  

dubious p a s to ra l  foundation  upon which was grounded th e  f a i t h  

o f th e  so -c a lle d  hard-headed, r e a l i s t i c  business men who con

t r o l l e d  th e  world o f b ig  money, Mr, Jack was a su ccessfu l 

f in a n c ie r  who was convinced th a t  he and h is  r ic h  f r ie n d s , by 

not p erm ittin g  them selves to  be deceived  by an]rthing in  l i f e  

connected w ith  th e  im p rac tic a l or v is io n a ry , had remained in  

p r i s t in e  co n tac t w ith  r e a l i t y :  th a t  i s ,  in  con tact w ith  a ma

t e r i a l i s t i c  r e a l i t y  which could be enjoyed and t r u s te d  as 

w ell as e x p lo ite d . T his explained Mr, Jack*s fondness fo r  

th e  stone apartm ent b u ild in g  in  which he l iv e d , s in c e , i f  

only he d ism issed  i t s  s l ig h t  trem ors, i t  l e f t  th e  com forting 

im pression in  h is  mind th a t  th e  v alues of th e  business world 

were lik ew ise  s o l id ly  grounded on th e  hard bedrock of money
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and common sen se .

We have a lso  suggested th a t  in  Wolfe*s a r t i s t i c  v is io n , 

th e  p rac tica l-m in d ed  Mr. Jack was not regarded as a r e a l i s t  

a t  a l l ,  but as m erely ano ther v a r ie ty  of th e  rom antic ego

t i s t  who had made and accepted a p a s to ra l  r e tu rn  to  th e  fem

in in e  p r in c ip le  in  h is  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  l i f e .  T his 

re tu rn  n e c e s s a r ily  involved a w ill in g  acceptance of th o se  i l 

lu sio n s which supported h is  p r iv a te  d e s ire ,  b u t i t  had noth

ing  to  do w ith  th e  su c cessfu l m a te r ia l is t* s  being  ab le  to  

d is t in g u is h  c le a r ly  between th e  r e a l  and th e  f a l s e  in  l i f e .  

A ctua lly , in  term s of f in a l  v a lu es , th e  se n se -lim ite d  Mr.

Jack was th e  man w ith  f a t a l  i l l u s io n s ,  not th e  r e a l i s t  a t  

a l l .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  th e  m assive stone apartm ent b u ild in g  

in  which he l iv e d ,  an a rch e ty p a l symbol l ik e  so many o f th e  

houses in  Wolfe*s f i c t i o n ,  was an image o f th e  f a ls e  f a th e r  

in  American c u ltu re  o f th e  p a s to ra l values o f b ig  b u sin ess:

The b u ild in g  was so grand, so huge, so so lid -seem ing , 
th a t  i t  gave th e  im pression o f having been hewn from 
th e  e v e r la s tin g  rock i t s e l f .  Yet t h i s  was not t r u e  a t  
a l l ;  th e  mighty e d if ic e  was r e a l ly  tubed and hollowed 
l ik e  a g ia n t honeycomb. I t  was s e t on monstrous s te e l  
s t i l t s ,  p i l l a r e d  below on vacancy, and su s ta in ed  on 
curving a rc h e s . I t s  n erves, bones, and sinews went down 
below th e  le v e l  of th e  s t r e e t  to  an underworld o f s to r ie d  
basem ents, and below a l l  th e s e , f a r  in  th e  to r tu re d  rock , 
th e re  was th e  tunnel*s dep th .

The f i r e  in  th e  apartm ent b u ild in g  broke out a f t e r  th e  

p a rty  a t  Jacks* was over and most o f th e  g u ests  had a lread y  

d ep arted . S ho rtly  a f t e r  th e  people in  th e  b u ild in g  re a l iz e d

llbid., p, 197.



490
th a t  i t  was on f i r e ,  p a r t  o f th e  e l e c t r ic  cu rre n t f a i le d  and 

a la rg e  number of th e  rooms and hallw ays in s ta n t ly  became 

d ark . By th i s  tim e th e  smoke from th e  f i r e  was c i r c u la t in g  

ra p id ly  throughout th e  b u ild in g , and th e  te n a n ts  in  th e  dark

ened apartm ents were search ing  f r a n t i c a l ly  fo r  candles to  

help  guide them through th e  u n lig h ted  c o rr id o rs  and down th e  

sta irw ays to  th e  s a fe ty  of th e  o u ts id e  s t r e e t s  or cou rtyard . 

Although th e  e le v a to r  se rv ic e  had broken down when th e  e le c 

t r i c i t y  f a i l e d ,  th e re  was a fe e b le  cu rren t passing  through 

th e  dim l ig h t s  on th e  s e rv ic e  s ta irw a y s . Even so , th e  te n 

a n ts ,  who only a few m inutes b efo re  had been so com placently 

secure in  t h e i r  expensive apartm ents, s t i l l  clung to  t h e i r  

candles when th ey  reached th e  s t a i r s  "w ith an in s t in c t iv e  

fe e l in g  th a t  th e se  p rim itiv e  in strum en ts were now more to  be 

t r u s te d  than  th e  m irac le s  o f sc ien c e ,"^

Wolfe b e liev ed  th a t  people who f a i le d  to  confirm  th e i r  

em otional and s p i r i tu a l  knowledge through th e  w ithd raw al-re

tu m  d ia le c t ic  u su a lly  remained p riso n e rs  o f t h e i r  egotism . 

The in h a b ita n ts  o f th e  apartm ent house rep resen ted  th i s  k ind 

of people, and, in  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  t h e i r  money had enabled them 

to  p reserve in ta c t  th e  w a lls  which safeguarded t h e i r  n a rc is 

s i s t i c  i s o la t io n .  I r o n ic a l ly ,  under th e  le v e lin g  p ressu re  

of th e  circum stances a tte n d in g  th e  f i r e ,  which l e f t  th ese  

people faced w ith  a menacing, n a tu r a l i s t i c  environment in  

which th e i r  money suddenly l o s t  i t s  p ro te c tiv e  power, t h e i r

llbid,, p, 2 9 2 ,
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in t e r i o r  b a r r ie r s  had qu ick ly  broken down, f re e in g  t h e i r  sym

p a th ie s  and p erm ittin g  them fo r  a few hours to  respond to  

each o th e r as human beings:

And in  a l i t t l e  w h ile , as th e  excitem ent and t h e i r  need 
fo r  communication broke through th e  w alls  o f t h e i r  r e 
se rv e , they  began to  show a s p i r i t  o f fe llo w sh ip  such 
as th a t  enormous beehive of l i f e  had never seen b e fo re . 
People who, a t  o th e r  tim es , had never deigned to  so much 
as nod a t  each o th e r were soon laughing  and ta lk in g  to 
g e th e r w ith  the  f a m i l ia r i ty  of long acquain tance .

At f i r s t  th e  basement of th e  b u ild in g  seemed to  be the  

only se c tio n  on f i r e ,  and th e  te n a n ts ,  a l l  of whom had man

aged to  escape sa fe ly  from t h e i r  u p p e r-flo o r  apartm ents, were 

m illin g  in  th e  la rg e  in n e r  co u rty a rd . The crowd was w e ll-  

behaved fo r  th e  most p a r t ,  w ith  th e  exception  o f P h ilip  J .  

Baer, an in f lu e n t ia l  motion p ic tu re  ex ecu tiv e , who was hys

t e r i c a l  about th e  "sev en ty -fiv e  m illio n  d o lla rs*  worth of 
2reco rd s"  which s t i l l  remained in  h is  bachelor q u a r te rs .

Mr. Baer had been in  ano ther p a r t  o f th e  c i ty  when th e  f i r e  

s ta r te d ,  and as he attem pted to  push h is  way in to  th e  b u ild 

in g , he was warned by a policeman guarding one of th e  en

tra n c e s  th a t  he could not e n te r .

To th e  cinema ex ecu tiv e , " th e  e f f e c t  of t h i s  r e fu s a l  

was in s tan tan eo u s  and s h o c k i n g , f o r  "the one p r in c ip le  of 

Mr. B aer’s l i f e  was th a t  money i s  th e  only th in g  th a t  counts 

because money can buy an y th in g ."^  Yet here he was suddenly 

faced  w ith  an u n fam ilia r  s i tu a t io n  in  which h is  money no 

longer seemed to  possess i t s  unquestion ing  power:

llbid., p. 2 9 2 . ^Ibid., p. 2 9 6 . ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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So th e  naked philosophy of to o th  and claw, which in  mo
ments o f se c u r ity  and comfort was v e iled  beneath a  v e l
ve t sh ea th , now became rag in g ly  in s i s t e n t .  A t a l l ,  dark 
man w ith  a rap ac io u s, beak-nosed fa c e , he became now 
l ik e  a w ild  anim al, a b ea s t of p rey . He went charging 
about among th e  crowds o f people, o f fe r in g  everyone fabu
lous sums i f  th ey  would save h is  cherished  re c o rd s .^

The h y s te r ic a l  executive ra n  to  a group o f firem en , se ized

one of them f r a n t i c a l ly  by th e  shou lder, and shouted th a t

he , P h ilip  J .  Baer, would pay th e  man te n  thousand d o lla r s

ju s t  to  r e t r ie v e  h is  re c o rd s . The firem an re p lie d  th a t  he

didn*t care  who Mr. Baer was supposed to  be, and pushed "the

g rea t man"* roughly a s id e .

The f i r e  had not seemed too  se rio u s  a t  f i r s t ,  but when 

a l l  of th e  illu m in a tio n  in  th e  b u ild in g  suddenly went o f f ,  

th e  p o lic e  began to  d ir e c t  th e  people in  th e  cou rtyard  to  

th e  o u ts id e  s t r e e t s .  As t h i s  maneuver was ta k in g  p la c e , th e  

conversation  o f  most of th e se  r ic h  men and women s t i l l  r e 

mained " f r ie n d ly  and c a s ua l , except  th a t  in  t h e i r  vo ices
3

th e re  was a querulous "note of p e r tu rb a tio n ,"  as i f  th e  f i r e

rep resen ted  an u nnatu ra l v io la t io n  of th e i r  secu re , w e ll-

ordered liv es ::

Men o f w ealth  and power had been suddenly d ispossessed  
from th e i r  smug n e s ts  w ith  t h e i r  w ives, fa m il ie s , and 
dependents, and now th e re  was nothing th ey  could do but 
w a it , herded hom elessly in to  drug s to re s  and h o te l lo b 
b ie s , o r  huddled to g e th e r  in  t h e i r  wraps on s t r e e t  cor
ners  l ik e  ship-wrecked voyagers, looking  a t  one ano ther 
w ith  h e lp le s s  eyes.^

The f i r e  as a symbol meant th a t  th e se  people from th e  

world o f p r iv i le g e ,  d e sp ite  t h e i r  power and th e i r  a rro g an t

llbid., p. 297. ^Ibid., p. 304. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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p re ten s io n s  to  being r e a l i s t i c a l l y  in  c o n tro l o f th e  eco

nomic l i f e  of the  n a tio n , were, l ik e  everyone e ls e ,  caught 

in  a f in a n c ia l  web "whose ra m if ic a tio n s  were so v as t and 

com plicated th a t  they  had not th e  f a in te s t  n o tio n  where i t  

began o r what i t s  p a t te rn  w as."^ Moreover, w ith in  a week 

th e  Wall S tre e t c rash  would be a l l  th e  proof necessary  to  in 

d ic a te  th a t  something was se r io u s ly  wrong w ith  t h e i r  m a te ri

a l i s t i c  va lues:

They were th e  lo rd s  and m asters of th e  e a r th ,  vested 
w ith  a u th o r ity  and accustomed to  command, bu t now th e  
c o n tro l had been tak en  from them. So th ey  f e l t  s tran g e 
ly  h e lp le s s , no longer ab le  to  command th e  s i tu a t io n ,  
ho longer ab le  even to  f in d  out what was happening.

But, in  ways remote from t h e i r  b lin d  and tro u b led  
kenning, events had been moving to  t h e i r  inexorab le 
conclusion .

I t  was almost dawn before  th e  f i r e  was f in a l ly  put o u t, 

and th e  s p i r i t  o f  th e  w e ll-to -d o  te n a n ts  as th ey  re tu rn ed  to  

t h e i r  d ese rted  apartm ents was com pletely d i f f e r e n t  "from what 

i t  had been a few hours e a r l i e r ," ^  By t h i s  tim e "each l i t t l e  

fam ily  group had withdrawn f r ig id ly  in to  i t s  own sep ara te  

e n t i ty ," ^  and most o f th e  re tu rn in g  apartm ent dw elle rs  ac ted  

as i f  th ey  were em barrassed by " th e  in fo rm a lity  and f r i e n d l i 

ness th a t  they  had shown to  one ano th er during  th e  e x c ite 

ment •

Two o f th e  b u ild in g * s e le v a to r  o p e ra to rs  who were 

trap p ed  in  t h e i r  s te e l  cages when th e  e l e c t r i c i t y  f a i le d  had 

been su ffo ca ted  t o  d e a th , E sth er Jack was unaware of the

^Ibid. ^Ibid., p, 313. ^Ibid, ^bid. ^Ibid,
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death  of th e se  men when she remarked c a llo u s ly  to  th e  su rv iv 

ing o p era to r in  her p a r t  o f  th e  b u ild in g  th a t  i t  had been 

such "a t h r i l l i n g  ev en in g ,”^ and asked i f  ever before  in  h is

l i f e  he had known "such exc item en t, such confusion , as we 
2

had to n ig h t? "  The c h i ld l ik e  o b liv io u sn ess  o f  th i s  w ealthy 

woman to  th e  su f fe r in g  and trag ed y  in  th e  l iv e s  of people 

ou ts id e  h er secure world o f  p r iv i le g e , in  com bination w ith  

her cyn ica l in d if fe re n c e  to  e v i l ,  was th e  reason  a t  th e  c lo se  

of t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  se c tio n  o f th e  novel th a t  W olfe 's pro tago

n i s t  was ab le  to  make h is  f in a l  break from h is  m istress-m oth 

e r :  "he to  h is  w orld , she to  h e rs ,"^

The p ro ta g o n is t ' s f i r s t  n o v e l, Home to  Our M ountains, 

had been published  in  th e  e a r ly  p a r t of November, 1929» and 

" the  d a te , through th e  kind of a c c id e n ta l happening which so 

o ften  a f f e c ts  th e  course of human even ts • . . co incided  a l 

most ex ac tly  w ith  th e  beginning of th e  Great American Depres

s io n ." ^  The p u b lic a tio n  o f th e  book, however, had produced 

r e s u l t s  in  Webber "q u ite  d i f f e r e n t  from any he had expect

ed ,"^ and a l t h o u ^  he lea rn ed  a g rea t dea l during  t h i s  period  

about h is  own l i f e  " th a t  he had never known before  . . .  i t  

was only g rad u a lly , in  th e  course of th e  years to  come, th a t  

he began to  r e a l iz e  how th e  changes in  h im self were r e la te d

llbid. ^Ibid. 3lbid., p. 322. ^Ibid.. p. 325.
Sibid.
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to  th e  la rg e r  changes in  th e  world around him»”^

The p ro tag o n is t be lieved  th a t  in  h is  novel he had man

aged ”a naked d ire c tn e ss  and r e a l i t y  th a t  was r a th e r  ra re  in  
2books," and th a t  i t  was t h i s  uncompromising honesty which 

had provoked h is  n o v e l 's  h o s t i le  rece p tio n  in  Libya H i l l ,

In  o th e r words, by th e  a u th o r’s rev e a lin g  th e  t r u t h  which 

e x is ts  beneath s u p e r f ic ia l  appearance—th a t  i s ,  th e  f a ls e  

world o f i l l u s io n  to  which most people both b lin d ly  and s e l f 

is h ly  su b scrib e—i t  was as i f  "he had ripped  o ff  a mask th a t  

h is  home town had always worn, and " th is  was what people
3

were a f ra id  o f . T his was what made them mad."

When Webber had v is i te d  Libya H ill  th e  preceding  sum

mer f o r  h is  Aunt Maw’s fu n e ra l ,  "he had seen th e  boom-mad 

town to t t e r in g  on th e  b rin k  o f r u i n , a n d  he l a t e r  re a l iz e d

th a t  "madness such as t h i s  was unprepared to  face  r e a l i t y
5

and t r u th  in  any degree w hatever."  In  a d d itio n , h is  home 

town was below the Mason-Dixon l i n e ,  and th e  u n w illin g n ess

o f h is  townspeople to  face  th e  t r u th  honestly  was connected

w ith  something f a ls e  and e v i l  in  th e  South: "som ething tw is t 

ed, dark , and f u l l  of pain  which Southerners have known a l l  

t h e i r  l i v e s —something ro o ted  in  t h e i r  so u ls  beyond a l l  con

t r a d ic t io n ,  about which no one had dared to  w r i te ,  o f which 

no one had ever spoken."^

Several months a f t e r  th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f Webber’ s novel,

^Ibid., p. 324. ^IMd., p. 326. ^Ibid., p. 327.
^Ibid. Îbid. 6lbld.
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th e  C itizen * 3 T rust Company of Libya H i l l ,  th e  bank w ith  

Mr. J a rv is  Riggs as i t s  p re s id e n t, c losed  i t s  doors. The 

same day th e  body of Mayor Baxter Kennedy, a la rg e  p a r t  of 

h is  head exposed by a gaping b u l le t  wound, was discovered 

ly ing  on th e  f lo o r  of Judge Bland*s u p s ta ir s  t o i l e t  room.

The connection between th e  two happenings soon became common 

knowledge to  th e  tow nspeople. At le a s t  two years before th e  

a c tu a l f a i lu r e  of th e  bank, i t s  d ir e c to rs  knew th a t  i t  was 

in  a bad f in a n c ia l  shape, and when t h i s  u n s e ttl in g  inform a

t io n  reached th e  ea rs  of " the  c h e e rfu l , easy-going Mayor, 

he had gone to  th e  bank*s p resid en t to  withdraw th e  c ity * s  

funds. P residen t Riggs, however, had been ab le to  convince 

th e  Mayor th a t  he could no t jeo p ard ize  th e  fu tu re  of th e  

town* 8 growth by going through w ith  a  major withdrawal which 

would wreck th e  bank:

*Tou can*t s e l l  Libya H ill  sh o rt,*  he sa id , using a 
phrase th a t  was in  g rea t vogue ju s t  th e n , *We*ve not 
begun to  see th e  p rogress we*re going to  make. But 
th e  sa lv a tio n  and fu tu re  o f t h i s  town r e s t s  in  your 
hands. So make up your mind about i t .  What a re  you 
going to  do?* 2

The Mayor made up h is  mind. Unhappy man.

Things d r i f te d  along , and although  a vague rumor began 

to  be c irc u la te d  around th e  town th a t  th e  C itizen*s T rust Com

pany was in  tro u b le , few o f i t s  d ep o s ito rs  be lieved  i t .  On 

th e  su rface  th e re  was ap p aren tly  no th ing  to  ju s t i f y  th e  ugly  

rumor, and, as a re a ssu rin g  symbol of th e  bank*s s o l i d i ty ,  

i t s  p h y sica l appearance had remained unchanged: "The C itiz e n ’ s

llbid,. p, 364. ^Ibid., p, 365.
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T rust m aintained i t s  u su a l appearance of so lid  substance ,
1

b u s in e ss - lik e  e f f ic ie n c y , and Greek templed s a n c t i t y ,” w ith
2

i t s  ”broad p la te -g la s s  windows opening out upon th e  Square" 

seeming " to  proclaim  to  th e  world th e  complete openness and
3

in te g r i ty  of th e  bank’ s p u rp o se .” The townspeople cnuld 

look fo r  them selves to  see th a t  noth ing  was being hidden:

"The bank i s  L ibya, and Libya i s  th e  b an k ,”^ Then came th e  

f a te f u l  morning o f March 12, 1930, when " th e  fa s te s t-g ro w in g
5

bank in  th e  s ta te "  c losed  i t s  doors. The bank’ s f a i lu r e  

perhaps had been p re c ip i ta te d  by th e  Wall S tre e t c ra sh , but 

in  Wolfe’ s es tim a tio n  i t  had not been caused by i t .  That 

cause was roo ted  in  th e  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  s t e r i l i t y  

of th e  townspeople of Libya H il l  which had been given con

c re te  expression  in  th e  madness o f th e  r e a l  e s ta te  boom.

The body of Mayor Kennedy had been d iscovered  s h o r tly

befo re  noon th e  day of th e  bank f a i l u r e .  The b lin d  Judge

Bland had gone to  th e  t o i l e t ,  prompted by th e  urgency o f a 

c a l l  of n a tu re , and pushing open th e  door lead in g  in to  th e  

darkened room, w ith  i t s  "pervasive sm ell o f th e  t i n  u r in a l ," ^  

had stumbled ag a in s t something l i i th  h is  f e e t .  Leaning down 

to  d iscover what th e  o b s tru c tio n  was, th e  b lin d  man had un

expectedly  plunged h is  w h ite , em aciated f in g e rs  " in to  th e  

foundering mass of what ju s t  f iv e  m inutes befo re  had been 

th e  face  and b ra in s  of a l iv in g  m a n ." ?  With regard  to  W olfe’s

^I b id . ^I b ld . ^I b id . ^ Ib ld . , p . 366.

Sibid., p. 360. ^Ibid. ?Ibid.
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a r t i s t i c  in te n t io n , th e  symbolic meaning behind Judge Bland’ s 

d isco v ery , on th e  f lo o r  of a f i l t h y  t o i l e t  room, of th e  su i

cide of th e  Mayor of Libya H il l  i s  c le a r .  The s ig h t le s s  

Judge, w ith  h is  CTalvinistic knowledge o f e v i l ,  was th e  iro n 

ic  guardian of th e  s p i r i tu a l  t r u th  which th e  o th e r townspeo

p le  had fo rg o tte n , ju s t  as th e  f a l s e ly  o p tim is tic  Mayor, 

through h is  d ish o n est re p u d ia tio n  of e v i l ,  rep resen ted  th e i r  

s p i r i tu a l  b lin d n ess culm inating in  th e  c rash  as a kind of 

symbolic su ic id e :

So i t  was th a t  weak, easy-going , p ro c ra s tin a tin g , good- 
natu red  B axter Kennedy, Mayor of Libya H i l l ,  was fo u n d -  
a l l  th a t  was l e f t  of him—in  darkness by an e v i l  old 
b lin d  man.

According to  W olfe’ s in te rp r e ta t io n ,  th e  depression  r e -
2

vealed  a ”more co rro s iv e  ru in ” in  American l i f e  th an  merely 

th a t  accompanying th e  breakdown of an economic o rd er in  which 

n e a rly  everyone had some kind o f s e l f i s h  s tak e : "And th i s  

deeper ru in —th e  essence of th e  ca ta s tro p h e—was th e  ru in  of 

human co n sc ien ce .” This was th e  reason  th a t  when r e a l  es

t a t e  v a lues co llap sed  in  Libya H i l l ,  ”th e  town alm ost l i t e r 

a l ly  blew i t s  b ra in s  o u t”^ fo r  th e  people ’’had no in n e r r e 

sources w ith  which to  m eet”  ̂ t h e i r  tra g e d y . Wolfe believed  

th a t  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  dep ression  had been erroneously

in te rp re te d  ”in  th e  lea rn ed  tomes of th e  overn igh t economists 

as a breakdown of th e  system , th e  c a p i t a l i s t  system .”^ In 

stead  i t  rep resen ted  th e  in e v ita b le  consequences of a

llbid., p. 369. 2%bid. ^ibid. 4bid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
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b e tra y a l by in d iv id u a l human beings of t h e i r  em otional and

s p i r i tu a l  re so u rces:

I t  went much deeper th an  th e  mere o b l i te r a t io n  of bank 
accoun ts , th e  e x tin c t io n  of paper p r o f i t s ,  and th e  lo s s  
of p ro p e r ty . I t  was th e  ru in  o f men who found o u t, as 
soon as th ese  symbols of t h e i r  outward success had been 
destroyed , th a t  th e y  had no th ing  le f t - - n o  in n e r equiva
le n t  from which th ey  might now draw new s tre n g th . I t  
was th e  ru in  of men who, d isco v erin g  not only th a t  
th e i r  values were f a l s e  but th a t  they  had never had any 
substance w hatsoever, now saw a t  l a s t  th e  em ptiness and 
hollowness of t h e i r  l i v e s .  T herefore they  k i l l e d  them
se lv e s ; and those who d id  not d ie  by th e i r  own hands 
died by th e  knowledge th a t  th ey  were a lread y  dead.

The perp lex ing  question  was how to  "account fo r  such a com

p le te  drying up of a l l  th e  s p i r i tu a l  sources in  th e  l i f e  of 

a people?"^

Wolfe in  h is  f i c t io n  had a lre ad y  provided a p a r t i a l  

answer to  th i s  q u es tio n , but in  th e  next ch ap te r , e n t i t l e d  

"The Wounded Faun," he attem pted  to  p resen t h is  answer some

what d is c u rs iv e ly . The p ro tag o n is t and h is  f r ie n d  Randy 

Shepperton were having a  d iscu ss io n  in  th e  a u th o r’ s New York 

apartm ent, Webber was in  a d iscouraged , s e l f - p i ty in g  mood 

because h is  book had aroused so much m isunderstanding and

b it te rn e s s  in  h is  home town. In  o rd er to  defend h im se lf , he
3began to  ex p la in  to  h is  f r ie n d  "about th e  ’a r t i s t * "  as a 

kind o f p r iv ile g e d  e s c a p is t  who "could achieve h is  ’a r t ’ on

ly  through a constan t s t a te  of f l i g h t  in to  some magic wood, 

some province of enchantm ent,"^ T herefo re , anyone who a s 

p ired  to  be a r e a l  a r t i s t ,  Webber d ec la red , was inexo rab ly

^IMd,, p, 370, Îbid. ^Ibid., p, 333. ^bid.
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"doomed to  be an o u tc a s t from so c ie ty . His in e v ita b le  f a te  

was to  be ’d riven  out by th e  t r i b e ,

Randy Shepperton had re p lie d  b lu n tly  th a t Webber, in  

t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  s e lf -p i ty in g  mood, was a f fe c t in g  th e  ro le  of 

"the wounded fau n ,"^  The p ro tag o n is t p a in fu lly  was forced  

to  recognize th e  t r u th  o f h is  f r ie n d ’ s c r i t ic is m . With r e 

gard to  th e  d e fe c ts  in  Webber’ s f i r s t  novel, th e  c r i t ic is m  

a lso  im plied th a t  too  f re q u e n tly  th e  au thor had l e t  "the
3

f a ls e  personal" d i s to r t  th e  t r u th  of h is  c e n tra l a r t i s t i c  

v is io n :

’There’ s th e  g u i l t .  T hat’ s where th e  young genius b u si
ness ge ts  in —th e  young a r t i s t  b u sin ess , what you ca lled  
a w hile ago th e  wounded faun b u s in e ss . I t  g e ts  in  and 
i t  tw is ts  th e  v is io n . The v is io n  may be shrewd, su b tle , 
p ie rc in g , w ith in  a thousand sp e c ia l frames accu ra te  and 
Joycean—but w ith in  th e  la rg e r  one, f a ls e ,  mannered, , and 
u n tru e . And th e  la rg e  one i s  th e  one th a t  m a t te r s ,’*

The la rg e r  v is io n  in  which th e  p ro tag o n is t had f a i le d  

was th a t  of th e  rom antic w r i te r  whose unresolved p a s to ra l 

n arc iss ism , "the wounded fa u n ,"  had prevented him frcxn de

tach in g  him self s u f f i c ie n t ly  from h is  c rea tio n  to  co n tro l 

i t s  a e s th e tic  form. Moreover, s in ce  th e  goal o f Webber as 

a n a r c i s s i s t i c  a r t i s t  had not been c re a tiv e  m a tu rity , but 

in s te a d  th a t  kind of p u b lic  success which would confirm  h is  

se lf-e s te e m , to g e th e r  w ith  enjoying th e  sense o f power con

nected  w ith th e  u n d isc ip lin e d  exuberance of h is  c re a tio n , he 

had not been s u f f ic ie n t ly  d is tu rb ed  by th e  rom antic natu re  

o f h is  f a i lu r e ,

llbid, ^Ibid, 3lbid., p. 335. ^Ibid,
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Now th e  p ro ta g o n is t re a l iz e d  th a t  to  develop and ma

tu re  as an a r t i s t —in  o th e r words, to  c re a te  "hot ju s t  th e  

reco rd  o f my l i f e —but something t r u e r  th an  th e  f a c t s —some

th in g  d i s t i l l e d  out o f ray experience and tra n sm itte d  in to  a 

form of u n iv e rsa l a p p l ic a tio n " - - th e re  could be "no more

f a ls e  p e rso n a l, no more f a ls e  p r id e , no more p e t t in e s s  and
2in ju red  f e e l in g s ,"  In s tead  he had to  ap p ra ise  as h o n estly  

as p o ss ib le  th e  d is to r t io n  which h is  p a s to ra l  n a rc iss ism  had 

produced in  h is  f i c t i o n ,  and using  h is  d iscovery  o f e v i l  as 

th e  new foundation  f o r  h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , had to  t r y  "to  

k i l l  th e  wounded faun"^ com pletely.

I t  was W olfe 's opinion th a t  th e  f a i lu r e  o f h is  p ro tago

n i s t  to  f in d  a s a t is f a c to ry  image of th e  f a th e r  in  th e  pas

to r a l  values of success and power based on s e lf - lo v e  again  

could be r e la te d  to  th e  em otional and s p i r i t u a l  s t e r i l i t y  in  

American l i f e  which th e  depression  had brought so d is tu rb 

in g ly  to  th e  su r fa c e . The American b u sin ess  men, fo r  exam

p le , a t  l e a s t  in  t h e i r  p r iv a te  im ag in a tio n s, were rom antic 

in d iv id u a l i s ts  l ik e  Webber, and th e i r  s tru g g le  to  o b ta in  

money and power in  th e  f in a n c ia l  world conformed to  th e  same 

n a r c i s s i s t i c  p a t te rn  which had given a f a l s e  meaning to  h is  

strenuous am bition to  become famous as  a w r i te r .  Again l ik e  

th e  p ro tag o n is t in  W olfe 's f i c t i o n ,  th e  b usiness men, when 

ev en tu a lly  confron ted  w ith  th e  inadequacy of t h e i r  v a lu es , 

were "a f ra id  to  th in k  s t r a ig h t—a f ra id  to  face  them selves—

^Ibid.t p, 337. Îbid., p. 336, ^Ibid.
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a f ra id  to  look a t  th in g s  and see them as th ey  a r e . ”^ In  

o th e r words, th ey  too  became s e l f - p i ty in g  "wounded fau n s" :

W ell, Randy had been r ig h t  about th e  wounded fau n .
For George knew now th a t  h is  own s e l f - p i ty  was ju s t  h is  
p recious egotism  coming between him and th e  t r u t h  he 
s tro v e  f o r  as a w r i te r .  What Randy d idn^ t know was th a t  
business a lso  had i t s  wounded fau n s . And th e y , i t  
seemed, were a sp ec ie s  th a t  you could not k i l l  so l i g h t 
ly .  For business was th e  most p recious form of egotism — 
s e l f - i n t e r e s t  a t  i t s  d o l la r  v a lu e . K il l  th a t  w ith  t r u th ,  
and what would be l e f t ? ^

VI

The nex t se c tio n  o f You C an 't Go Home Again i s  c a lle d  

"The Quest o f th e  F a ir  Medusa," and th e  symbolism in  t h i s  

t i t l e  r e la te s  s ig n i f ic a n t ly  to  th e  c o n tro ll in g  dualism  em

ployed by Wolfe th roughout most of h is  f i c t i o n ,  bu t e sp ec i

a l ly  in  th e  f i r s t  h a lf  o f The Web and th e  Rock. In  th e  mind 

o f th e  p ro ta g o n is t. Fame was th e  " f a i r  Medusa." I t  was f a i r  

because th e  s tru c tu re  of l i f e  which Fame suggested served as 

a f a ls e  f a th e r  image in  h is  im agination  a f t e r  he had l e f t  

E sther Jack and moved t o  Brooklyn. T his meant th a t  Webber, 

d e s p ite  h is  in c re a s in g  knowledge, had not y e t had h is  i n t e l 

le c tu a l  d is illu s io n m en t w ith  Fame confirmed s u f f i c ie n t ly  by 

h is  own experience t o  make i t  com pletely r e a l .  Even a t  t h i s  

l a t e  d a te , th e  p ro ta g o n is t s t i l l  hoped th a t  somehow by be

coming, not ju s t  su c ce ss fu l bu t a c tu a lly  famous and admired 

as a w r i te r ,  he might be a b le  to  recover a l l  o f  h is  l o s t  emo

t io n a l  and s p i r i t u a l  v i t a l i t y :

llbld., p. 393. ^Ibid.. p. 396.



503
And he f e l t  then  th a t  th in g s  would be fo r  him once more 
as th ey  had been, and he saw ag a in , as he had once seen , 
th e  image o f th e  sh in ing  c i ty .  F a r-f lu n g  and b laz ing  
in to  t i e r s  of jeweled l i g h t ,  i t  burned fo re v e r  in  h is  
v is io n  as he walked th e  B ridge, and strong  t id e s  were 
bound around i t ,  and th e  g re a t sh ip s  c a lle d . So he 
walked th e  B ridge, always he walked th e  B ridge.^

The jeweled c i ty  and th e  Bridge were a t  th e  same tim e 

both  rom antic, as w ell as  a rc h e ty p a l, images o f th e  pro tago

n i s t ’ s hope, not o f th e  r e a l i t y  which la y  ahead of him. In  

th i s  reg a rd . Fame was no t even a f a th e r  symbol a t  a l l ,  f o r  

th e  Medusa in  th e  t i t l e  in d ic a te s  th a t  Webber’ s attachm ent 

to  fame was s t i l l  p a r t  of h is  dependence upon th e  c a s tr a t in g  

fem inine p r in c ip le —th e  treach ero u s  so rce re ss  Medusa th a t  

tu rn s  men in to  s to n e - - in  h is  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  l i f e .

At th e  same tim e , th e  fo u r years which Webber spent in  Brook

ly n  d id  re p re se n t a meaningful " s p i r i t u a l  w ithdraw al, and 

to  understand t h i s  phase of th e  m yth ica l dualism , i t  i s  

f i r s t  necessary  to  d ig re ss  on W olfe’s r o le  as a r e l ig io u s  

w r i te r .

Edward C. Aswell has w r i t te n  th a t  Wolfe ’’was a deeply

re l ig io u s  man in  the  unconventional and t r u e s t  sense of th e
2word,"  and th e  e d i to r ’ s observ a tio n  seems to  be supported 

by various sta tem ents in  W olfe’ s correspondence, to g e th e r  

w ith  th e  r e l ig io u s  con ten t of h is  essay  ’’God’s Lonely Man,” 

Wolfe w rote to  Maxwell Perk ins (Ju ly  31, 1930) th a t  during  

h is  re c e n t lo n e ly  months in  Europe, he had d iscovered  th a t  

th e  B ib le was su p e rio r  even to  Shakespeare:

l lbid. , p. 393. ĤB, p. 331.
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I  have not read  th e  M ble sin ce  I  was a c h ild —i t  i s  th e  
most m agnificen t book th a t  was ever w ritte n : when W alter 
S co tt was d y ing , he ca lled  fo r  'The Book,' and th ey  
asked 'What book?' and he sa id  'There i s  only o n e '—and 
i t  i s  t r u e .  I t  i s  r ic h e r  and g rander th an  Shakespeare 
even, and everyth ing e ls e  looks s ic k  beside i t . l

Throughout th e  rem ainder of th e  l e t t e r s ,  th e re  are s t a t e 

ments to  document th a t  Wolfe re ta in e d  a se rio u s  in te r e s t  in
2th e  B ible u n t i l  he d ie d .

Edward Aswell has noted th a t  among W olfe 's papers he 

found various d r a f t s  of "God's Lonely Man," and th a t  the  

f i r s t  d r a f t ,  "w ritte n  probably as e a r ly  as 1930,^ was en

t i t l e d  'On L oneliness a t  Twent y- t hree . ' This p a r t ic u la r  

t i t l e  was dropped in  th e  l a t e r  v e rs io n s , no doubt because 

by then  Wolfe r e a l iz e d  " th a t lo n e lin e s s  was not a phenomenon 

confined to  y o u t h , a n d  because of h is  g rad u ally  in c re a s in g  

re l ig io u s  f a i t h .  In  o th e r words, th e  name o f th e  d e ity  in  

the  t i t l e  was no t used i r o n ic a l ly  by Wolfe but r e f le c te d  a 

new s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  in  which he a c tu a l ly  had begun to  see 

h im self as "God's" lo n e ly  man. Again according to  Aswell, 

th e  essay was w ritte n  in  th e  f i r s t  person and has to  be r e 

garded as " s t r a ig h t  autobiography."^

The f i r s t  p a r t  of th e  essay , which inc ludes a b r ie f  sum

mary o f W olfe 's  personal experiences w ith  lo n e lin e ss  from th e  

tim e he was f i f t e e n  years  o ld , serves as an in tro d u c tio n  to

^Nowell, p . 247. ^ b l d . , pp. 255, 275, 324, 479, 743.

^This d a te  co incides roughly w ith  th e  period when Wolfe 
f i r s t  developed a se rio u s  in te r e s t  in  th e  B ib le .

pp. 330-31. Sibid., p. 331. &Ibid., p. 330.
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th e  l a s t  p a r t .  In  the  opening se c tio n  Wolfe emphasized th a t  

even though h is  personal experience w ith  lo n e lin e ss  had been 

extrem e, he d id  not b e liev e  th a t  h is  i s o la t io n  had "been d i f 

fe re n t in  kind from th a t  o f o th e r  men,”^ only sharper in  in -  
2

t e n s i t y . ” In  f a c t ,  a t  l e a s t  a t th e  tim e he wrote th e  essay , 

i t  was h is  con v ic tio n  ”th a t  lo n e lin e s s , f a r  from being a 

ra re  and curious phenomenon, p e c u lia r  to  m yself and to  a few 

o th er s o l i ta r y  men, i s  th e  c e n tra l and in e v ita b le  f a c t  of
3

human e x is te n c e .” I t  was a lso  h is  b e l ie f  th a t  lo n e lin e ss

helped account fo r  th e  psycho log ica l dualism  w ith in  a l l  kinds

of people, not only ”th e  g r ie f  and ec s ta sy  o f th e  g re a te s t

p o e ts , bu t a lso  th e  hunger and huge unhappiness of th e  av e r- 
4age s o u l .”" With regard to  h is  own ro le  as a w r i te r ,  he had

discovered th a t  lo n e lin e ss  was unavoidably  a p a r t of th e

w ith d raw al-re tu rn  dualism :

And th e  e te rn a l paradox of i t  i s  t h a t  i f  a man i s  to  know 
the  trium phant labo r o f c re a tio n , he must fo r  long pe
r io d s  re s ig n  h im self to  lo n e lin e s s  and s u f fe r  lo n e lin e ss  
to  rob him of h is  h e a lth , th e  confidence, th e  b e l ie f  and 
joy which a re  e s s e n tia l  to  c re a tiv e  work. , . . then  sud
den ly , one day, f o r  no apparen t reaso n , h is  f a i t h  and 
h is  b e l ie f  in  l i f e  w il l  come back to  him in  a t i d a l  f lo o d . 
I t  w il l  r i s e  up in  him w ith  a ju b i la n t  and in v in c ib le  
power, b u rs tin g  a window in  th e  w o rld 's  g rea t w all and 
re s to r in g  every th ing  to  shapes o f  d e a th le s s  b r ig h tn e s s . 
Made m iracu lously  whole and secure  in  h im se lf, he w i l l  _ 
plunge once more in to  th e  trium phant la b o r  of c r e a t io n .?

On a rom antic le v e l ,  W olfe 's  lo n e lin e s s  was th e  expres

sion  of h is  n a rc iss ism , bu t on a s p i r i t u a l  le v e l ,

^I b id . ,  p . 1Ô7 . ^I b id . 2l b i d . , p . 1Ô6 .

4bid., p. 137. Sibld., pp. 137, 139-90.
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p a ra d o x ica lly , i t  rep resen ted  " the  s u re s t  cure fo r  v a n ity ,"^  

T h is , he b e lie v e d , accorded w ith  th e  r e l ig io u s  s ig n ific a n c e  

given to  lo n e lin e s s  in  th e  B ib le . Wolfe*s f a v o r i te  books in  

th e  Old Testament were Job and E c c le s ia s te s ,  th e  form er be

ing "the  most t r a g ic ,  sublim e, and b e a u tifu l  expression  o f
2

human lo n e lin e s s "  which he had ever re a d , and th e  l a t t e r ,
3

"the  g randest and most p h ilo so p h ic a l."  These two B ib lic a l  

books had convinced Wolfe th a t  th e  em otional dualism  w ith in  

h im self, which th e  p sy ch o lo g is ts  might in te r p r e t  m erely as 

p arano ia , belonged to  an in c lu s iv e  s p i r i t u a l  dualism  which 

supported one i ro n ic  t r u th  about human e x is te n c e ; namely, 

th a t  "the  lo n e ly  man, who i s  a ls o  th e  t r a g ic  man, i s  in v a r

ia b ly  th e  man who loves l i f e  d e a r ly —which i s  to  say , th e  

jo y fu l man."^ T his was th e  reason  th a t  th e  book of Job, de

s p i te  i t s  alm ost unm itigated account o f  man*s su ffe r in g  and 

g r ie f ,  was in  i t s  f in a l  meaning such an a f f irm a tiv e , jo y fu l 

book:

For th e  book o f Job, f a r  from being d re a ry , g ray , and 
d ism al, i s  woven e n t i r e ,  more th an  any s in g le  p iece of 
w ritin g  1 can r e c a l l ,  from th e  sensuous, f la s h in g , in 
f i n i t e l y  v a rio u s  and g lo r io u s ly  palpab le  m a te r ia l of 
g rea t p o e try ; and i t  wears a t  th e  h e a r t o f i t s  tremen
dous chant o f  e v e rla s tin g  sorrow , th e  ex u ltin g  song o f 
e v e r la s t in g  jo y . . . . That i s  joy—joy solemn and t r i 
umphant; s te rn ,  lo n e ly , e v e r la s tin g  jo y , which has in  
i t  th e  f u l l  dep th  and h u m ility  of man* s wonder, h is  
sense of g lo ry , and h is  f e e l in g  o f awe before  th e  mys
te ry  o f  th e  u n iv e rse .^

In  a d d itio n  to  th e  books o f  Job and E c c le s ia s te s ,

l l b i d . , p . 187. ^I b ld . , p . 190. 2lb id .

^bid. Slbid., pp. 191-93.
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Wolfe b e liev ed  th a t  th e  o th e r books of th e  Old Testam ent, 

each in  i t s  way, was a h is to ry  o f man’ s lo n e lin e s s , and th a t  

tak en  to g e th e r , they  provided "the  most f in a l  and profound 

l i t e r a t u r e  o f human lo n e lin e s s  th a t  th e  world has known.

Opposed to  " th e  t o t a l ,  a l l  c o n trib u ta ry  u n ity  o f  t h i s  concep-
2

t io n  o f man’ s lo n e lin e s s "  was C h r is t’s v is io n  o f th e  l i f e

of lo v e , expressed throughout "the  gospe ls of th e  New Tes-
■a

tam ent w ith  th e  same m iraculous and unswerving u n ity . " Ac

cording to  W olfe’ s in te rp r e ta t io n ,  th e  purpose of C h r is t’ s 

l i f e  was to  d es tro y  th e  l i f e  o f lo n e lin e s s  here on e a r th  by 

e s ta b lis h in g  in  th e  h e a r ts  of men th e  l i f e  of love:

What C h ris t i s  saying  always, what he never swerves from 
say ing , what he says a thousand tim es and in  a thousand 
d if fe re n t  ways, b u t always w ith  a c e n tr a l  u n ity  o f b e l i e f ,  
i s  t h i s :  ’I  am my F a th e r’ s son, and you a re  my b r o th e r s .’ 
And th e  u n ity  th a t  b inds us a l l  to g e th e r , and th a t  makes 
t h i s  e a r th  a fam ily , and a l l  men b ro th e rs  and th e  sons of 
God, i s  lo v e .4

Wolfe adm itted  th a t  th e  "way and meaning o f C h r is t ’s"^ 

l i f e  of love rep resen ted  a " f a r ,  f a r  b e t te r  way and mean

ing"^ th a n  th e  s p i r i t u a l  i s o la t io n  which had f ig u re d  so prom

in e n tly  in  h is  own. S t i l l  he was unable to  accept th e  C hris

t i a n  v is io n  in  good f a i t h  because from h is  own experience he 

had "found th e  c o n s ta n t, e v e rla s tin g  w eather of man’ s l i f e
7

to  b e , n o t lo v e , but lo n e l in e s s ,"  Wolfe closed h is  essay 

w ith  a t r ib u te  to  lo n e lin e s s  in  keeping w ith  th e  tone of 

some of th e  rom antic apostrophes which he had inc luded  in

l l b id . ,  p . 193. ^I b id . . p . 194. ^I b id . ^I b id .

5 l b i d . , p . 1 9 6 . &I b id . 7l b i d .
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Of Time and th e  R iver and From Death to  Morning.

A pparently by th e  time Wolfe w rote You Can/t Go Home 

Again, h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n  had become more C h r is tia n , f o r  

throughout th e  l a t t e r  h a lf  of th e  novel he emphasized m an's 

brotherhood, not ju s t  h is  lo n e lin e s s , in  a world in  which 

both  love and e v i l  a re  s p i r i t u a l ly  r e a l .  At th e  end of 

W olfe 's te t r a lo g y , th e re fo re , h is  c o n tro ll in g  symbolic d u a l

ism ( i t s  re p re se n ta tio n  in  th e  f i c t i o n  s t i l l  a ffec ted  by a 

schizophrenic d iv is io n  in  th e  au th o r between th e  sentimen

t a l i s t  and th e  a r t i s t  w ith  prim ary in s ig h t)  had become a r e 

lig io u s  dualism  between good and e v i l  in  a world whose s p i r 

i t u a l  values a re  im p l ic i t ly  in  harmony w ith  those  o f th e  New 

Testament which a ffirm  th e  s a n c t i ty  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l in  th e  

eyes of God,

With regard  to  th e  search  f o r  th e  f a th e r ,  th e  only con

c lu sio n  which can be drawn from th e  c lim a c tic  expression  of 

th e  r e l ig io u s  dualism  in  th e  c lo s in g  ch ap ters  of W olfe 's f i c 

t io n  i s  th a t  no human f a th e r  could f in a l ly  serve th e  pro tago

n i s t  as "the image of a s tre n g th  and wisdom ex te rn a l to  h is  

need and su p e rio r  to  h is  hunger, to  which th e  b e l ie f  and 

power of h is  own l i f e  could be u n ite d ." ^  That s p i r i tu a l  ro le  

o f th e  f a th e r  was rese rv ed  f o r  God, ju s t  as th e  p ro tag o n is t 

even tually  had t o  d iscover w ith in  h is  own f a l le n  n a tu re  th e  

c re a tiv e  v i t a l i t y  and cap ac ity  to  love  r ig h t f u l ly  a sso c ia ted  

now w ith  th e  m asculine image of th e  f a th e r  as a m ature, bu t

^SN, p. 29*
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im perfec t, human being .

The arch e ty p a l search  had no t provided Wolfe*s pro tago

n is t  w ith any new foim al knowledge which was u n av a ilab le  in  

books, but i t  had given him th e  necessary  em otional and s p i r 

i tu a l  experience to  confirm  th a t  t r a d i t io n a l  knowledge and 

to  make i t  meaningful in  h is  own l i f e .  His personal d iscov

ery o f e v i l  was e s p e c ia lly  im portant in  th a t  i t  sh a tte re d  

enough o f h is  n a rc iss ism , s t i l l  u m b ilic a lly  connected w ith  

h is  dependence upon th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  a n o s ta lg ic  

world o f l o s t  innocence, to  make p o ss ib le  h is  subsequent emo

tio n a l  m a tu r i ty . The d isco v ery  of e v il  was a lso  v i t a l  i n  

th a t  i t  gave th a t  em otional m a tu rity  a s p i r i tu a l  d e f in i t io n  

in  term s o f th e  orthodox C h r is t ia n  in te rp r e ta t io n  of th e

dualism  between good and e v i l  in  a f a l le n  w orld.

The f i r s t  ch ap ter of W olfe’ s abbrev iated  account o f h is

p ro ta g o n is t’ s w ithdraw al in to  ”th e  huge and ru s ty  jung le  of

South B rooklyn ,”^ a b i t t e r ,  prolonged experience which coin

cided w ith  th e  w orst p e rio d  o f th e  economic d ep ression  in  

America, i s  c a lle d  "The Locusts Have Wo K ing ," In  t h i s  t i t l e  

th e  word lo c u s ts  ap p aren tly  r e f e r s  to  th e  swarms o f in h a b it

an ts  l iv in g  in  th e  n a tu r a l i s t i c  " jung le  of Brooklyn" who r e 

main u n d if fe re n tia te d  as human beings because th e re  i s  no 

adequate f a th e r  symbol, e i th e r  em otional o r r e l ig io u s ,  in  

t h e i r  world : th a t  i s ,  in  th e  most sardonic sense o f th e  word, 

they have "ho k in g ,"  For fo u r grim years t h i s  fo rg o tte n

^YCGHA, p, 399.
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man swarm of th e  b ig  c i ty  were Webber’ s neighbors—’’f o r  th e  

most p a r t  Armenians, I t a l i a n s ,  Spaniards, Irishm en , and Jews” 

l iv in g  in  ’’a l l  th e  shacks, tenem ents, and slums in  a l l  th e  

raw, ru s ty  s t r e e ts  and a l le y s  o f  South Brooklyn”^-and during 

t h i s  tim e he learn ed  a  g re a t d ea l about th e se  people as su f

f e r in g ,  complex human b e in g s.

When th e  p ro ta g o n is t f i r s t  came to  Brooklyn, he ren ted  

a c e l l a r  room in  one o f th e  tenem ent d i s t r i c t s  o f the  c i ty ,  

and to  a s tra n g e r  t h i s  room might have appeared ’%ore l ik e  a

dungeon than  a room th a t  a man would v o lu n ta r i ly  e le c t  to  
2

l iv e  i n . ” Webber had s e le c te d  such a p lace  d e l ib e r a te ly ,  

however, ”d riven  by a r e s o lu t io n  to  seek out th e  most fo r lo rn  

and is o la te d  h id ing  spot t h a t  he could f i n d . ”^ For t h i s  ’’w il

d ern ess  period  o f h is  l i f e ”^ he had ”s tr ip p e d  h im self down
5

to  th e  b ru ta l  f a c t s  o f  s e l f  and w ork ,”''̂  and th e s e  were a l l  

he had to  help  him through  fo u r  years of d e sp e ra te  ex p e ri

ence: ’’lo n e ly  y e a rs , y ea rs  of in te rm in ab le  w ritin g  and ex

p erim en ta tio n , y ea rs  of ex p lo ra tio n  and d isco v e ry , years o f  

grey tim e le ssn e ss , w ea rin ess , exhaustion , and s e l f -d o u b t .”^

K ev e rth e less , he had emerged from t h i s  experience freed  from 

much o f th e  s e l f - p i ty in g  egotism  which p rev io u sly  had d is 

to r te d  both  h is  l i f e  and w r it in g :

He saw h im self more c le a r ly  now than  he had ever done 
b e fo re , and, in  s p i te  of l iv in g  th u s a lo n e , he no longer

^Ibid., p. 400. ^Ibid., p. 399. Îbid., p. 401.
4lbid., p. 40Ô. ^Ibid. ^Ibld.



511
thought o f h im self as a r a r e  and sp e c ia l person who was 
doomed to  i s o la t io n ,  but as a man who worked and vdio, 
l ik e  o th e r  men, was a p a r t  o f l i f e .  He was concerned 
p a s s io n a te ly  w ith  r e a l i t y .  He wanted to  see th in g s  
whole, to  f in d  out every th ing  he could, and th en  to  . 
c re a te  out o f  what he knew th e  f r u i t  o f h is  own v is io n .

From a psychological v iew poin t, th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  need 

to  i s o la te  h im self fo r  fo u r  y ea rs  in  th e  slum reg io n  o f Brook

lyn  can be in te rp re te d  as a m asoch istic  compulsion to  co n tro l 

h is  n e u ro tic  g u i l t s  and fe a r s  by punishing him self*  From a 

r e l ig io u s  v iew poin t, however, h is  experiences in  Brooklyn 

rep resen ted  a genuine s p i r i tu a l  w ithdraw al in  keeping w ith  

th e  o v e ra l l  p a t te rn  of th e  se a rch  f o r  th e  a rch e ty p a l s p i r i t 

u a l f a th e r  which Wolfe had attem pted  to  exp lain  e a r l i e r  in  

a l e t t e r  to  Maxwell Perkins (Ju ly  17, 1930);

But I  dare go so f a r  as to  b e lie v e  th a t  th e  o th e r  po le— 
th e  pole o f wandering—i s  no t only  a m asculine th in g , 
bu t th a t  in  some way i t  re p re s e n ts  th e  quest of a man 
fo r  h is  f a th e r .  I  dare  mention to  you th e  wanderings 
o f C h r is t upon th i s  e a r th , th e  wanderings o f P au l, th e  
q uests  o f th e  C rusaders, th e  wanderings o f th e  Ancient^ 
M ariner who makes h is  co n fessio n  to  th e  Wedding G uest.

From t h i s  w ilderness period  of h is  l i f e ,  W olfe 's  pro

ta g o n is t  gained a r e l ig io u s  v is io n  which conformed in  i t s  es

s e n t ia l  humanity w ith  th e  l i f e  o f love  taugh t by C h ris t a f t e r  

His own s p i r i t u a l  w ithdrawal in to  th e  d e se rt w ild e rn e ss . The 

re l ig io u s  n a tu re  of W ebber's new v is io n  o f l i f e  was most ap

paren t when e a r ly  in  th e  morning he would walk to  th e  Brook

lyn  Bridge and c ro ss  i t  to  M anhattan. On th ese  e a r ly  morn

ing  walking ex p ed itio n s , d e sp ite  th e  u n re lie v ed , alm ost

llbid. ^Nowell, p. 244.
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gro tesque human m isery which he w itnessed , th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  

growing f a i th  in  th e  C h r is t ia n  brotherhood of man was 

streng thened  in s tead  of destroyed :

And in  th ese  n ig h tly  wanderings th e  old r e fu s a ls  
dropped away, th e  o ld  avowals s tood . For th e n , some
how i t  seemed to  him th a t  he who had been dead was 
r i s e n ,  he who had been lo s t  was found ag a in .^

At th e  end o f t h i s  p a r t ic u la r  ch a p te r , "The Locusts Have No

K ing," W olfe 's lengthy  statem ent o f h is  f a i th  in  man and th e

s p i r i t u a l  p o te n t ia l i t i e s  inc luded  in  human ex isten ce  has to

be in te rp re te d  in  th e  l ig h t  o f h is  p ro ta g o n is t 's  in c re as in g

re l ig io u s  f a i t h .  Moreover, when in te rp re te d  on a  r e lig io u s

le v e l ,  i t  i s  a sen tim en ta l a ff irm a tio n  only to  th e  read e r

who reg ard s th e  C h ris tia n  f a i t h  as being eq u a lly  sen tim en tal

in  i t s  f in a l  meaning.

W olfe 's v is io n  of man's t ru e  n a tu re  i s  d u a l i s t i c ,  fo r  

th e  a u th o r 's  personal d iscovery  o f e v i l  had made him aware 

th a t  any s p i r i tu a l  a ff iim a tio n  o f man's d e s tin y  in  a f a l le n  

world i s  sen tim en ta l u n le ss  i t  i s  based f i r s t  upon an alm ost 

C a lv in is tic  re co g n itio n  o f th e  d ep rav ity  which e x is ts  in  ev

ery  person . Love i s  a s p i r i tu a l  r e a l i t y  as w ell as e v i l ,  

however, and th e  C a lv in is ts  made th e i r  f a t a l  m istake in  r e 

p u d ia tin g  th e  form er. N ev e rth e less , in  a contemporary world 

in  which th e  C h ris tian  dualism  between good and e v i l  has 

lo s t  i t s  s p i r i tu a l  v i t a l i t y ,  bo th  love and e v i l  remain s e n t i 

m ental i l l u s io n s ,  s p i r i t u a l ly  a s so c ia ted  w ith  th e  a t a v is t ic

^YCGHA, p. 399,
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values of th e  world of lo s t  innocence, u n t i l  th e  in d iv id u a l 

has su ffe red  in  term s o f h is  personal experience an agoniz

ing  confirm ation  o f h is  f a l le n  n a tu re . When th a t  knowledge 

becomes compelling enough to  break down th e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  in 

su la tio n  which p ro te c ts  th e  core o f  h is  se c re t s e l f  from an 

in tru d in g  o u ts id e  w orld , he i s  f in a l ly  in  a p o s itio n  where 

he is  ab le  to  experience th e  r e a l i t y  of lo v e . W olfe 's 

achievement as a r e l ig io u s  w r i te r ,  again  on th e  prim ary le v e l  

of h is  a r t i s t i c  v is io n , was to  r e -a f f irm  th e  an c ien t s p i r i tu a l  

dualism  between good and e v i l  on term s accep tab le  to  modern 

man.

In  th e  novel W olfe 's a ff irm a tio n  opens w ith  a d e s c r ip 

t io n  o f m an's a n im a lis tic  baseness:

This i s  man: f o r  th e  most p a r t  a fo u l ,  w retched, abom
in ab le  c re a tu re , a packet o f decay, a bundle of degener
a te  t i s s u e s ,  a c re a tu re  th a t  g e ts  o ld  and h a i r le s s  and 
has a fo u l b re a th , a h a te r  of h is  k ind , a c h e a te r , a 
sco rn e r, a mocker, a r e v i l e r ,  a th in g  th a t  k i l l s  and 
murders i n  a mob o r in  th e  d ark , loud and f u l l  o f  brag  
surrounded by h is  fe llo w s , bu t w ithout th e  courage o f 
a r a t  alone . . . t h i s  i s  man . . . th e  most g lo rio u s  
of a l l  th e  anim als, who uses h is  b r a in  fo r  th e  most p a r t  
to  make h im self a stench  in  th e  n o s t r i l s  of th e  B u ll, 
th e  Fox, th e  Dog, th e  T ig er, and th e  Goat.-*-

Wolfe m entions man’ s s p i r i t u a l  d e p ra v ity , and how, on t h i s

sco re , " i t  i s  im possible to  say th e  w orst of him, f o r  the

record  of h is  obscene e x is te n c e , h is  b aseness, l u s t ,  c ru e l ty ,
2and tre a c h e ry  i s  i l l im i t a b l e . "  Next th e  au thor a llu d e s  to  

man's presumptuous c o n c e it , which enab les him to  become f a 

t a l l y  convinced th a t  he alone has found "the  one way, th e

^IMd., p. 434. ^Ibid.



514
t r u e  way, f o r  h im se lf, and c a l l s  a l l  o th e rs  f a l s e —yet in  th e  

b i l l io n  books upon th e  shelves th e re  i s  no t one th a t  can t e l l  

him how to  draw a s in g le  f le e t in g  b rea th  in  peace and com

f o r t ," ^

Man i s  th e  e g o t i s t i c a l ,  r a t io n a l iz in g  c re a tu re  who in 

te r p r e t s  th e  h is to ry  o f th e  world to  support h is  v a n ity , and 

who a r ro g a n tly  a ttem p ts  to  c o n tro l th e  f a te  of n a tio n s  de

s p i te  th e  p e s s im is tic  r e a l i t y  th a t  "he does n o t know h is  own

h is to ry , and he cannot d i r e c t  h is  own d e s tin y  w ith  d ig n ity
2

or wisdom fo r  te n  consecutive m in u tes ."  F in a l ly  man i s  th e  

un im aginative, cowardly slave of convention and h a b it  whose 

l i f e ,  fo r  th e  most p a r t ,  i s  a " tra v e s ty  o f w aste and s t e r i l e
3

b re a th ,"  and whose "days are  m ainly composed o f a m illio n
4id io t  r e p e t i t io n s "  during  which he can sc a rc e ly  f o rg e t ,  even 

fo r  an in s t a n t ,  " the  b i t t e r  w eight of h is  uneasy f le s h ,  th e  

thousand d ise a se s  and d is t r e s s e s  o f h is  body, th e  growing 

incubus of h is  co rru p tio n ."^

The d ep rav ity  in  man, however, re p re s e n ts  b u t one sid e  

of th e  ambiguous dualism  in  human n a tu re , f o r ,  accord ing  to  

W olfe 's s p i r i t u a l  v is io n , th e re  a lso  e x is ts  in  man an alm ost 

u n b eliev ab le  c re a tiv e  p o te n tia l  and em otional c a p a c ity  to  

love and a ff irm  l i f e .  For t h i s  reaso n , th e  h i s t o r i c a l  reco rd  

of m an's e a r th ly  ex is ten ce  has been in s p i r a t io n a l  as w ell as 

re v o lt in g :

Behold h is  works:

^Ibida ^Ibid. 3lbid. ^Ibid. ^Ibld.
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He needed speech to  ask fo r  b read—and he had C h ris t I 

He needed songs to  sing  in  b a t t l e —and he had Homerl 
He needed words to  curse h is  enemies—and he had Dante, 
he had V o lta ire , he had Sw iftI He needed c lo th  to  cover 
up h is  h a i r le s s ,  puny f le s h  ag a in s t th e  seasons—and he 
wove th e  robes of Solomon, he made th e  garments of g rea t 
k in g s , he made th e  sam ite f o r  th e  young k n ig h ts i He 
needed w alls  and a ro o f to  s h e l te r  him—and he made 
B lo is l He needed a temple to  p r o p i t ia te  h is  God—and 
he made C hartres and F ountains AbbeyI

Man’ s achievements in  a co rrup ted  world have been in c re d ib ly

im pressive simply because of "one f a i t h  th a t  i s  man’ s g lo ry ,

h is  trium ph, h is  im m orta lity—and th a t  i s  h is  b e l ie f  in  l i f e .

Man loves l i f e ,  and lo v in g  l i f e ,  h a te s  d ea th , and because of

f  ;
*2

2
t h i s  he i s  g r e a t .” Moreover, ”out of h is  strong  b e l ie f  in

l i f e ,  t h i s  puny man made lo v e . At h is  b e s t he lo v e .' 

Wolfe’ s a ff irm a tio n  o f  man, th e re fo re ,  a t  le a s t  a t  i t s  c lo se , 

i s  p a te n tly  c o n s is te n t w ith  th e  C h r is t ia n  idea lism  th a t  ”God 

i s  lo v e .”

VII

The attem pt has been made to  show th a t  George Webber’ s 

experiences in  Brooklyn during  th e  dep ression  years  re p re 

sen ted  a s p i r i tu a l  w ithdraw al from which he gained an almost 

t r a d i t io n a l ly  C h r is tia n  awareness o f th e  importance o f love 

and th e  brotherhood of man. His search  f o r  th e  a rch e ty p a l 

f a th e r ,  however, was s t i l l  no t f in is h e d , and th e  rem ainder 

of You Can’ t  Go Home Again d ea ls  w ith  th e  exam ination and 

co llap se  o f th re e  spu rious images of th e  f a th e r  in  th e

^Ibid., p. 435. ^Ibid., p. 436. ^Ibid.
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em otional and s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  of th e  p ro ta g o n is t. The f i r s t  

was Foxhall Edwards as a f a ls e  s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r .  The second 

was Fame as the  f a l s e  f a th e r  image connected w ith  th e  pro

ta g o n is t ’ s l i t e r a r y  am bitions» The th i r d  was Germany as th e  

u n sa tis fa c to ry  symbol o f m y stica l jp a te rn ity  going back to  

th e  s tru c tu re  o f l i f e  a sso c ia ted  w ith th e  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r  

in  th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s childhood im agination .

When Webber was l iv in g  in  Brooklyn, Foxhall Edwards was 

both h is  f r ie n d  and p u b lish in g  e d ito r ,  and such a r e la t io n 

ship would have been em inently s a t is f a c to ry  i f  no o th e r f e e l 

ings or a t t i tu d e s  had been invo lved . The o ld e r man, however,

”was not m erely f r ie n d  b u t f a th e r  to  th e  younger,”^ and i t
2

was t h i s  "ac t o f s p i r i t u a l  ad o p tio n ,"  w ill in g ly  accepted  by 

th e  p ro tag o n is t as w ell as h is  e d i to r ,  which was wrong. For 

th i s  reason , th e  th re e  chap ters  a t th e  end of th e  fo u r th  sec

t io n  o f You Can’ t  Go Home Again con ta in  a d e ta ile d  examina

t io n  of Edwards’ p e rso n a lity  to  show th e  read e r why th e  pro

ta g o n is t ,  in  term s o f th e  o v e ra ll search p a t te rn , was d riven  

f in a l ly  to  end th e  dependent and spurious r e la t io n s h ip  he 

had e s ta b lish e d  i-dth a f a l le n  human being in  th e  ro le  of h is  

tru e  s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r .

In  th e se  th re e  chap ters  Edwards i s  re fe r re d  to  as Fox, 

with th e  nickname connoting th e  decep tive s p l i t  in  h is  na

tu r e ,  The e d ito r  was a g if te d  and unusual man in  th a t  l ik e
3

th e  fox , he too  had "acu te  animal p ercep tions" which he 

^ I b id , . p , 437. ^I b id , ^ Ib id . ,  p . 491.
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co n stan tly  employed in  in te rp re t in g  r e a l i t y .  Fox responded 

to  l i f e  i n i t i a l l y  w ith  h is  sen ses, and only a f t e r  he f e l t  he 

had a sure g rasp  o f th e  concrete q u a l i ty  o f  experience d id  

he perm it h is  a b s tra c tin g  in te l l ig e n c e  to  g en e ra liz e  about 

i t s  meaning. For t h i s  reason , in  th e  novel when Fox read  th e  

newspaper account o f  Green’ s su ic id e , he f i r s t  v isu a liz e d  th e  

sense d e ta i l s  connected w ith  th e  man’ s dea th : ”saw sky above 

him. Admiral Drake behind him, lamp p o s t, pavanent, people, 

Brooklyn co rner, cops, rouged Jew esses, th e  motor c a r s ,  th e  

subway en trance , and exploded b r a in s .”^ At th e  same tim e.

Fox was not lim ite d  by h is  sense p ercep tio n s  and never a l 

lowed "co n cre te , b r ic k , s to n e , sk y sc rap e rs , motor c a rs ,  o r  
2

c lo th e s"  to  obscure th e  tru e  s ig n if ic a n c e  of what had oc

cu rred . I f  Fox had a c tu a lly  been a w itn e ss  of Green’ s s u i

c id e , he would have seen i t  a l l ,  b u t, in  a d d itio n , "would
3

have seen c le a r ly  and seen w hole."

Fox was an in t e l l i g e n t ,  e g o t i s t i c a l  man who "knew ev

ery th in g , o r  alm ost e v e r y t h i n g , a n d  who u su a lly  was p la in -  

spoken enough to  " c a l l  i t  as i t  was. Also he was a p e s s i

m is t, w ith  p u r ita n ic a l  in c l in a t io n s ,  who had "the t r a g ic  

sense of l ife ." &  He re a l iz e d  th a t  th e  end of human a c t iv i ty  

i s  v an ity , y e t he s t i l l  b e liev ed : "Don’t  whine, and don’t  r e -
7

p in e , but ge t work done."  Fox d id  not b lin d  h im se lf to  th e

^Ibid., p. 484. ^Ibid., p. 491. ^Ibid., p. 484.
^Ibid., p. 483. ^Ibid., p. 4&4. ^Ibid., p. 493.
7lbid.
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e v i l  in  l i f e ,  fo r  he recognized q u ite  c le a r ly  th e  "g ig an tic  

web of h a tre d , g reed , ty ran n y , in ju s t i c e ,  war, t h e f t ,  mur

d e r, ly in g , tre a c h e ry , hunger, s u f fe r in g , and d e v i l is h  e r 

ro r"^  in  which a l l  o f th e  people on t h i s  u n fo rtu n a te  e a rth  

are  trap p ed . At th e  same tim e . Fox was somewhat d isp a ss io n 

a te  about t h i s  e v i l ,  h is  pessimism being re - in fo rc e d  by an 

a t t i tu d e  o f f a t a l i s t i c  accep tance. T h is was th e  t r a g ic  flaw  

in  h is  p e rs o n a li ty , f o r  in  Wolfe*s opinion,, th e  man’ s f a t a l 

i s t i c  acceptance of e v i l  was th e  i r o n ic a l  rev e rse  s id e  of

h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  attachm ent to  s p i r i t u a l  innocence.
2

The e d i to r ,  th e re fo re , was "a g u i le fu l  Fox" in  th a t  

h is  r e a l i s t i c  a p p ra is a l of th e  e v i l  in  o th e r  people was not 

accompanied by an eq u a lly  r e a l i s t i c  awareness of th e  aggres

s iv e , d e s tru c tiv e  egotism w ith in  h im se lf . Because o f th i s  

d e fe c t. Fox was ab le  to  ta k e  s e r io u s ly  h is  pose o f being th e  

com pletely w e ll- in te n tio n e d  man, and even to  enjoy th e  im

p ressio n  he made upon o th e rs  of having remained somehow
3

" l i f e ’ s boy . . .  l i f e ’ s t r u s t f u l  c h i ld ."  In  th e  imagina

t io n  o f W olfe’ s p ro ta g o n is t, when Fox was a s leep  he espe

c ia l ly  resem bled "a b rea th in g  p o r t r a i t  of g u ile s s  innocence ,"^  

as i f  indeed " in  s le e p , no o th e r  p a r t of Fox was l e f t  except 

th e  boy."^

This i l l u s io n  o f innocence, th e  s p i r i t u a l  "kerne l of 

h is  l i f e , " ^  was tre a su re d  by th e  e d i to r  because i t  seemed

^Ibid., p. 498. ^Ibid., p. 439. ^Ibid.
^bid., p. 433. 5%bid. ^Ibid.



519
"to  have excluded a l l  t r a n s i t i o n s ,  to  have brought th e  man 

back to  h is  acorn , keeping th u s  in v io la te  th a t  which th e  man, 

indeed , had never l o s t ,  but which had passed through change 

and tim e and a l l  th e  a c c re tio n s  o f experience ,"^  When th e  

man was a s le e p , i t  appeared l i t e r a l l y  th a t  th e  innocence

’Hiad been re s to re d , unwoven back in to  th e  s in g le  oneness of
2i t s e l f , "  In  waking l i f e ,  of course , th e  same innocence was 

f a l s e ,  and more than  anyth ing  e ls e ,  i t  helped exp la in  why 

Foxhall Edwards had to  rem ain inadequate in  h is  ro le  a s  th e  

p ro ta g o n is te s  s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r :

And y e t i t  was a g u i le fu l  Fox, w ith a l. Oh, g u i le fu l  
Fox, how innocent in  g u ile fu ln e s s  and in  innocence how 
f u l l  of g u ile I  How s t r a ig h t  in  cunning, and how cun
ning s t r a ig h t ,  in  a l l  d ir e c t io n s  how s tran g e -d ev io u s , 
in  a l l  s trange-dev iousness how d i r e c t I  Too s t r a ig h t  
fo r  crookedness, and fo r  envy too  serene , too  f a i r  f o r  
b lin d  in to le ra n c e , too  ju s t  and seeing and too  s tro n g  
fo r  h a te , too honest f o r  base d ea lin g , to o  h igh  fo r  low 
su sp ic io u sn ess , too  innocent fo r  a l l  th e  scheming 
t r i c k s  o f swarming v i l l a in y —y et never had been taken  
in  a horse tra d e  yet,-^

V III

In  th e  l a te  summer of 1934, a t  th e  end of h is  fo u r-y e a r

s p i r i tu a l  w ithdraw al in  Brooklyn, George Webber s a ile d  from

New York to  continue h is  "se lf-im posed  e x i l e i n  England,
5While he was in  England he encountered Mr, Lloyd McHarg,

"a l iv in g  embodiment of h is  own d e a re s t and most s e c re t

^I b id . , p , 439. ^I b id . ^I b id . ^ I b id . ,  p , 510.

^Mr, Lloyd McHarg was obviously  suggested to  Wolfe by 
S in c la ir  Lewis.
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dream • . . th a t  f a i r  Medusa, Fame h e r s e l f , ”^ Mr, McHarg 

was th e  American n o v e lis t  who re c e n tly  had been awarded th e  

Nobel p r iz e  in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and, fo r  t h i s  reaso n , i f  h is  l i f e  

im pressed th e  p ro tag o n is t as being in s u f f ic ie n t ,  th e  only 

conclusion to  be drawn was th a t  Fame rep resen ted  a counter

f e i t  f a th e r  image,

Webber had been l iv in g  in  London fo r  se v e ra l months be

fo re  he met Mr, McHarg, and during  th i s  tim e he had become 

s u p e r f ic ia l ly  acquain ted  w ith  Mrs, Daisy P u rv is , th e  E nglish  

charwoman whom he had h ired  to  p repare h is  meals and clean

up h is  lo d g in g s , Mrs, P u rv is , "a s e lf - re s p e c tin g  fem ale of
2th e  working c l a s s , ” was a plump, good-natured woman in  her

middle f o r t i e s  who might have served as ”th e  p ro to type o f a

whole c l a s s , ”' In  th i s  r o le ,  she was a paradox ical c rea tu re

who d isp layed  an a f fe c t io n  fo r  anim als which was ex travagan t

in  i t s  s e n tim e n ta lity , and yet who seemed almost p i t i l e s s l y

in d if f e r e n t  to  th e  su ffe r in g s  o f th e  poor;

Her a t t i tu d e  toward th e  poor, o f whom she was one, was 
rem arkable fo r  i t s  ph ilosophic accep tan ce . Her fe e l in g  
seemed to  be th a t  th e  poor a re  always w ith  u s , th a t  they  
a re  q u ite  used to  t h e i r  poverty , and th a t  th i s  makes i t  
unnecessary  fo r  anybody to  bo ther,abou t i t .  l e a s t  o f a l l  
th e  m iserab le  v ic tim s them selves,*

D espite h er ca lloused  sentim ents toward people from

her own c la s s ,  Mrs, Purvis had a r e v e r e n t ia l  a t t i tu d e  toward

th a t  em asculated p o te n tia l  f a th e r  f ig u re ,  th e  Duke of W ales,

^Ibid,, p, 510, ^Ibid., p, 514. *Ibid., p, 513»
^bid., p. 530.
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In  her s p i r i tu a l  im agination  th e  Duke was p r a c t ic a l ly  a sec

u la r iz e d  d iv in i ty ,  and i t  was only a f t e r  a moment of s e n t i 

m ental s i le n c e , "as i f  some g rea t and unseen presence had

os
.2

en tered  th e  room,"^ th a t  Mrs, P urv is would " c le a r  h er th r o a t .

and w ith  holy q u ie tn ess  pronounce th e  sa in te d  name of ’E,*" 

Webber was le s s  im pressed them h is  charwoman by th e  

m ystica l t r a d i t io n s  surrounding k ingsh ip  and n o b i l i ty ,  espe

c ia l ly  when he began to  r e a l i z e ,  during  th a t  b i t t e r l y  cold 

w in ter in  London, th a t  th e re  were " r e a l ly  two d if f e r e n t  o r

ders o f humanity in  England . . .  th e  Big People and th e  L i t -  

t i e  P eo p le ,"  In  appearance th e  Big People were alm ost a l 

ways " fre sh -sk in n ed , ruddy, h ea lth y , and a l e r t , w h o  r e 

vealed by t h e i r  w ell-to n ed  f le s h  th a t  th ey  had seldom in  

t h e i r  l iv e s  gone w ithout enough to  e a t:

At t h e i r  p hysica l b e s t ,  th ey  look l ik e  g rea t b u l ls  o f 
humanity. On th e  s t r e e t s  o f London one sees th ese  proud 
and so lid  f ig u re s  of men and women, m ag n ificen tly  d ressed  
and cared f o r ,  and one observes th a t  t h e i r  faces  wear 
th e  com pletely vacant and im perturbable expression  o f 
h ig h ly  bred c a t t l e .  These a re  th e  B r i t i s h  Lords of 
C re a tio n ,5

I f  one remained in  England long enough, however, he

g rad u a lly  became aware of th e  co u n tle ss  numbers of L i t t l e. . .  ^
People, These L i t t l e  People were l ik e  "a race  of gnomes," 

E viden tly  they  and t h e i r  an c esto rs  had liv e d  submerged l iv e s  

fo r  so many ce n tu rie s  th a t  th ey  had " a l l  become p a le  and 

small and w i z e n e d . I n  England they  rep resen ted  th e  s tu n te d ,

^Xbid, ,  p , 523, ^I b id , ^I b id . ,  p , 530, ^ ib id .

^Ibid, ^Ibid,, p, 531, '̂ Ibid.
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deprived men and women whose e x p lo ita tio n  throughout th e  cen

tu r ie s  had helped in su re  th e  continuance of th e  E nglish  a r i s 

to c r a t ic  t r a d i t io n  w ith th e  king as th e  n a t io n ’ s t i t u l a r  f a 

th e r  symbol.

A fter Webber became aware of th e  preponderant numbers 

of th e  L i t t l e  People, he re a l iz e d  th a t  th e  E nglish  t r a d i t io n ,  

whose h o n o rif ic  s ig n if ic a n c e  even th en  was becoming in c re a s 

in g ly  esteemed by e x -p a tr ia te  American in te l l e c tu a l s ,  had 

been achieved, l ik e  p r a c t ic a l ly  every th ing  e lse  in  a c la s s -  

oppressed Europe, a t  th e  p r ic e  of u n to ld  human waste and su f

f e r in g , For t h i s  reaso n , nothing Webber ”taight read  o r h ea r 

about th e  country th e r e a f te r  would make sense to  him i f  i t  

d id  not tak e  th e  L i t t l e  People in to  a c c o u n t,”^ The pro tago

n i s t  a lso  b e liev ed  th a t  th e  dem ocratic American system w ith  

i t s  id e a l i s t i c  emphasis upon equal o p p o rtu n itie s  f o r  a l l  peo

p le ,  common o r uncommon, was su p e rio r  to  th e  a r i s to c r a t i c  

B r i t i s h  t r a d i t io n :

So, th e n , to  every man h is  chance--to  every man, regard- 
le s s  of h is  b i r th ,  h is  sh in in g , golden o p p o rtu n ity —to  
every man th e  r ig h t  to  l iv e ,  to  work, to  be h im se lf, and 
to  become w hatever th in g  h is  manhood and h is  v is io n  can 
combine to  make him—t h i s ,  seek er, i s  the  promise of 
America.

Mr, Lloyd McHarg was th e  su ccessfu l American au tho r 

whose l i f e ,  to  th e  p ro ta g o n is t, rep resen ted  e i th e r  th e  f u l 

f illm e n t or th e  shortcom ings of a r t i s t i c  fame as a s e l f 

c rea ted  p a te rn ity  symbol in  a l i b e r a l  c u ltu re  in  which th e

^Ibid. ^Ibid., p. 500,
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image o f a m y stica l s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r  was "most conspicuous

by i t s  absence,"^  Mr. McHarg, " a t  th e  z e n ith  o f  h is  ca -
2

r e e r "  during  the  w in te r of 1934j had used th e  occasion  of 

h is  Nobel acceptance speech to  p ra is e  th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  nov

e l ,  Home to  Our M ountains. A fte r Webber had recovered  su f

f i c i e n t ly  "from th e  astonishm ent and joy which t h i s  unex

pected  news had produced in  him ,"^ he had w r i t te n  Mr. McHarg 

a l e t t e r  of a p p re c ia t io n . The l a t t e r  had re p lie d  g rac io u s

ly ;  in  a d d itio n , he had suggested th a t  s in ce  he was making 

ano ther t r i p  to  Europe s h o r tly , he would t r y  to  v i s i t  Webber 

a t  h is  London lo d g in g s .

The p ro tag o n is t had seen photographs o f McHarg many 

tim es in  th e  newspapers and magazines, bu t i t  was no t u n t i l  

he encountered th e  man in  th e  f le s h  th a t  he r e a l iz e d  how 

" f a n ta s t ic a l ly  ug ly"^  Mr. McHarg was, and "to  t h i s  u g lin e ss  

was added a d ev a s ta tio n  of which George had never seen th e  

e q u a l , T h e  ce leb ra ted  au thor had been on a drunken to u r  

through n o rth e rn  Europe fo r  se v e ra l weeks p r io r  to  t h e i r  

m eeting, and h is  p h y s ic a l appearance was in  keeping w ith  h is  

rece n t d is s ip a tio n :: " th e  inflam ed fa c e , th e  poached b lue
6eyes, th e  em aciated f ig u re  and nervously  shaking h an d s ."”

In  s p i te  o f Mr. McHarg's u g lin e ss  and d is s ip a t io n ,  to g e th e r

w ith  " a l l  th a t  was ja n g led , sn a rle d , and tw is te d  in  h is  
7

l i f e , "  Webber recognized th a t  somehow th e  man had s t i l l

^I b id . ,  p . 537. ^I b id . ^I b id . .  p . 53&.

^Ibid., p. 545. ^Ibid. ^Ibid., p. 571. ?Ibid.
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re ta in e d  h is  " in te g r i ty  and courage and honesty ,"^  Even so,

he obviously  had not d iscovered  in  Fame any cure fo r  th e

d e s tru c tiv e n e ss  and s t e r i l i t y  in  h is  own l i f e :

cu re , r e a l ly ,  fo r  l ife -h u n g e r , fo r  l i f e - t h i r s t ,  f o r  
l ife - tr iu m p h , fo r  l i f e - d e f e a t ,  l i f e -d is i l lu s io n m e n t , 
l i f e - lo n e l in e s s ,  and life-boredom —cure r a th e r  fo r  de
vo tion  to  men and f o r  d isg u s t o f  them, cure fo r  love 
o f l i f e  and f o r  w eariness of i t —l a s t  o f a l l ,  cure f o r  
th e  feed ing  mouth, f o r  th e  th in g  th a t  e a ts  and r e s t s  
n o t ever t i l l  we d ie .^

Since Mr, McHarg had found no "cure"' fo r  h is  s p i r i t u a l  

wound, th e  Fame which h is  l i f e  p e rso n if ie d  was a f a l s e  fa th e r  

symbol, This knowledge was p a r t ic u la r ly  impressed upon th e  

p ro tag o n is t when he accompanied th e  American au thor on a 

n ig h t-tim e  motor d riv e  through th e  E nglish  cou n try sid e .

This noctu rna l d r iv e , th e  l a s t  experience of th e  p ro tag o n is t 

w ith  th e  nightm are world o f n eu ro tic  i l lu s io n  fo r  i t s  s e t 

t in g ,  enabled him to  make f in a l  connections between h is  p er

sonal d is illu s io n m en t w ith  Fame, th e  s p i r i tu a l  r e a l i t y  of 

e v i l ,  l o s t  innocence, and th e  p a s to ra l r e tu rn  to  th e  fem i

n ine  p r in c ip le , fo r  o th e rs  as w ell as h im se lf.

The journey was one which Webber "remembered l a t e r  w ith  

nightm are '/ iv id n sss ,"^  They were r id in g  in  a lim ousine w ith  

a h ire d  d r iv e r ,  and Mr, McHarg was a lre ad y  sprawled uncon

sc io u s on th e  back s e a t ,  much l ik e  F ran cis  Starwick during  

th e  nightm are d riv e  d escrib ed  in  Of Time and th e  R iv e r , be

fo re  th e  ca r  had l e f t  th e  seemingly end less o u ts k i r ts  of 

London: " s t r e e t  a f t e r  s t r e e t  wet w ith  a d u ll  gleam o f r a in

^Ibid, Zibid,, pp, 5 6 1-6 2 . 3lbid., p, 5&5 .
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fogged lamps, m ile a f te r  m ile of b r ic k  houses, which seemed 

steeped in  th e  fog  and soot and grime o f uncounted days o f 

dism al w eather, d i s t r i c t  a f t e r  d i s t r i c t  in  th e  in te rm inab le  

web, a g ia n t congeries o f uncounted v i l la g e s ,  a l l  grown t o 

ge th er now in to  th i s  fo rm less , monstrous sp raw l,”^ As soon 

as they  had reached th e  lo n e lin e s s  of th e  co u n try sid e , be

hind them in  the  d is tan ce  th e  van ish ing  n ig h t-tim e  l ig h t s  o f

London, dense w ith  i t s  humanity and accumulated e v i l ,  sym-
2

b o lic a l ly  gave "an immense co rrup ted  rad ian ce"  ag a in s t th e  

heavy c e il in g  o f th e  clouds.

In  h is  p a s to ra l im agination  Webber had e a r ly  a s so c ia te d  

e v i l  w ith " th a t ta in te d  and torm ented web"^ o f modern l i f e ,  

the m etro p o litan  c i ty .  For t h i s  reaso n , s in ce  he had been 

ex is tin g  in  Londoni from th e  tim e o f  h is  a r r iv a l  th e  previous 

suirener, he now began to  f e e l ,  surrounded by th e  f a m il ia r  and 

"abiding s tre n g th  and e v e rla s tin g n e ss  o f  th e  e a r th  , , , a 

sense of e x u lta tio n  and r e le a s e ," ^  In  escaping from th e  "Nat

u r a l i s t i c  jungle"" of th e  modern c i ty ,  i t  was alm ost as i f  he 

had a c tu a l ly  fre ed  h im self from th e  co rru p tio n  in  human na

tu r e ,  a freedom made even more p recious a f t e r  in to le ra b le  

months of c i ty  l i f e :  "months o f  sweat and no ise  and v io len ce , 

months of grimy b rick  and s to n e , months of th e  in c essan t 

th ru s t  and i n t e r s h i f t  and weaving of th e  end less crowd, 

months of ta in te d  a i r  and ta in te d  l i f e ,  of tre a c h e ry , f e a r ,  

m alice, s la n d e r , b lackm ail, envy, h a tre d , c o n f l ic t ,  fu ry .

llbid, ^Ibid,, p, 5 9 6 , ^Ibid,, p. 536, ^Ibid.
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and d e c e i t ,  months of fren zy  and th e  te n s io n  of w ire - ta u t 

nerves and th e  changeless change."^ E vil was no t an i l l u 

sio n , however, whether id e n t i f ie d  w ith  th e  c i ty  as a symbol 

of man*s d e p rav ity  or n o t, and once again  Webber had th e  

knowledge confirmed th a t  i f  he attem pted to  re ca p tu re  inno

cence by making a p a s to ra l  r e tu rn  to  th e  a l l - f o r g iv in g ,  un

corrup ted  e a r th , he abandoned v i t a l i t y  a t  th e  same tim e;

And y e t ,  unfathomable enigma th a t  i t  i s ,  he has found 
ea rth  and y e t ,  f in d in g  i t ,  has lo s t  th e  w orld . He has 
found th e  washed c le a n lin e s s  of v is io n  and of sou l th a t  
comes from e a r th . He f e e l s  h im self washed f re e  o f a l l  
th e  s ta in s  of an c ien t l iv in g ,  i t s  e v i l  and i t s  l u s t ,  
i t s  f i l t h  and c ru e l ty ,  i t s  perverse and in e ra d ic a b le  
p o llu t io n . But c u r io u s ly , somehow, th e  wonder and th e  
mystery of th e  c i ty  rem ains, i t s  beauty and i t s  magic, 
i t s  r ic h n e ss  and i t s  jo y , and as he looks back upon 
th a t  b a le fu l glow th a t  l ig h t s  th e  smoky b lan k et o f  th e  
sky, a f e e l in g  of lo s s  and lo n e lin e ss  possesses him, g 
as i f  in  gain ing  e a rth  again  he has re lin q u ish ed  l i f e .

Mr, Rickenbach Reade, an E nglish  acquain tance of Mr. 

McHarg*s, was a man who had t r ie d  to  make a success o f th e  

"p a s to ra l return**’ in  h is  l i f e  by purchasing a p le a sa n t farm 

house and r e t r e a t in g  to  i t  as a tw e n tie th  cen tury  country  

sq u ire , Mr, Reade*s farm house had been th e  goal o f t h e i r  

d riv e  from London, which, a f t e r  th e  c i ty  l ig h t s  were lo s t  

in  th e  d is ta n c e , had become **a nightm are of h a l t s  and tu rn 

ings and changes of d i r e c t i o n . T h e  n ig h t was storm y, th e  

wind howling "rem ote, demented, in  th e  upper a ir ," ^ a n d  a 

pale moon "d riv in g  in  and o u t, now c a s tin g  a w ild , wan

^Ibid. ^Ibid., p, 5Ô7. ^Ibid.. p, 590,
^Ibid., p. 591
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rad iance over th e  stormy landscape, now d a r tin g  in  behind 

a b illow ing mass o f angry-look ing  c lo u d s .”^ Mr, McHarg was 

s t i l l  s tre tc h e d  ou t upon th e  back sea t of th e  c a r ,  and h is  

face  " in  th e  wan f i t f u l  l ig h t  o f th e  sp e c tra l moon . • • 

looked l iv id  and d e a th l ik e .”^

The d r iv e r  of t h e i r  lim ousine had a lread y  lo s t  h is  way 

se v e ra l tim es, and during  th e  l a s t  p a r t of th e  jou rney , " i t  

seemed to  Webber th a t  they  were clim bing th e  f ie n d is h  slope 

o f Nightmare H i l l ,  and he r a th e r  expected th a t  when th e  moon 

broke from th e  clouds ag a in , they  would fin d  them selves in  

a c leared  and b a rren  c i r c le  in  th e  f o r e s t ,  surrounded by th e  

whole w itch es’ c a rn iv a l o f W alpurgis N i g h t , B e f o r e  th ey  

reached th e  to p  o f th i s  p a r t ic u la r  h i l l ,  they  rounded a bend 

in  th e  road and saw, a t  a f u r th e r  e le v a tio n  in  th e  d is ta n c e , 

th e  shadowy o u tlin e s  o f a farm house from whose t in y  "win

dows issued  th e  beaconing assu rance of l ig h t  and warmth,"^

At th i s  moment, a f t e r  th e i r  stormy n ig h t’s encounter w ith  

r e a l i t y  as a bad dream, th e  p a s to ra l s e c u r ity  o f Mr, Reade’s 

way of l i f e  looked tre a c h e ro u s ly  in v i t in g .

Both î*îr, Reade and h is  w ife  were amiable people, and 

t h e i r  house w ith  i t s  low c e il in g s  and wood-paneled rooms was 

a warm, com fortable p la c e . A fte r  supper was over and Mr, 

Reade had f in ish e d  se v e ra l b ra n d ie s , he was in  ex c e llen t

l%bid. Zibid., p, 592. ^Ibid., p. 593.
^Ibid., p. 594,
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s p i r i t s  to  t e l l  ’’engaging s to r ie s  about h im se lf, h is  w ife , 

and th e  good l i f e  they  were making here in  th e  is o la te d  f r e e 

dom of t h e i r  r u r a l  r e t r e a t , ”^ The sim ple, innocent p leasu res

of th e  p a s to ra l ex isten ce  which Mr, Reade described  made an
2

”id y l l i c  p i c tu r e ,” th e  kind perhaps which in  some form has

’’haunted th e  im agination  o f almost every man in  th e  tu rm o il,

confusion , and u n c e r ta in t ie s  of th e  complex world we l iv e  
■2

i n . ” At th e  same tim e , as th e  p ro ta g o n is t ”l is te n e d  to  h is  

host and f e l t  th e  n o s ta lg ic  a t t r a c t iv e n e s s  of th e  images 

th a t  were unfolded before  him, he a lso  f e l t  a d isq u ie tin g  

sense of something e ls e  behind i t  a l l  which never got in to  

th e  p ic tu re ,  bu t which le n t  co lo rings o f doubt and f a l s i t y  

to  every p a r t  of i t . ”^

Mr, Rickenbach Reade’s p a s to ra l l i f e  was f a ls e  in  th a t  

i t  held no p lace  e i th e r  fo r  th e  a rch e ty p a l dualism  between 

s t e r i l i t y  and c re a tiv e  v i t a l i t y  o r fo r  th e  s p i r i tu a l  dualism 

between good and e v i l .  In  a d d itio n , d e sp ite  i t s  bucolic  s e t 

t in g  in  th e  lo v e ly  E nglish  co u n try sid e , Mr, Reade’ s l i f e  was 

not even in  harmony w ith  th e  elem entary rhythms of th e  na tu 

r a l  w orld . A ctua lly  th e  man, in s tead  of having h is  s p i r i t  

m y stica lly  in  tune w ith  n a tu re  ( i f  such a m y stica l harmony 

i s  indeed p o s s ib le ) ,  was a somewhat s u p e r f ic ia l  d i le t ta n te  

o f n a tu re  f o r  whom th e  " r itu a lism  o f th e  seasons” had become 

th e  t h r i l l i n g  "adventure of th e  s e a so n s .”5 As f a r  as Webber 

was concerned, Mr, Reade’ s l i f e  was s ig n i f ic a n t  c h ie f ly

llbid,, p. 605, ^Ibid, ^Ibid, 4bid. ^Ibid.



529
because i t  was so p a te n tly  a symbol o f " th e  fu g it iv e  p a t

te rn "^  which th e  p ro tag o n is t had observed in  many o th e r  men. 

Moreover, Mr, Readers r a t io n a le  fo r  a p a s to ra l r e tu rn  to  in 

nocence was th e  ty p ic a l  defense employed by th ese  people who
2

were unw illing  to  face  th e  "tough r e a l i t i e s , "  p a r t ic u la r ly  

the  menacing s p i r i tu a l  r e a l i t y  o f e v i l ,  in  th e  contemporary 

w orld:

The American e x p a tr ia te s  who had tak en  up res id en ce  in  
Europe were e s s e n t ia l ly  th e  same kind of people, though 
th e i r s  was a more d e s o la ta  and more em bittered  type o f 
escapism. . . . And always w ith t h i s  race  o f men i t  
seemed to  George th a t  th e  fundamental in n e r s tru c tu re  
of i l lu s io n  and d e fe a t was th e  same, w hether th ey  f o l 
lowed th e  more innocuous formula of f l i g h t  to  th e  farm , 
w ith i t s  trumped-up in te r e s t  in  rock gardening, carpen
t r y ,  hollyhock c u l tu re , and th e  r e s t  o f i t ,  o r whether 
they took th e  more em bittered  ro u te  o f r e t r e a t  to  Europe 
and th e  racked sa u c e rs . And i t  made no d iffe re n c e  
whether th ey  were Americans, Englishmen, Germans, o r 
H o tte n to ts , A ll of them betrayed them selves by th e  same 
weaknesses. They f le d  a world th ey  were not s tro n g  
enough to  m eet,^

Because of h is  d i s t r u s t  of Mr, Reade’ s p a s to ra l e x is te n c e ,

th e  next evening as th e  p ro tag o n is t re tu rn ed  w ith  Mr, McHarg

to  the  " jung le  w arren"^ o f th e  big c i ty ,  he f e l t  as i f  he

were re -e n te r in g  th e  world of r e a l i t y  when he "saw again  th e

v as t corrup ted  rad iance  of th e  n ig h t—th e  smoke, th e  fu ry ,

and the  w e lte r o f London’ s unending l i f e , " ^

IX

The s ix th  se c tio n  o f You Can’t  Go Home Again i s  c a lle d

^Ibid,. p, 6 1 0, ^Ibid., p, 605, ^Ibid.. p, 611,
4lbid,. p, 618, Sibid.
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" I  Have A Thing To T e ll You,” and in  t h i s  t i t l e  th e  word 

th in g  r e f e r s  to  th e  d ia b o lic a l  connection  between e v i l  and 

em otional and s p i r i tu a l  a tav ism , no t only in  th e  Germans, 

but in  a l l  peop le . With regard  to  th e  a rch e ty p a l dualism , 

th e  in c id e n ts  in  t h i s  se c tio n  provided a trau m atic  confirm a

t io n  o f Webber*s personal d iscovery  of e v i l  a t  th e  c lo se  of 

The Web and th e  Rock. This f in a l  confirm ation  meant th a t  

th e  p ro ta g o n is t’ s n a r c i s s i s t i c  dependency upon th e  fem inine 

p r in c ip le  had been broken to  such an ex ten t th a t  he could 

env ision  th e  search  fo r  th e  f a th e r  in  i t s  d e f in i t iv e  d u a l-  

i s t i c  p a t te rn  ap p licab le  to  a l l  mankind.

On a human le v e l  th e  p ro ta g o n is t had learned  th a t  every 

in d iv id u a l has to  f in d  th e  em otionally  m ature, c re a tiv e  f a 

th e r  w ith in  h im se lf. On a r e l ig io u s  le v e l ,  however, he had 

discovered  th a t  any se cu la r  value o r human in d iv id u a l em

ployed as a f a th e r  symbol, no m a tte r  how i d e a l i s t i c  in  i t s  

assumed im p lic a tio n s , i s  n o n e - th e -le s s  perverse in  i t s  in 

e v ita b le  consequences. I f  one b e lie v e s  th a t  l i f e  has any 

s p i r i t u a l  s ig n if ic a n c e , th a t  p a r t ic u la r  fa th e r  image belongs 

only to  God, or in  W o lfe * s .f ic tio n , to  a genuinely  m y stica l 

s u b s t i tu te  f o r  God-head c o n s is te n t w ith  th e  r e a l i t y  o f man’ s 

s p i r i t u a l  f a l l .

During Webber’ s l a s t  v i s i t  to  Germany, h is  f r ie n d  and 

m is tre s s . E lse  von K ohler, inform ed him th a t  as an a r t i s t  he 

was a " re lig io u s  man."^ This s ta tem en t was in  keeping w ith

^Ibid., p. 6 5Ô.
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th e  t i t l e  ”The Dark Messiah" of th e  f i r s t  ch ap ter of th e  sec

t io n  "I Have A Thing To T e ll You." H i t le r ,  o f course , as 

th e  human being who presumptuously had assumed th e  ro le  o f 

th e  f a l s e  s p i r i tu a l  f a th e r  fo r  an e n t i r e  n a tio n  of peop le , 

was th e  "dark M essiah" or " e v il  Saviour" r e fe r re d  to  in  th e  

t i t l e .

In  W olfe’ s a r t i s t i c  v is io n , Germany was a n a tio n  of 

d is i l lu s io n e d ,  s p i r i t u a l ly  ru ined  people coddling  t h e i r  

wounded egotism , and th e  rep u d ia tio n  by th e se  people o f th e  

dualism  between good and e v i l ,  to g e th e r  w ith  t h e i r  worship 

of H it le r  in  th e  s p i r i tu a l  ro le  of a p e rv e rted  C h r is t , sym

b o l ic a l ly  rep resen ted  t h e i r  p a s to ra l re tu rn  to  th e  most a ta 

v i s t i c  kind of dependence upon th e  fem inine p r in c ip le .  In  

o th e r  words, th e  German people were e v i l  because they  had 

attem pted " to  go home again" by re tu rn in g  s p i r i tu a l ly  to  

" the  dark a n c e s tra l  cave"^ o f t h e i r  own savage p a s t, th e  

fem in ine, a-m oral "wcmb from which mankind emerged in to  th e  

l i g h t . "2

Webber had always been fond of Germany because i t  was 

th e  coun try , a f t e r  America, in  which he had " f e l t  most a t  

home, and w ith  whose people he had th e  most n a tu ra l ,  in s t a n t ,
O

and in s t in c t iv e  sympathy and u n d ers tan d in g ,"  Also i t  was 

th e  country  whose "mystery and magic"^ he had ea rly  lea rn ed  

to  id e n t i f y  w ith  th e  arch e ty p a l image o f h is  own f a th e r ,  John 

Webber, When th e  son came to  Germany in  May, 1936, a t  f i r s t

llbid,, p, 704. ^Ibid, ?Ibid. 4bid,
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he had b e liev ed  th a t  i t  s t i l l  rep resen ted  th e  "golden coun

t r y "  which he had envisioned in  h is  childhood im ag ina tion :

The month of May i s  w onderful everywhere. I t  was par
t i c u l a r ly  wonderful in  B e rlin  th a t  y ea r. . . . The crowds 
saun tered  underneath th e  t r e e s  on th e  Kurfurstendamm, 
th e  te r r a c e s  of th e  ca fe s  were jammed w ith  p eop le , and 
alw ays, through th e  golden sp a rk le  o f th e  days, th e re  
was a sound of music in  th e  a i r .  George saw th e  chains 
of e n d le ss ly  love ly  lak es  around B e rlin , and f o r  th e  
f i r s t  tim e he knew th e  w onderful.golden bronze upon th e  
t a l l  po les of th e  k ie fe rn  t r e e s .^

Webber*s second novel had ju s t  been pub lished , and th e

German c r i t i c s  had been im pressed w ith  what he had v rr it te n .
2For t h i s  rea so n . Fame co n trib u ted  "an added rad ian ce"  to  

h is  l i f e ,  and as he s t r o l le d  h ap p ily  through th e  B e rlin  

s t r e e t s ,  he f e l t  th a t  even th e  people on th e  sidew alks " re 

sponded to  him eag erly , in s t in c t iv e ly ,  w ith  in s ta n t  n a tu ra l 

l ik in g ,  as men respond to  th e  c lean  and shin ing  l ig h t  of the  

young sun ."  Also he had f a l l e n  in  love w ith  E lse von K ohler, 

and th e  days and n ig h ts  th ey  spent to g e th e r  were " f i l l e d  w ith  

th e  m ysterious enchantments o f  a s trong  and m utually  shared 

p a ss io n ."^  The s p i r i tu a l  i s o la t io n  of Webber*s Brooklyn 

y e a rs , to g e th e r  w ith  th e  confusion o f h is  o ther "years  of 

wandering and e x i l e , s u d d e n l y  seemed u n re a l, a s  i f  in  th e  

magic w eather o f th a t  German sp r in g , th e  s e lf -c o n f id e n t pro

ta g o n is t ,  a  famous man now in  love w ith  a b e a u tifu l  woman, 

had f in a l ly  d iscovered  h is  own golden image o f p a te rn i ty  in  

th e  country  o f h is  a rch e ty p a l f a th e r :

^Ibid., p. 622. Sbid.. p. 623. ^Ibid.
S:bid., p. 625. ^Ibid.
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In  some s tran g e  fash io n , th e  image o f h is  own success 
and th i s  joyous re le a se  a f te r  so much t o i l  and despera
t io n  became connected in  George’s mind w ith  E lse , w ith 
th e  k ie fe rn  t r e e s ,  w ith th e  g re a t crowds th rong ing  th e  , 
Kurfurstendamm, w ith  a l l  th e  golden sing ing  in  th e  a i r .

From th e  beginning of t h e i r  love a f f a i r .  E lse refused  

to  d isc u ss  th e  Nazi regime w ith th e  p ro ta g o n is t. Other peo

p le  were le s s  d is c re e t ,  however, and as th e  weeks passed, 

Webber began to  hear extrem ely d is tu rb in g  rumours about th e  

changes th a t  were ta k in g  p lace in  Germany, a lthough  during

t h i s  period  he d id  no t w itness p erso n a lly  ”any o f the  ugly
2th in g s  th ey  whispered a b o u t,” One of h is  most outspoken 

German f r ie n d s ,  Franz H e ilig ,^  had re fe r re d  b i t t e r l y  to  H it

l e r  as ”The P rince of D arkness,” and one a fte rn o o n  during 

th e  week of th e  Olympic games, Webber had been presen ted  

w ith  th e  opportun ity  to  observe th i s  e v i l  s p i r i tu a l  le ad e r  

of th e  German n a tio n :

At l a s t  he came—and something l ik e  a wind across a 
f i e ld  of g rass  was shaken through th a t  crowd, and from 
a fa r  th e  t i d e  ro l le d  up w ith  him, and in  i t  was th e  v o ice , 
th e  hope, th e  prayer of the  la n d . The Leader came by 
slowly in  a sh in ing  c a r , a l i t t l e  dark man w ith  a comic- 
opera mustache, e re c t and s tan d in g , moveless and unsm il
in g , w ith  h is  hand u p ra ised , palm outward, no t in  N azi- 
wise s a lu te , bu t s t r a ig h t  up, in  a g es tu re  of b le ss in g  
such as th e  Buddha or M essiahs u se .*

By th e  end o f th e  summer th e  p ro tag o n is t had begun to  

r e a l iz e  th a t  th e  s p i r i tu a l  ro o ts  of th e  tragedy  ta k in g  p lace 

in  Germany were ”much more s in i s t e r  and deep and e v i l  than

l lb id , ^I b id . , p , 62*.

^The name Heilig is symbolic. S'GGHA, p. 629,
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p o l i t i c s  or even r a c i a l  p re ju d ice  could ever b e .”^ What had 

begun to  shape i t s e l f  in  h is  mind "Was a  p ic tu re  of a g re a t

people who had been p sy c h ic a lly  wounded and were now d esp e r-
2

a te ly  i l l  w ith  some dread malady of th e  s o u l,"  Moreover, 

t h i s  s ick n ess  "was a kind o f creeping p a ra ly s is  which tw is t -  

ed and b lig h te d  a l l  human r e la t io n s ." ^  In  term s of th e  

a rche typal dualism , i t  even suggested a s p i r i tu a l  drowning 

in  th e  m indless fem inine p r in c ip le .  C e rta in ly  whatever was 

l e f t  of th e  German c u l tu re  which had produced Goethe was man

aging to  su rv ive under th e se  new co n d itio n s , "only as drowning 

men su rv iv e ~ b y  c lu tc h in g  d e sp e ra te ly  a t  any spar th a t  f l o a t 

ed f re e  from th e  wreckage o f th e i r  sh ip ," ^  In  W ebber's s p i r 

i tu a l  im ag ina tion . H i t le r  had t r u ly  been accepted as a "dark 

M essiah" by t h i s  n a tio n  of h o p e less ly  lo s t  people:

So th e  weeks, th e  months, th e  summer passed , and ev
erywhere about him George saw th e  evidences o f  t h i s  d is 
so lu tio n , th i s  shipwreck o f a g re a t s p i r i t .  The po ison
ous em anations o f supp ression , p e rse cu tio n , and f e a r  
permeated th e  a i r  l ik e  miasmic and p e s t i l e n t i a l  vapo rs, 
t a in t in g ,  s ic k en in g , and b lig h tin g  th e  l iv e s  of every
one he m et. I t  was a plague of th e  s p i r i t —in v is ib le ,  
but as unm istakable as d e a th . L i t t l e  by l i t t l e  i t  sank 
in  on him th rough  a l l  th e  golden sing ing  o f th a t  summer, 
u n t i l  a t  l a s t  he f e l t  i t ,  breathed  i t ,  l iv e d  i t ,  and 
knew i t  f o r  th e  th in g  i t  was,

Franz Schoenberner, th e  a n t i - H i t le r  German c r i t i c ,  has 

p ra ised  Wolfe f o r  h is  shrewd discernm ent of th e  e v i ls  in  

Nazism "before i t  was fa sh io n ab le  to  do so ,"^  The c r i t i c

^I b id , , p . 631, ^ Ib id . ^I b id . ^ b i d , ,  p , 633.
5 6I b id , Franz: Schoenberner, "My Discovery o f Thomas 

W olfe,"’ The Enigma o f Thomas W olfe, ed , R ichard W alser, 
p . 310,
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b e liev es  th a t  W olfe, in  le s s  than  one hundred pages of You 

C an 't Go Home Again» rev ea led  "a deeper in s ig h t in to  th e  

much d iscussed  ' German problem’ than  a l l  th e  end less cab les 

and re p o r ts  of a l l  th e  le g io n s  o f American correspondents”^ 

who were in  Germany during  th e  t r a g ic  years before World 

War I I .  The most im pressive ch ap ters  of th e  one hundred 

pages mentioned by Mr. Schoenberner a re  those in  which the  

s e t t in g  i s  th e  compartment of a t r a i n  going through Germany 

in to  Belgium. These ch ap te rs  in c lu d e  th e  s to ry  of th e  German 

who was taken cap tiv e  by Nazi policeman ju s t  before th e  

t r a i n  crossed th e  Belgian b o rd e r.

The p ro ta g o n is t, w ith  th re e  o th e r passengers in  h is  

compartment, had w itnessed  th i s  c a p tu re . A fter i t  had taken  

p lace and th e  t r a in  once again  had s ta r te d  to  move, they  saw 

through th e  window th e  t e r r i f i e d  face  of th e  Jew stand ing  on 

th e  s ta t io n  p la tfo rm  surrounded by N azis. For one b r ie f  in 

s ta n t  th e  p r iso n e r  re tu rn ed  t h e i r  s ta r e :

He looked once, d i r e c t ly  and s te a d fa s t ly ,  a t  h is  former 
companions, and they  a t  him. And in  th a t  gaze th e re  
was a l l  th e  unmeasured weight of man’ s m ortal anguish , 
George and th e  o th e rs  f e l t  somehow naked and ashamed, 
and somehow g u i l ty .  They a l l  f e l t  th a t  '|h sy  were saying 
fa re w e ll, not to  a man, but to  humanity.

From th e  time Webber was a c h i ld , he had connected Ger

many w ith  th e  image of h is  f a th e r .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t,  Germany 

had always seemed le s s  of an a c tu a l country to  him th an  a 

symbolic "geography of h e a r t ’ s d e s ire ,  an unfathomed domain

llbid., p. 297. ^YCGHA, p, 699.
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b e liev es  th a t  W olfe, in  le s s  th a n  one hundred pages of You 

C an 't Go Home Again» revea led  ”a deeper in s ig h t  in to  th e  

much d iscussed  'German problem ' than  a l l  th e  en d less  cab les 

and re p o r ts  of a l l  the  leg io n s  o f American correspondents"^ 

who were in  Germany during  th e  t r a g ic  y ea rs  b efo re  World 

War I I .  The most im pressive ch ap te rs  of th e  one hundred 

pages mentioned by Mr. Schoenberner a re  th o se  in  which the  

s e t t in g  i s  th e  compartment of a t r a i n  going through Germany 

in to  Belgium. These ch ap te rs  in c lu d e  th e  s to ry  o f th e  German 

who was taken  ca p tiv e  by Nazi policeman ju s t  befo re  th e  

t r a in  crossed  th e  Belgian b o rd e r.

The p ro ta g o n is t, w ith  th re e  o th e r  passengers in  h is  

compartment, had w itnessed  th i s  c a p tu re . A fte r  i t  had taken  

p lace and th e  t r a i n  once again  had s ta r te d  to  move, they  saw 

through th e  window th e  t e r r i f i e d  face  of th e  Jew stand ing  on 

th e  s ta t io n  p la tfo rm  surrounded by N azis. For one b r ie f  in 

s ta n t  th e  p r iso n e r  re tu rned  t h e i r  s ta r e :

He looked once, d i r e c t ly  and s te a d f a s t ly ,  a t  h is  form er 
companions, and they a t  him. And in  th a t  gaze th e re  
was a l l  th e  unmeasured w eight of m an's m orta l anguish , 
George and th e  o th e rs  f e l t  somehow naked and ashamed, 
and somehow g u i l ty .  They a l l  f e l t  t h a t  ^ e y  were saying 
fa re w e ll , not to  a man, but to  hum anity.

From th e  tim e Webber was a c h ild , he had connected Ger

many w ith  th e  image of h is  f a th e r .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  Germany 

had always seemed le s s  of an a c tu a l  country  to  him th an  a 

symbolic "geography of h e a r t 's  d e s ire ,  an unfathomed domain

llbid., p. 297. ^YCGHA, p. 699.
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of an unknown in h e r i ta n c e ,”^ A fter th e  p ro ta g o n is t had l e f t  

h is  childhood home, he s t i l l  had re ta in e d  th e  m y stica l be

l i e f  th a t  t h i s  fo re ig n  country  in  p a r t ic u la r  rep resen ted  an 

im p o rtan t, f a m il ia r  p a r t  of h is  em otional and s p i r i tu a l  h er

i ta g e :  "He had been a t  home in  i t ,  and i t  in  him. I t  seemed
2

t h a t  he had been born w ith  t h i s  knowledge,"

T his was proven when Webber f i r s t  encountered German 

as a spoken language, f o r  a t  th a t  tim e he f e l t  as i f  "he had 

known th e  language o f i t s  s p i r i t  before  he ever came to  i t ,  

had understood th e  language of i t s  tongue th e  moment he had
3

heard i t  spoken," Even during  h is  f in a l  day in  Germany, 

when he was a t r a i n  passenger fo r  th e  l a s t  tim e leav in g  th i s  

m y stica l country  id e n t i f ie d  w ith  th e  s tru c tu re  o f John Web

b e r ’ s l i f e ,  he had re ta in e d  enough rem nants of h is  childhood 

fe e l in g s  th a t  he found i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  a d ju s t h is  d iscovery  

o f e v i l  in  B e rlin  w ith  th e  a rch e ty p a l meaning of th e  green 

and golden German landscape which he observed through th e  

t r a i n  window:

The dark s o li tu d e  o f th e  fo re s t  was around them now, th e  
lo n e lin e s s  of th e  k ie fe rn  t r e e s ,  t a l l ,  s le n d e r , tow ering , 
and as s t r a ig h t  as s a i l in g  m asts, b ea rin g  upon t h e i r  to p s 
th e  s le n d e r burden of t h e i r  needled and e te rn a l  g reen . 
T h e ir naked po les shone w ith  th a t  lo v e ly  gold-bronze 
co lo r which i s  l ik e  th e  m a te r ia l  substance of a magic 
l i g h t .  And a l l  between was magic, to o . The fo re s t  dusk 
beneath th e  k ie fe rn  t r e e s  was gold-brown a ls o , th e  
e a r th  gold-brown and b a rre n , and th e  t r e e s  them selves 
stood alone a n d ,se p a ra te , a p o le lik e  fo re s t  f i l l e d  w ith  
haunting  l ig h t ,*

llbid., p. 703, ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid,, p. 666,
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As soon as W olfe 's p ro tag o n is t had freed  h im self from 

th e  v f i l l- to -d e a th  c u ltu re  of th e  N azis, he had a f in a l  moment 

of t r u th  during  which he recognized  c le a r ly  th a t  so long  as 

he had remained em otionally  and s p i r i t u a l ly  dependent upon 

th e  fem inine p r in c ip le  in  an uncorrup ted  w orld, Germany re p 

resen ted  th e  d e s tru c tiv e  c h ild -s o rc e re s s  mother as w ell as 

th e  f a ls e  image of th e  a rch e ty p a l golden f a th e r ;  " I t  was th e

dark , lo s t  Helen th a t  had been fo re v e r  burning in  h is  b lood,
2and which "he had found" when he f i r s t  came to  Germany. The 

so u lle s s  e v i l  in  Nazism, however, had provided such a t e r r i 

fy in g  confirm ation  of th e  l a t e n t  e v i l  w ith in  a l l  people th a t  

a t  th e  c lo se  o f t h i s  se c tio n  of W olfe 's  no v el, Webber r e a l 

ized  f in a l ly  th a t  Germany was "the  d ark , found Helen he had
3

l o s t . "  In  o th e r words, th e  p ro ta g o n is t , a f t e r  having broken 

away from h is  c a s tra t in g  re lia n c e  upon a symbolic mother sub

s t i t u t e ,  could no longer p lay  th e  rom antic lead  o f an unin

volved, a-m oral F austu s , who, on th e  b a s is  o f a s p i r i tu a l  

compact w ith  h is  own a ta v is t ic  fe e l in g s  of innocence, had 

been ab le  to  d ism iss th e  r e a l i t y  of e v i l .  That had become 

" th e  way o f no re tu rn " :

For t h i s  was th e  way th a t  h encefo rth  would be fo re v e r  
c losed  to  him—th e  way of no r e tu rn . He was 'o u t . '
And, being  'o u t,*  he began to  see ano ther way, th e  way 
th a t  la y  before  him. He saw now th a t  you c a n 't  go home 
aga in—not ev e r. There was no road back. Ended now fo r  
him w ith  th e  sharp and c lean  f i n a l i t y  o f th e  c lo s in g  o f 
a door, was th e  time when h is  dark ro o ts ,  l ik e  th o se  o f a 
pot-bound p la n t, could be l e f t  to  feed  upon th e i r  own sub-, 
s tan ce  and nourish  th e i r  own l i t t l e  se lf-ab so rb ed  d e s i g n s , 4

llbid., p. 704. ^Ibid. ^Ibid. Îbid,
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The p ro ta g o n is t , in  o rd er to  make h is  l i f e  c o n s is te n t,  

was fo rced  to  rep u d ia te  th e  seductive  images o f a sp u rio u sly  

m3r th ic a l  f a th e r  and m other, whose f a ls e  r o le s ,  em otionally  

f ix ed  in  h is  childhood p a s t, had so la rg e ly  determ ined th e  

p a t te rn  o f h is  subsequent n a r c i s s i s t i c  search  fo r  fame, 

power, and rom antic love in  a p a s to ra l world o f lo s t  inno

cence:

’T h e re fo re ,’ he though t, ’old m aster, w izard F au s t, 
old f a th e r  o f th e  an c ien t and swann-haunted mind o f man, 
old e a r th , old German land w ith a l l  th e  measure of your 
t r u th ,  your g lo ry , beau ty , magic, and your ru in ; and 
dark Helen burning  in  our b lood, g rea t queen and mis
t r e s s ,  so rc e re ss—dark la n d , dark land , o ld  an c ien t 
e a r th  I  lo v e—farew e ll I ’

X

The l a s t  se c tio n  of You Can’t  Go Home Again, which con

s i s t s  of a long l e t t e r  fron  Webber to  h is  p u b lish in g  e d i to r ,  

Foxhall Edwards, i s  c a lled  ”A Wind I s  R ising , And The R ivers 

Flow .” In  t h i s  t i t l e  th e  wind and r iv e r s  serve as p a s to ra l 

symbols o f th e  au th o r’ s m ystica l f a i t h  th a t  th e  un iverse  has 

a f in a l  meaning, embedded in  man’ s deepest conscience, which 

i s  a f f irm a tiv e , which supports c re a tiv e  v i t a l i t y  and lo v e , 

and which, d e sp ite  th e  unchanging r e a l i t y  of e v i l  in  term s 

of an a b s tra c t  e te r n i ty ,  rem ains u n a lte ra b ly  opposed to  th e  

ex is ten ce  of e v i l  in  terms of th e  concre te  contemporary f a c t .  

The p ro ta g o n is t was ab le  to  w rite  t h i s  l e t t e r  because h is  

personal experiences w ith  e v i l  in  Germany during  th e  summer

llbid.
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of 1936 had made him r e a l iz e  th e  grievous e r ro r  of h is  own 

attem pts to  make a s p i r i t u a l  f a th e r  out o f  an im perfec t human 

being . On th e  b a s is  o f t h i s  new knowledge, he had a r r iv e d  

a t  th e  in e v ita b le  d ec is io n  th a t  he had to  end h is  dependent 

re la t io n s h ip  w ith  h is  p u b lish in g  e d i to r .

In  Germany th e  p ro ta g o n is t "had come face  to  face  w ith  

something old and genuinely  e v i l  in  th e  s p i r i t  o f man which 

he had never known b e fo re , and i t  shook h is  in n e r world to  

i t s  fo u n d a tio n s ,"^  Of co u rse , b efo re  t h i s  experience of Web- 

ber*8 took p lace in  i t s  f i n a l  form, " fo r  years  h is  conception 

of th e  world and o f h is  own p lace in  i t  had been g rad u a lly

changing, and th e  German adventure m erely brought t h i s  p roc-
2ess to  i t s  c lim ax ."

A fter Webber re tu rn ed  to  New York, he r e la te d  t h i s  know-
3

ledge o f e v i l  to  "the  whole temper of th e  tim es" in  which he 

l iv e d , and " i t  made p la in  to  him, once and f o r  a l l ,  th e  dan

gers th a t  lu rk  in  th o se  l a te n t  a t a v i s t i c  urges which man has 

in h e r ite d  from h is  dark  p a s t ," ^  He understood now th a t  H it

le rism  was a t e r r i b l e  recrudescence o f " th a t p r im itiv e  s p i r 

i t  of greed and lu s t  and fo rce"^  which "had always been th e  

t ru e  enemy of mankind."^ Also he recognized th a t  t h i s  e v i l  

was no t l im ite d  to  Germany, bu t was p a r t  o f man’ s u n iv e rsa l 

h e rita g e  :

-Ibid. Zlbid., p, 7 0 5 . 3lbid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.
^Ibid.
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One saw tr a c e s  of i t  everywhere. I t  took on many d is 
g u is e s , many la b e ls .  H i t le r ,  M u sso lin i, S ta l in —each 
had h is  own name f o r  i t .  And America had i t ,  to o , in  
v a rio u s  form s. For wherever r u th le s s  men conspired 
to g e th e r  fo r  t h e i r  own ends, wherever th e  ru le  of dog- 
ea t-d o g  was dom inant, th e re  i t  b red . And wherever one 
found i t ,  one a lso  found th a t  i t s  ro o ts .s a n k  down in to  
som ething p rim itiv e  in  m an's ug ly  p a s t .

When Webber examined h is  own l i f e ,  he found s im ila r  " a ta v is -
2 3t i c  y e a rn in g s ,” and "p len ty  of them ", m oreover, he r e a l 

ized  th a t  every "man can f in d  them i f  he i s  honest enough to  

look fo r  them ,"^

The p r o ta g o n is t 's  se lf-ex a m in a tio n  continued throughout 

th e  year which follow ed h is  r e tu rn  from Germany, and a t  th e  

end of t h i s  p e rio d , he was more c e r ta in  th a n  ever " th a t  th e  

dark a n c e s tra l  cave, th e  womb from which mankind emerged in to  

th e  l i ^ t ,  fo re v e r  p u lls  one back—but th a t  you c a n 't  go home 

a g a i n . T h i s  p h rase , "you c a n 't  go home a g a in ,"  which ap

p lie d  to  th e  l i f e  o f every man in  term s o f h is  u rgen t compul

sion  to  t r y  to  make a p a s to ra l r e tu rn  to  one of th e  innumer

ab le  "escapes o f Time and Memory,"^ seemed to  sum up th e  

knowledge which th e  p ro ta g o n is t had ob ta ined  from th e  w ith 

drawal - r e tu rn  d ia le c t ic  of h is  own experience :

The phrase  had many im p lic a tio n s  fo r  him. You c a n 't  go 
back home to  your fam ily , back home to  your childhood, 
back home to  rom antic lo v e , back home to  a young man's 
dreams of g lo ry  and of fame, back home to  e x i le ,  to  es
cape to  Europe and some fo re ig n  lan d , back home to  l y r i 
cism , to  s in g in g  ju s t  fo r  s in g in g 's  sak e , back home to  
a e s th e tic is m , to  o n e 's  y o u th fu l idea  o f ' t h e  a r t i s t '  and 
th e  a l l - s u f f ic ie n c y  o f ' a r t '  and 'b e a u ty ' and 'l o v e , '

llbid., p. 706. ^Ibid, ^Ibid, 4bid. ^Ibid,
6lbid.
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back home to  th e  iv o ry  tow er, back home to  p laces in  
th e  country , to  th e  co ttag e  in  Bermuda, away from a l l  
th e  s t r i f e  and c o n f l ic t  of th e  w orld, back home to  th e  
f a th e r  you have lo s t  and have been looking f o r ,  back 
home to  someone who can help you, save you, ease th e  
burden fo r  you, back home to  th e  old forms and systems 
o f th in g s  which once seemed e v e r la s tin g  but which are  
changing a l l  th e .  tim e—back home to  th e  escapes of 
Time and Memory*

This knowledge a lso  " led  in ex o rab ly  to  a d ec is io n  which was
2

th e  hardest he had ever had to  make," Webber knew th a t  f i -
3

n a l ly  th e  tim e "had come to  leav e  Fox Edwards."

The l a s t  s e c tio n  o f W blfo 's novel i s  a c tu a l ly  a sum

mary, d is c u rs iv e ly  p resen ted  in  th e  form o f a long l e t t e r  

from Webber to  Foxhall Edwards, o f what th e  p ro tag o n is t f e l t  

he had learn ed  during  h is  search  fo r  c re a tiv e  v i t a l i t y  and 

love in  th e  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry . At th e  beginning of th e  sec

t io n  Webber explained  th a t  he was w ritin g  th e  l e t t e r  because 

" th e  g re a t web"^ o f h is  l i f e ,  in  which Edwards had been "the 

magic th r e a d ,"5 was now " f in ish e d  and com plete";^ fo r  t h i s  

reason , he knew th e  tim e had come to  b id  Fox a f in a l  f a r e 

w e ll , The p ro tag o n is t employed two o th e r metaphors in  th e  

l e t t e r  to  d esc rib e  th e  in e v ita b le  co llap se  of h is  r e la t io n 

sh ip  I'fith h is  p u b lish in g  ed ito r^  One was "the road" down

which he and Fox had gone to g e th e r , and "we two alone know
7 Ahow com pletely i t  has ended," The o th e r was th e  " c i r c le ,"

rounding out and f i n a l l y  com pleting i t s e l f ,  as a symbol of

both t h e i r  l iv e s ;  "and each o f us in  h is  own way now has

^Ibid, ^Ibid. ^Ibid, 4bid.. p, 707, ^Ibid,
Glbid, 7lbid. *Ibid,
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rounded i t :  th e re  i s  no fu r th e r  c i r c le  we can make."^ Never

th e le s s ,  Webber b e liev ed  th a t  th e  com pletion of h is  own ro le  

in  t h e i r  c i r c le  demanded a p a r tin g  l e t t e r  of exp lanation  to  

h is  e d i to r ,  e s p e c ia lly  since  he was convinced th a t  ''’few men

can ever know, from f i r s t  to  l a s t ,  a c i r c le  of such whole,
2

superb f i n a l i t y . "

The f i r s t  c h a p te r , "Young I c a r u s ,"  con tains a summary 

of th e  p ro ta g o n is t 's  experiences as a romantic young n a rc is 

s i s t  s tru g g lin g  fo r  a r t i s t i c  p e r fe c t io n . Webber explained 

to  Fox th a t  t h i s  s tru g g le , " the  beginning of th e  ro a d , 

s ta r te d  when he went to  co lleg e  and was f i r s t  tau g h t to  

" th in k "—th a t  i s ,  to  examine l i f e  c r i t i c a l l y —by P la to  G rant, 

h is  f a v o r i te  ph ilo sopher te a c h e r :

He was a v i t a l  fo rc e  because he supp lied  to  many o f us 
fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e in  our l i v e s ,  th e  in s p ira t io n  o f a 
question ing  in te l l ig e n c e .  He tau g h t us not to  be a f r a id  
to  th in k , to  q u es tio n ; he ta u g h t us to  examine c r i t i c a l l y  
th e  most sac ro san c t o f our n a tiv e  p re ju d ices  and super
s t i t i o n s .  So of co u rse , throughout th e  s ta te ,  th e  b ig o ts  
hated  him; but h is  own s tu d e n ts  worshipped him to  id o l
a t ry .  And th e  seed he p lan ted  grew—long a f t e r  Hegel, 
'c o n c e p ts , ' 'moments o f n e g a tio n , ' and a l l  th e  r e s t , o f  
i t  had vanished in to  th e  limbo o f fo rg o tte n  th in g s .*

As an undergraduate s tu d e n t, Webber was e d i to r  o f th e  

co llege  newspaper and a lso  wrote poems and s to r ie s  f o r  th e  

l i t e r a r y  m agazine. With regard  to  h is  fu tu re , however, th e  

most im portant event o f  h is  co lleg e  years  was h is  p a r t ic ip a 

t io n  in  a hazing experience in  which th e  young v ic tim  was

^Ibid. ^Ibid., p. 710. Îbid.. p.. 711.
4lbld., p. 710.
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k i l l e d .  Since th e  boy*s death  was obviously  a c c id e n ta l ,  th e  

s tu d en ts  involved were not g iven a p r iso n  sen ten ce . Never

th e le s s ,  fo r  th e  p ro tag o n is t i t  was a b i t t e r  experience which 

l e f t  in  h is  p e rso n a lity  fo r  a number o f y e a rs , s tro n g  f e e l 

ings of g u i l t ,  f e a r ,  and h o s t i l i t y ,  and which made him f e e l  a t  

tim es th a t  he had been betrayed by l i f e .  I t s  r e a l  s i g n i f i 

cance went deeper th an  th a t ,  fo r  i t  a c tu a l ly  provided Webber 

w ith an in tro d u c tio n  to  a world in  which th e  ambiguous r e a l 

i t y  o f e v i l  was a permanent th r e a t  to  h is  p rec ious egotism : 

th a t  was punishment enough—”th e  knowledge of th e  Done inex

o ra b le , th e  m e rc ile ss  in s is te n c e  in  our so u ls  o f  th a t  f a t a l  

and irre v o ca b le  *Why?*

A fter g raduating  from co lleg e  Webber went to  New York 

C ity  to  work on a m e tro p o litan  newspaper. By t h i s  tim e he 

had decided th a t  he was am bitious to  become a w r i te r ,  and 

during  h is  f i r s t  year in  th e  c i ty  he soon became acquain ted  

w ith  b r ig h t young men and women l iv in g  in  "the  V illa g e ,*  

whose in te r e s t s  in  l i t e r a t u r e  and a r t  were as n a r c i s s i s t i c

as h is  own. He " ta lk ed  a g rea t deal about *art* and *beau- 
2

tyiM Mith th e se  people, and a g re a t dea l more about th e
3

a r t i s t  as "the s e n s i t iv e  man of t a l e n t ,  th e  young g en iu s ,"

s tru g g lin g  i d e a l i s t i c a l l y  ag a in s t a h o s t i le  environm ent:

So conceived, th e  a r t i s t  th a t  we ta lk e d  about so much, 
in s te a d  of being in  union w ith  l i f e ,  was p e rp e tu a lly  in  
c o n f l ic t  w ith  i t .  In stead  of belonging to  th e  world he 
liv e d  in ,  he was co n s tan tly  in  a s t a t e  o f f l i g h t  from 
i t .  The world i t s e l f  was l ik e  a b ea s t o f p rey , and th e

^Ibid., p. 713. ^Ibid., p. 7 2 1 . ^IMd.
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a r t i s t ,  l ik e  some wounded fau n , was fo re v e r  t r y in g  to  
escape from i t . l -

This kind o f r a t io n a l iz in g  helped produce in  Webber

and h is  companions "a n ig g lin g  and o v er-re fin ed  a e s th e t i -
2

cism which was not only p a l l id  and p re c io u s ,"  but which pro

vided a p e r fe c t excuse fo r  t h e i r  own fe e l in g s  o f in s e c u r i ty  

and s e l f - lo v e .  When Webber f i r s t  met Fox, he was s t i l l  t h i s
O

kind o f "sm all and p recious sn o b ,"  who as an a s p ir in g  a r t i s t  

f e l t  i n f in i t e ly  su p e rio r  to  o th e r  peop le , and who faced  b i t 

t e r  years of experience b efo re  he "learned  th a t  one cannot 

r e a l ly  be su p e rio r  w ithout h u m ility  and to le ra n c e  and human 

understand ing .

A fter p u b lish in g  h is  f i r s t  novel, Webber went to  Brook

ly n , where h is  "personal and s e lf -c e n te re d  v is io n  o f th e  

w o r l d w a s  g rad u ally  destroyed  by h is  in c re as in g  knowledge 

o f "man’s inhum anity to  man."^ A fte r th ese  d esp era te  years

were over, he "was s t i l l  enamoured of th a t  f a i r  Medusa,
7

Fame," d e sp ite  th e  d is i l lu s io n m e n t he had experienced in

England when Mr. McHarg made h is  fre n z ie d  v i s i t .  Of cou rse ,

Webber should have p ro f i te d  more from Mr. McHarg’ s example,

except th a t again  h is  p rec io u s egotism  in te rv en ed :

Does n o t one’ s g lo rio u s  sense o f ’I ’—t h i s  w onderful, 
unique ’I ’ th a t  never was b e fo re  since tim e began and 
never w i l l  be again  h e r e a f te r —does not th i s  ’I ’ of 
ten d er favo r come b efo re  th e  eye of judgment and always 
plead e s p e c ia lly  ex cep tio n . I  though t: ’Yes, I  see how

^Ibid. ^Ibid.. p. 7 2 0 . ^Ibid.. p. 722. ^Ibid.
6 75lbid., p. 725. Ibid., p. 723. Ibid., p. 726.
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i t  i s  w ith  Lloyd McHarg, b u t w ith  me i t  w il l  be d i f f e r 
e n t—because I  am X*’ That i s  how i t  has always been 
w ith  me. I  could never le a rn  anyth ing  except th e  hard 
way. I  must experience i t  f o r  m yself b efo re  I  knew.-*-

Webber a r r iv e d  in  Germany where he had h is  knowledge of 

e v i l  p e rso n a lly  confirm ed "as th e  h e l l  th a t  man fo re v e r  c re 

a te s  fo r  h im self . . . th e  co rru p tio n  of man*s l iv in g  f a i t h
2

and th e  in fe rn o  of h is  b u ried  an g u ish .*  Most im p o rtan t, 

a f t e r  th i s  experience he was detached enough from h is  own 

s e lf -b l in d in g  egotism to  make a f in a l  s p i r i tu a l  ev a lu a tio n  

o f e v i l  in  th e  contemporary w orld . The p ro ta g o n is t recog

n ized  th a t  e v i l  was something "as o ld  as h e l l ,  a u n iv e rsa l
3

i l l  o f man seen here in  Germany a t  i t s  d a rk e s t ,"  and th a t  i t  

e x is te d  in  h is  own country  as w ell as in  European n a t io n s .

Even so , he b e liev ed  th a t  America "was s t i l l  th e  New World o f
4mankind’ s hope,"" provided only th a t  h is  fe llo w  countrymen 

were n o t " a fra id  to  look in to  th e  face  o f fe a r  i t s e l f ,  to  

probe behind i t ,  to  see what caused i t ,  and then  to  speak th e
5

t r u th  about i t . "  In  Webber’ s s p i r i tu a l  v is io n  th e re  s t i l l  

e x is te d  one remedy which "could c leanse and hea l th e  s u f f e r 

ing soul o f man,"^ and th a t  was "the  p la in  and search ing  

l ig h t  of t r u th ,  which had h e re , in  Germany, been darkened to
7

e x t in c t io n ."

A fter Webber’ s grim confirm ation  o f e v i l  in  Germany, 

he knew th a t  he had to  break away from Foxhall Edwards, " th e

llbid. Zibid., p. 729. ^Ibid., p. 730. ^Ibid.
5Ibid. ^Ibid. ^Ibid.



546
T 2

p aren t and th e  guardian"'^ of h is  " s p i r i t  in  i t s  y o u th ,"  but 

not in  i t s  m a tu r ity . He was not le av in g  Edwards, however, 

because he id e n t i f ie d  th e  e d i to r  w ith  those d ish o n est men in  

America, p rev io u sly  a llu d ed  to ,  who were a f ra id  to  face  th e  

t r u th .  Webber knew th a t  Fox, l ik e  th e  p e ss im is tic  P reacher 

in  E c c le s ia s te s , had a s te rn  y e t fo r th r ig h t  v is io n  o f  " th e  

t r a g ic  underw eft o f l i f e  in to  which man i s  b o m , through
3

which he must l i v e ,  ou t of vAiich he must d ie ."  In  a d d itio n , 

Fox had a shrewd v is io n  of th e  s p e c if ic  e v i ls  which conceiv

ably might make th e  t r a g ic  n a tu re  o f ex is ten ce  too  severe 

even fo r  the  p u r ita n  g ra n ite  o f h is  own New England con

science to  endure. In  Webber’ s e s tim a tio n , t h i s  l a t t e r  a s 

pect of the  e d i to r ’ s t r a g ic  v is io n , compromised by h is  s e l f -  

p ity in g  cynicism , d id  no t agree w ith  what th e  p ro ta g o n is t 

h im self had le a rn ed  about e v il  th rough th e  w ith d raw a l-re tu rn  

d ia le c t ic  o f th e  a rch e ty p a l search :

Beyond th e  l im its  o f  my own m o r ta l i ty , th e  s te rn  ac
knowledgment th a t  man was bom  to  l i v e ,  to  s u f f e r ,  and 
to  d ie —your own and th e  g re a t P reacher’ s creed—I  am 
n o t, cannot be, confirmed to  mere f a t a l i t y .  B r ie f ly , 
you thought th e  i l l s  which so b ese t mankind were i r r e 
m ediable: th a t  ju s t  as man was born to  l iv e ,  to  s u f f e r ,  
and to  d ie , so was he born to  be e te rn a lly  b ese t and 
preyed upon by a l l  th e  m onsters of h is  own c re a tio n — 
by fe a r  and c ru e l ty ,  by ty ranny  and power, by poverty  
and w ea lth . You f e l t ,  w ith  th e  s te m  f a t a l i t y  o f  r e s 
ig n a tio n  which i s  th e  g ra n ite  essence of your n a tu re , 
th a t  th ese  th in g s  were doomed to  be, and be fo re v e r , 
because they had always been, and were in h e re n t in  th e  
ta in te d  and torm ented soul o f man.^

^Ibid., p. 735. ^Ibid. 3lbid., p. 734.
4bid.. p. 736.
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Webber adm itted  th a t  in  term s o f an a b s tr a c t  Mankind 

and e te r n i ty ,  th e  an c ien t wisdom o f  Edwards and th e  Preach

e r ,  th e  ”*stem fa ta lis m  o f  th e  ro c k ,”^ was t r u e :  "Man was

bom  to  l i v e ,  to  s u f f e r ,  and to  d ie ,  and what b e f a l l s  him i s  
2

a t r a g ic  l o t , " '  C e rta in ly  t h i s  p e s s im is tic  t r u th  could not
3

be denied "'in the  f i n a l  end ,"  N ev e rth e less , th e  protago

n is t  be lieved  th a t  "We m ust, d ea r Fox, deny i t  a l l  along th e
I*

way," s in ce  Man-Alive i s  co n c re te , not a b s t r a c t ,  and in 

stead  o f being  "fash ioned  fo r  e t e r n i t y , e x i s t s  only " fo r  

a day ,"^ This knowledge provided th e  core o f  Webber’s l i b 

e ra l  f a i t h ,  s la n te d  by th e  d ep ressio n  clim ate  o f  th e  t h i r 

t i e s ,  " th a t man’ s g r e a te s t  enem ies, in  th e  forms in  which 

they now e x is t—th e  forms we see on every hand of f e a r ,  ha

t r e d ,  s la v e ry , c ru e l ty ,  poverty  and need—can be conquered
7

and d estro y ed ," '

Webber’ s f in a l  c r i t i c i s m , not as a p o l i t i c a l  l ib e r a l  

but as an a r t i s t  w ith  a s p i r i t u a l  v is io n , o f Edwards’ r e 

signed fa ta lism  was connected w ith  th e  iro n ic  c o n tra s t be

tween th e  e d i to r ’ s p e s s im is tic  re co g n itio n  o f e v i l  in  th e  

o u tside  world opposed to  h is  n a r c i s s i s t i c  attachm ent to  in 

nocence in  h is  personal l i f e ,  "Viewed from t h i s  approach, 

Edwards’ a t t i tu d e  was m orally  i r r e le v a n t  in  th a t  h is  p e s s i

mism, serv ing  p a r t i a l l y  as a b lin d  fo r  h is  egotism , seemed 

to  negate any s p i r i tu a l  meaning which th e  s tru g g le  between

^Ibid,, p. 737. ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid, ^Ibid,
^Ibid, ?Ibid,, p, 738.
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good and e v i l  might have e i th e r  in  th e  o u ts id e  world o r w ith 

in  h im se lf . The p u b lish in g  e d i to r  was wrong in  h is  p ra c t ic e ,  

th e re fo re ,  even i f  Webber were to  adm it th a t  he and th e  f a 

t a l i s t i c  P reacher were r ig h t  on th e  b a s is  o f a b s tr a c t  th eo ry :

You and th e  P reacher may be r ig h t  f o r  a l l  e te r n i ty ,  
bu t we M en-Alive, dear Fox, a re  r ig h t  f o r  Now, And i t  
i s  f o r  Now, and f o r  us th e  l iv in g ,  th a t  we must speak, 
and speak th e  t r u t h ,  as much o f i t  as we can see  and 
know. With th e  courage of th e  t r u th  w ith in  u s , we 
s h a l l  meet th e  enemy as th ey  come to  u s , and th e y  s h a ll  
be o u rs . And i f ,  once having conquered them, new ene
mies approach, we s h a l l  meet them from th a t  p o in t, 
from th e re  p roceed . In  th e  a f f irm a tio n  of th a t  f a c t ,  
th e  continuance o f  th a t  unceasing war, i s  man*s r e l i 
gion and h is  l iv in g  f a i th ,^

In  You Can*t Go Home Again th e  f in a l  ren u n c ia tio n  by 

th e  p ro tag o n is t o f Foxhall Edwards as a f a ls e  s p i r i t u a l  f a 

th e r  means sim ply th a t  W olfe, a t  th e  end o f h is  c re a tiv e  

l i f e ,  remained convinced th a t  th e  e v i l  w ith in  man, even 

though i t  can never be conquered, always has to  be fo u g h t. 

That i s  th e  one t r u t h —th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  f o r  each in d iv id u a l 

of th e  d u a l i s t i c  s tru g g le  w ith in  h im self between good and 

e v i l ,  th e  w i l l - t o - l i v e  and th e  w i l l - to - d ie ,  th e  passio n  to  

c re a te  and th e  p assio n  to  d e s tro y , love  and h a te , th e  golden 

f a th e r  and th e  c h ild -s o rc e re s s  mother—which th e  f i c t i o n  of 

Thomas Wolfe u n d ev ia tin g ly  supports from th e  f i r s t  novel 

through th e  l a s t .  Moreover, i t  i s  a t r u t h  which i s  romantic 

only when s u p e r f ic i a l ly  in te rp r e te d .  On a s p i r i t u a l  le v e l 

i t  i s  a t r u th  which agrees w ith  th e  v is io n  of every m y stica l 

w r i te r  who a ff irm s  l i f e  f in a l ly  as a r e l ig io u s  m ystery:

llbid.
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Dear Fox, old f r ie n d ,  thus we have come to  th e  end 

o f th e  road th a t  we were to  go to g e th e r . My t a l e  i s  
f in is h e d —and so fa re w e ll .

But b efo re  I  go, I  have ju s t  one more th in g  to  t e l l  
you:

Something has spoken to  me in  th e  n ig h t, burning th e  
ta p e rs  of th e  waning y e a r ; something has spoken in  th e  
n ig h t ,  and to ld  me I  s h a l l  d ie ,  I  know not where, say
ing :

’To lo se  th e  e a r th  you know, fo r  g re a te r  knowing; to  
lo se  th e  l i f e  you have, f o r  g re a te r  l i f e ;  to  le av e  th e  
f r ie n d s  you loved, fo r  g r e a te r  lo v in g ; to  f in d  a land  
more kind  than  home, more la rg e  th an  e a r th —

’—Whereon th e  p i l l a r s  of t h i s  e a r th  a re  founded, 
toward which th e  conscience o f  th e  world i s  ten d in g — 
a wind i s  r i s in g ,  and th e  r iv e r s  flow .

The End

llbid., p. 743.
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