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CHAPTER I
Introduction

H. L. Mencken once called Thomas Wolfe Ya baby crying in the wilder-
ness" in one of his terse summations of contamporary<Améfican authors.t
Indeed, the reader of Wolfe has little trouble in hearing at least the
echoes of this wailing scattered intermittently throughout his voclumineus

works, and Mencken doubtlessly struck a key note with his wry observation.

The lost person's outery--whether it be from Wolfe himself or his ficti-

tious counterparts (Eugene Gant in Look Homeward, Angel and Of Time and

the River and George Webber in The Web and the Rock and You Can't Go Home

&ggig)--provides a pervasive theme in Wolfe's writings.2 It understandably
has been the §ubject of considerable discussion.

The reader who fails to recognize a kinship with Wolfe'é hero often
hears the lamentation as a symbol of the author's lack of artistic abili-
ty--roughly that of an eternal baby. This persmn, often in the form of
a critic, then proceeds to ravage Wolfe the artist with a voraciousness
that would do credit to a famous Gant family attack upon a Gargantuan
ﬁ%t_mewm@ﬂmuwﬂmism@wa%nﬁmwideymw%%d
nor developed & worthy artistic craftsmanship during his writing career.
Conversely, other readers, sympathetie (perhaps to a fault) because of a
self-identification with the loneliness of Wolfe's character, are poign-
antly stirred»by this bewildered_outgry. Not so demanding as those per-
sons who do not identify with Wolfe's hero, these persons usually like
and accept Wplfe despite his conspicuous technical fauwlts and his eccen=-
tric practices.

Wolfe the man alsc was emotionally immature in varying degrees through-

out most of his life. This fact is made quite evident in the recently pub-

1l



lished Thomas Wolfe: A Bicgraphy,3the long~-awaited full documentation of -

Wolfe'ls life, urltten by Miss Ellzabeth Nowell, his last literary agent.
Oi‘ deeper significame to 'thls study, though, 1s the book's 1ndica.tion
that Wolfe was rapidly developing in maturity Hhen he dled September 15,
1938, less than a month before his 38t.h birthday.
| This somewhat retarded emotional stabllity would seem to stem basi-
| .cally from his mother‘s lengt.hy domlnatlon over him. Born October 3,
1900 in Asheville, North Carolina, Thomas Clayton Wolfe was the youngest
of eight llv:.ng children of W. D. ‘and Julia Ellzabeth Holi‘e. As presented
| in Miss Nowell's blog:aphy and Wolfe's own heavily autobi'ographical fic~
fb:’g.on, his mother seemed intent upon keeping hipi as herv "paby! as long as
possible. She did not allow his long, curly hair to be cut until he was
e‘ightv years old, #nd she furthgr demanded that he sleep in her bed until
approxi’mately that same age.’4 | Fred W. Wolfe, hi"s brot.her, tells of Wolfe's
dlfflcultles in fitting in with groups of his own age as a ycn:u:;gs%:er.S
In va.ew of these revelations (and also his own dep:.ctions of young Zugene
Gant), one can understand Wolfe's prevailn.ng struggle to attain emotionsl
maturity. | B |
- Probably as a necessary complemen‘t tc hlS belated development ag a
selffsufficlent p-erson, Wolfe 1nvariab1y turned to others for guidance
and support. The l‘ollowing i‘amoﬁs passage from "The Story of a Nn‘vel:"6
reveals Wolfe's own perception of his pfoblem: |
« « o The deepest search in life, it seemed to me, the
thing that in one way or another was central to all living,
was man's search fo'find a father, not merely the father of
his flesh, not merely the lost father of his youth, but the
image of 8 strength and wisdom external to his need and su-
.perior te¢ his hunger %o which the belief and power of his own
life could be united.
This‘ passage was written and pul)lished in 1935, jus;%: three years befors

Wolfe's death. Surely it is generally agreed that one mark of a mature
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man is that man's relative independence froem other persons; yet hers
Wolfe in near middle age admitied that his life had been dominated by
the searching for an "image of strength and wisdom"upon which to place
his reliance. This statement is a manifestation 6f Wolfe's .long-s.tanding
dependence and the "fesultant immature qualities. Hot until the last two
years of his life did he become immme to that inmer drive to find his
"sﬁi)erior beings," as Miss Noweil labels: t.lrlef:'n.8 His historic quarrel
with Maxwell Perkins, his editor and close friend, marked his apparent
freedom from this compulsion, and it also had a profound effect upon his
artistic career. |

If Wolfe appears a lost babe in the wilderness, as Mencken contended,
then cbviously his piaint igs for a father, or more accurately a2 father-
figure. Both "The Story of a Novel" and the biographical data concerning
his mother's domination make this fact clear. In his years of physical
growth and then young manhood, he was hardly ever without the influence
of his mother, since she continued giving him financial support through
hie three years of graduate school at Harvard,g Onn the other hand, in
his adolescent years he had witnessed the deterioration of his previously
strong and lively father., The cancer which was wltimately to e¢laim Mr,
Wolfe's life, though only after a long peried of time, transformed the
lusty W. 0. Wolfe into an inert, almost spiritless being., The youngest
Wolfe was obviously affected by this transformation, and at this period
his "deepest search in life" became that of seeking out those persons of
superior sbilities who could offer him the vitality énd inspiration with
which %o ET oW, first as a person and later as an artist., After his father
had fallen from his imagined pedestal, it seems that Wolfe's brother Ben

replaced him for a short time until Ben himself suddenly died in 1918 .10



In effect, though, Ben probably was the first successor to W. 0, Wolfe's
vacéted position in Themas Wolfe's egocentric world.

Thus, when the sensitive soul of Thomas Wolfe set for itself such a
life's objective as is frankly revealed in "The Story of a Novel," it
was certain to be influenced by several people who happened to cross
Wolfe's path, %o be sure, the extent of these many influvences varied
greatly. Among ths persons effecting motable but not great sway over
Wolfe's 1ife were the following: Mrs. Margaret Roberts, his boyhood
teacher; Horace Williams and Prederick Koch of the Univgrsity‘of North
Carclina, who were his philosophy and playwriting professors, respective-
ly; Sinclalr Lewls, who greatly aided Wolfe's reputation in 1930 by her-
alding him as one of Americats greatest writers; and Edward C. Aswell,
his editor at Harper and Brothers.

Mrs. Roberts, whom Wolfe called the "mother of my spirit,” was a
source of much inspiration for the youthful Wolfe, and he wrote long,
confiding letters fo her throughout his life., Her actual influence on
hisg life and writings, however, seems negligible when compared to others
in intensity of relationship. Consequently, she will be omitted from
this study. It is quite conceivable that she probably did not de
80 rmuch more for Wolfe than most dedicated persens in her same position
would have done for a devoted and impressionable young student. Had she
come into his life in a later pericd when his standards were vastly more
demanding, as Aline Bernstein was to do, she surely would not have fared
so well in his estimation of her. Alse, while Sinclair Lewis unguestion~
ably left an indelible imprint on Wolfe's mind, his actual association
with Wolfe was casual and fleeting. After their uninhibited meeting in
England in the early 1930's, Wolfe was not nearly so impressed with Lewis

as he previously had been. 1L The fact is that it took a special type of



person to fulfill the particular requirements for Wolfe's "image of
strength and wisdom.,"

Who were those persons, then, who were to etch the most lasting im-
prints on Wolfe's life and art? An estimation of both Miss Nowell's biog-
raphy and Wolfe's writings shows ‘chaﬁ four persons played decidedly larger
roles in the artistic life of Thomas Wolfe than any others:~-his father,
W. 0. Wolfe; George Pierce Baker, his Harvard playwriting professor; Aline
Bernstein, undoubtedly his closest female acquaintance, who both "spirit-
ually and materially" made possible the publishing of his first novel;
and finally Maxwell Perkins, his first editor and the "father of my spir-
it.“lg These persons seem to constitute the purest "images of strength
and wisdom" rising from Wolfe's keen, lifelong search. Even though
Wolfe's intense scrutiny finally found the tarnished natures of these
persons, the mere fact that each one retained a position on Wolfe's seat
of exaltation for an extended time testifies to their sterling talents
and singular personalities. While each of th_em was marked by natural
imperfections, the usually critical Wolfe reguired more time in either
discovering or admitting the faults in these people than he did in other
relationships. In fact, to have lived up to Wolfe's expectations would

have required superhuman effort. In The Web and the Rock, Wolfe described

George Webber; his alter ego, as follows:

Perhaps, although he did not know it, there was destruction
in him too, for what he loved and got his hands on he squeezed
dry, and it could not be otherwise with him, It was something
that came from nature, from memory, from inheritance, from the
blazing energies of youth, from something outside of him and ex-
ternal to him, yet githin him, that drove him forever, and that
he could not help.l

This passage has much to say concerning Wolfe's own relationship with
his four major images of superiority. Beset by what often appeared to be

an ugly greediness, Wolfs would suddenly become acutely aware of these



persons' human faults. Then despite the great amount of aid and support
~they had freely g:.ven him, he would unfail:.ngly rejeet them. In hisg
| adolescence, Wolfe became aware of ’che fact that hlS Iat.her, the gigantic
and heroie belng of his youth, was lost wn.th no sense of direct:.on. Then
‘W'oli‘e, from his new viewpomt, resented his weak, ;emlg father's attempts
Lo channel hig career into the law.le‘ In a orﬁeﬁhat diffe.rent manney,
Ho‘lfo benefited for three yea.rs i‘rom the superb taachm& ana guidance of
Prefessor Baker, only to break away as a result of h:.s frustrations as an
unsuccessi‘ul and overly proud playwright. In his despalr, he beheved
that Baker was largely responsible for his failure.ls _ ﬂolfe' s trait be~
came more tragic in h:.s deeper personal involvement with Mrs. Aline Bern-
stein. Apparently feeling that she was stiflmg his aspiration to become
a pure artist, he deliberately began to gatala'gue her Zi‘aults and finally
left her a2 bewildered and hearfc.broken wcvimanv who unsuccessfully attempted
suicide.16 However, Wolfe's mania ﬁppears to have reached iis depths in
his ‘quarrel with Perkins. Embroiled in many personal and professional
probiems in the mid-1930's, Qolfe blamed Per'ld.ns for many of thexn, when,
:m fact, he had himself chiefly to blame. Only Perkins' genuine affection
for Wolfe kept this matter from being even more damaging than it was, 17
Patheti§ and childish as these display_s often were, however, each one
representedr an important step in his development as both man and artist.
There is little doubt that Wolfe was a perpetrator of some bad writing
blunders. However, one school of critics tolerates Wolfe's literary atroc-
ities in view of his genius and prodigiovs writing abilities. On the other
hand, Bernard DeVoto, probably Wolfe's most damaging critic, is resolute
in holding the opposite view, which is clearly defined in his "QGenius Is

Not Enough," 8 uritten in 1935 following the publication of Of Time and



the River. While almost casually admitting Wolfe's genius, DeVoto pro-
ceeded to agsert vociferously that Weolfe was not an artist, and he added
in a 1950 articlé19 that Wolfe not only never achieved the stature of an
artist, bhﬁ he. doubtlessly never could hQVQ'becomé one. Instead of see-
‘lng deflnlte artlstnc (for DéVoto, dbgectlve) evolutlcn 1n‘wolfe'° sue=
cessive books, DeVoto flatly accused Wolfe of exhlbitlng progresszvel?
less craftsmanshlp. ‘He concluded his flrst essay as follews
o« o » however usefﬁl'genlus may ba in the wrltlng of novels,
it is not enough in itself--it never has been enough, in any art,
and it never will be. A%t the very least it must be supported by
an ability to impart shape to material, simple competence in the
use of tools. Until Mr. Wolfe develops more craftsmanship, he
. will not be the important novelist he is now widely accepted as
being. 1In order to be a great novelist, he must also mature his
~ emotions till he can see more profoundly into character than he
now does, and he must learn to put a corset on his prose
| Herein are contained many of the main points of criticism that have been
leveled at Wolfe's writings. DeVoto's assertion that Wolfe cannot'sae
profoundly into character certainly is a matter of opinion. 'in.gg Native
Grounds, Alfred Kazin claims, ¥. . ., Wolfe . . . composed a whole gallery
of titanic American portraits. . . "2l Kagin feels that Wolfe did so
because, among other things, he described "his mother's haggard kitchen
sourness and scolding old age along with her better qualitaes. of
Wolfe's sketches of life, Kazin writes: ". . . he saw them always with
great acuteness and wit, and they became, for all their stridency or
' angularity, as vivid and true as he had seen them in his mind.n22
However, the most damaging charge that DeVoto aimed is that of faile
‘ing "o put a corset on his prose." Admittedly, Wolfe made no apparent
attempts to reduce his vast materials into perfectly molded novels com~

plete with beginning, middle, and end. To F. Scott Fitzgerald, Wolfe

wrote that while books like Madame Bovary are great because of their

selected incidents, other books like Tristram Shandy are equally great



because of the "unselected quality of its selection."23 He slso said:
- Well, don't forget, Scott, that a great writer is not
only a leaver-outer but also a putter-inner, and that Shake-
speare and Cervantes and Dostolevsky were great putter-
imners--greater putter-inners, in fact, than taker-outers--
and will be remembered for what they put in--remembered, I -

venture to say, as long as ‘ggnsieur Flauvbert will be remem-
bered for what he left out. »

The "novel of selected incidents" did not fit Wolfe's seeming purpose, then,
and in his four completed novels he wrote about the “unseleﬁtad" happenings
and realizations that ‘accompanied his particular journey through 1life. At
the end of his career, though, he hé'd abruptly ﬁhanged his subject mati.er

in the writing of The Hills Beyond?sand this shift might partially be

attributed to the scathing critiéism iegarding his lacic of form.

Wolfe's completed worké, however, must stand as his principsal liter-
ary contributions, and they are essentially the depiction of one manlsg
life from the eradle to the grave. The form that his writing took at
first was that of life itseli~--which cortainly has a formlessness marked

only by theinevitability of death, and You Can't Go Home Again ends on that

very note. Both of Wolfe's editors, Maxwell Perkinszs and Fdward C. As-
w,ell?7 uphald this view of Wolfe's form. DeVoto's criticism actually be-
comes invalid in that hei demands that a writer must live vp to the stand-
ards of fiction that DeVoto invokes.

Robert Penn Warren, an esteemed novelist himself, brought still an-
other important charge againsi Wolfe's értistry. In his "A Note on the

Hamlet of Thomas ‘mfolf.‘t-z,“28

Warren maintained that Wolfe's writing was
too autobiographical. He concluded, “"And meanwhile it may be well to
recollect that Shakespears merely wrote Hamlet; he was not Hamlet,"2?
Gontrarily, Thomas Lyle Colling, in his article entitled "Wolfel's Genius ,“30

questicned the relevance of this accusation of too mueh subjectivity. He

pointedly asked, "Would Hamlet, as & play, be . . . less great if Shake-



speare had been a prince of Demmark whose father had been murdered by his
unele? We must look to the art, not the artist. No valid eriticism can
come from the comparison, explicit or implicit, of the characters of Thomas
Wolfe and Eugene Gant.* 31

Besides this point, one might point out that the works of both Miss

HNowell and Mabel Wolfe Wheaton, Wolfe's sister who wrote Thomas Wolfe and

His Familysreveal that Wolfe was not as autobiographical as many of his
critics m.sh to believe. Of course, at the time of their eriticisms,
DeVoto and Warren had no access to these documents, and they obviously
took a great deal for granted. Especially Wheaton's book makes clear

that while Wolfe conceived of Look Homeward, Angel as a result of his

youthful experiences, the book is no mere accumuiation of factual mater-
ia1.33 Wolfe himself honce contended, perhaps a little untruthfully, that
not a sipgle page of his book was the truth .3l The book appears then to
be impregnated with highly imaginative material, if we are to accept Mrs.
Wheaton's own perscnal remembrances of her famous family's behavior.
Unless Mrs. Wheaton deliberately tries to deceive her audience, and there
is little reason to believe that she should, her book is valuable for
offering another view of her brother's relationship with his family.
Therefore, the facts of Wolfe's early life would actually provide

only a skeletal structure for Look Homeward, Angel. For example, Wolfe's

own infatuation with Clara Paul does have its facsimile in BEugene's love
affair with Laura James in the book, but Mrs. Wheaton offers credible
proof that the fictional account was only the product of the youthful
Wolfe's imagination. Miss Paul's little brother, who was not mentioned

in Look Homeward, Angel, purportedly accompanied his sister and young

Wolfe at all times,35 In light of these recent accounts of Wolfe's life,
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then, DeVoto's argument that only one~fifth of Look Homeward, Angel is

gctual fiction loses some strength. Still the eriticism concerning
Wolfe's autoblographlcal tendemies has per.alsted over the years. Wolfe
'vseemed to be one of the most recent. examples ox the para,dox that when a
‘m'i'tear uses hlS own llfe for his bas:.c subgect, he both s:.mpllfies and
compl::.catess. He is thus faced with the problem of maintmm.ng aesthetic
| distance, a measure of detachment, from his sub,ject. Wolfe intimately
"knew" his mat.er:.al, but he still faced the problem of obgectxmty, which
a.rt does reguire 1n some degree. 4 |

The final barb flung at hlm by his detractors is that Wolfe made
li’otle if any artistic develcpment in hlS writing career. One has only

to compare You Can't Go Home Again,‘ his last complete novel, ‘with Look

Homeward, Angel to realize thai this argument has litﬁle merit. DeVoto
conspicuously never offered a full commentary on ‘Wdlfe' s last full novel,
but he did reiterate in 1950 all his previous claims against Wolfe's art,
including that of the retrogressive qualities.36 if DéVoto could have
foﬁnd it pos.sible to be unbiased, he could nét have missed the marked

shift in style and the more mature writing in You Can't Go Home Again,

Even according to DeVoto's yardstiék, this boék pretty well m‘easbures up
to standards. It contains much of the objectivity that both Warren and
DeVoto advocate. His large section entitled "The World That Jack Builth37
is a subtle weaving of portraits and episodes that ilvlmrﬁ.natesi the theme
of crassness and corruption in Americatls wéalthy society, of which Wolfe
‘definitely was not a member. Another good illustraﬁian of his objectivity
is the deft, imaginative portrayal of Foxhall Edwards (Maxwell Perkins)
and his ab'sbrption with the news .beh‘ind the news, ﬁhiehv leads into the

absorbing and purely imaginative chapter entitled "The Hollow Men.® 3¢
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In addiﬁiﬁn, in 1945 Franz Schoenberner, the eninent Germsan scholar
who was foreced %o lesve Geramany in 1933 because of his anbi-flazi views;
hailed Wolfe's depmtinn of Nagi Germany as ‘the mesl aceurate and most

'panetraﬁmg damriptlm ef E%emaany at the strongas‘t. po:mt of the Third
Eelch re.g:.f&m t;mt had, then buen wr;!.ttemw “"im}l} s ﬁearge Webbert s
| ‘le*at,ar ta his cdj.tar ?aﬁaall Edwa**ds,w telling hm cf Wehher‘s declsion
te Iee.ve Eoth }'ma anc% his publish;.ng campany, mvaals a remarkabl‘y calm
| a.md mtrure philasophy of 11;{’@. This indlcate.» 'L";at W@li‘e was at 1%'&; B
ginmng to secure 2 firm grasp on his ez:aotmns. Iin 's"mr‘b, only;his genlus,
‘hhough wach s*ubdued, makes the beo!: bear any great resemblame %o Lock
ﬁomeward, Angei. In his 1ast hssk Wolfe no 1cng,5r wrote rhapsodicaily;

rather he was almc@'b coldly analymcal, and the substance seems 0 ;11.,

though bmgmgly, into DeVoto's "corset.® As for Look Homeward, Angel,

perhaps its basic sin is that 1% doms not fit the estabhsned character-
istics of the novel. .
The implication here is that YWolfe definitely made strides forward

in both ccﬁt}émt an&’foréﬁ during the period between Look Hwneward, Angel

and You Can't Go Home gain. In Thosas Wolfe: The Weather of Wis Youth,

‘Louia ?:Zubizz, Jre takea a contrary view. He askse
aéhy then, is ﬁie Bform® of the first nmrel, ;mvelving as
it does the propression of the artist toward the first romantic
eéxile from his home, so clearly drawn and firm in its outline,
evident in its parts; and the form of the three novels that fol<
Yowy; deseribing his movement from romantic conflict with life
- toward objective acceptar e and use of ity 5o cftm vague,
' tentat:r.va, and atmbling %
-Fz.rst, it cenld ba ésnvwered Hith the s:.mple si;atemmnt mat “thls is the
wajr l.L:Ee :i.ﬁ - & nersenﬁs approach to lli‘e mush nmassara.ly be "vague,
t:antﬂtive, and atumol;.ng,“ if he is attempmng to find the real meaning
in lzi.’e. Put what Rubin does n@t Pxplwitly deal with is wolfe‘s ea:rl,;

death » which prevented him from revisa.ng; or pollshlng hn.s last two books.
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As a matter of fact, Wolfe had learned a great deal aboui shaping his
prose. According to Edward C. Aswell, Woife‘s editor at Harper and
Brothers, Holfs had developed some real abilities in the mat‘tef of re-
v"i.s:i.mn;'-‘L2 Hergover, Wolfe had attained an objective=-subjective combina~
tion in his fiction, which is Jalso qﬁi‘be apparent in i‘;hose-vlast two full-
'l.ength works. | |

If Wolfe did moke great pragresbs in his i:rit’ing abﬂiﬁies; then, some
quite powerful influences must have affected him. Wolfe himself must be
responsible for rvmch of this development, of course, but other basie
causes musﬁ exist. In fact, a compilation of pressures from inmmerable
sources must have gone intc the svolution of his individuwal style. A
primaxry one would seem to derive from his obsession with his "images of
strength and wisdem.,Y In an atiemph to follow Wolfe's developing artigt-
ry, this thesis will examine Wolfe's relationship with each of those four
superior beings. Fach one acted much as a catalyst for Wolfe 2s both man
and artist, speeding him on at length in his artistic endeavors.

In tracing this development, this study will have to rely strongly
upon biographical data concerning Wolfe, in addition to Wolfe's fictional
works and other persons' views about him and his guiding spirits. Sig-
nificantly, all four persons to be dealt with in this thesis appear as
praminent characters in Wolfe's four completed novels in the correspond-
ing order that he confronted them in real life. Since the sequence of
Wolfe's novels followed his own life rather elosely, then many of his
passages of "autobiographical fiction® will be used in studying Wolfe's
deslings with these psople. The four persons appeared "fictitiously' in

the following novels: W. 0. Wolfe (W. ©. Gand) in Look Homeward, Angel

and Of Time and the River; Professor Baker (Professor Haicher) in Of Time
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and the River; Mrs. Bernstein (Esther Jack) in The Web and the Rock and

You Can't Go Home Again; and Maxwell Perkins (Foxhall Edwards) in You

Can't Go Home Again.

Even Wolfe's fictional creations from these four personalities, how-

ever, reveal his growing capabilities. In Biographia Literaria, Coler-

idge differentizated between what he termed the fancy and the iﬁagination.
The fancy, he claimed, has "no other counters to play with, but fixities
and defini‘&:gs," but the imagination "dissolves, diffuses, dissipates in
order torecreate.“m Goleridge, of course, firmly believed the imagi~
nation $0 be the superior artistic quality. In Wolfe's fic‘bionai por=-
trayals of W. 0. Wolfe, Professor Baker, and Aline Bernstein, he relied
chiefly upon the actual facts and features of their real-life counter-
parts, making them primarily products of Wolfe's fancy. On the other
hand, Wolfe used Maxwell Perkins, in the character of Foxhall Edwards,
largely as a springboard for entirely imaginative material like the sec-
tion he called “The Hollow Men.® Created by Wolfe late in his career,
Foxhall Edwards as a character is not confined to the "fixities and
definites" of Maxwell Perkins.

This study will thus attempl tc show that Wolfe's turbulent life as
a writer was correlative to hig associations with these major "images of
strength and wisdom,” with a view toward considering their respective
contributions to wélfe's career. In a final analysis, an attempt will
be made to show that only until Wolfe was able to break free from his
compulsion to seek such a personality did he acquire the artistic tools .

with which %o realize fully his talents.
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JC‘harles'Angoff s H. L. Menckens A Portrait from Memory (New York,
1956), p. 108. ’

€T have used first editions of Wolfe's novels as follows: Look
Homeward, Angel (New York, 1929); Of Time and the River (New York,
1535); The Web and the Rock (New York, 193G); and You Gan't Go Heme
. Again (New York, 19L0).

3Elizabeth Nowell, Thomas Wolfe: A Biography (Garden City, M. Y.,

- 1960),
l‘*I“b’id., PP, 23-214.

SThis ini‘ormation taken from a letter written by Fred W. Wolfe
quoted in Kenneth Ricker, "The Theme of Loneliness in Thomas Wolfa"
(unpub. M.A. thesis, Oklahoma A&M College, 1952}, p. 11,

6W¢alfe, "The Story of a Novel," Saturday Review of Literature,
13:3-L, 12-16; 3-kL, 15; 3-h, 11-16 (December 1Ii, 21, and 28, 1935).
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CHAPTER II

W, 0. Wolfe~-~Father of the Flesh Only?

Appearing in the thinly veiled "fictitious" personage of W. O. Gant

in Look Homeward, Angel, W. 0. Wolfe became immortalized as a potpourri

of human characteristics seldom matched in real life or literature. In
no specific order, old Qant is pictured, among other things, as an invet-
erate drinker, a bellowing hellfraiser, a frustrated actor, a highly
skilled stonegutter, a zestful storyteller, a lonely wanderer, a gregar-
ious businessman; an affectionate father, and a prodigicus provider. At
vfirst in the book he is a man of enormous vitality, but later becomes a
pathetic image of futility and frustration.

Evidence that the character Gant is based upon the man W. Q. Wolfe
is found in a letter from Thomas Wolfe to his‘mother shortly after M¥r.
Wolfe's death in 1923;

Mama, in the name of (God, guard Papa's letters to me with
your life. Get them all together and watch them like a hawk.
I don't know why I saved them but I thank my stars now that I
did. There has never been anybody like Papa. I mean to say
that all in all, he is the most unique human being I have ever
known. I am convinced there is noboedy in America teoday anywhere
like him. When I am in the streets of this city /Boston/, among
the crowds, I try to burn myself into the "innards® of everyone
I see, I listen in on everything I hear, I get their way of talk=
ing and looking, and, you know, the amazing thing, is how much
alike . . . most people are. With what I lknow now about them I
am convinced that if I had never knowm my father, and that if one
day on Washington Street, Boston, I had passed hinm, talking to
someone, gesturing with his big hands, denouncing the Democcratic
party, wetting his thumb every now and then on his mouth~-I say,
if T saw this man, wholly absorbed in his conversation, seeing
no one on either side of him, I would . . . try to find /page
torn/ about him. So . . . save those letters, and add to them
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any of your own you may have. He is headed straight not for one
of my plays, bul for a series. He dramatized his emotions to a
greater extent than anyone I have ever known--consider his ex-
pression of "merciful God'--hisg habit of talking to himself at
or against an imaginary opponent. Save those lebtters. They
are written in his exact conversational tone: I won't have to
create imaginary language out of my owm brain~-I verily believe
I can recreate a charaitar that will knock the hearts out of

. people by its reality.

By sllowing the student of Wolfe to taxce’a rather urmeétrqinéa license in
comparing old Qant with W. O wblfe, this letter contalns much literary
1mport. Morgover, thougb, the letter makes manlfest Nolfe's deep-seated
admlrataon of his father.

Whether Wolfe's search for his "iﬁages of strength énd wisdom™ began
at the time of his father's death, however; is quite débatable. After old

Cant finally dies in Of Time and the River, Wolfe described Eugene Gant:

His father was dead, and now it seemed to0 him that he had

never found him. His father was dead, and yet he sought him

- everywhere, and could not belisve that he was dead, and was
sure that he would find him. . . . He thought he heard his
great voice vinging in the street again, and that he would ses
him striding toward him across the Square with his gaunt earth-
devouring stride, or find him waiiting every time he turned the
corner, or lunging toward the house bearing the tremendous
provender of his food and meat, bringing to them all the death-
less gecurity of his strength and power and passion, bringing
toc them all again the roaring message of his fires that shock
the fire-full chimney throat with their terrific blast, giving
to them all again the exultant knowledge that the good days,
the magic days, the golden weather of their lives would come
again. . . . "Come to us, Father, in the watches of the night,
come to us &s you always came, bringing to us the 1nv1nc1ble
sustenance of your strength, the limitless treasure of your
bounty, the tremendous structure of your life that will shape
211 lost -and broken things on earth again into 2 goiden patiern
of exuvltancy and joy. Come to us, Father, while the winds howl
in the darlmess. . . . Por we are ruined, lost, and broken if
you do not come, and our lives, like rotten chips, are whirled
about us omward in darkness ©o the sea."@

1t appears here that Wolfe conjured up a semi-religious image of the dead
father, who is more godlike than human. Permeating his fiction there-

after 1s the struggle by both Eugene Gant and George Webber to find a
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real person to match this almost superhuman being, which of course proves
an impos51b1e task | | |

His charact@rs' search for a father obv1ouslj hag its. oubward begin-
ning here, but one. should recal] that HMr. Wolfe had a prolonged 1llness
© and fccblone s frem cancer for many years bePore his death In dlscu531ng
Wolfets use of this theme, Louis D. Rubin, Jr., states: "On most cccasions,
Gant is obviously unsuitable as a model for this fa%hér.v Indeed, rather
than being external and superior to meorial needy he is in many ways the

personification of spent mortality."3 Unqnestionably, We. 0. Gant possesses

many morally dubious if not downright unsavory qualities. Since W. 0.
Wolfe provided such a close prototype for Gant, many pecple wonder why
Wolfe was so adulatory toward his father. What actuslly did the elder
Wolfe have to offer his son, and ultimately what was the extent of Wolfe's
sense of loss at his father's death? The answers to these questions are
most imporitant 1n‘understand1ng'WOlfe's initial compulaion to search for
his superior beings.

Wolfe's apparent inability to get along well with his family has been
documented in several studies.L Inevitably the assumption has been made
that he held his father in disrespect, especially in the old man's waning

years, as is shown flotitiously when Fugene Gant visits his hospitalized

father in or Time 2nd ths River:

In the morning sunlight on a hogpital porch « . . an old
dying spectre of a man was sitting., . . . He sat there, a
rusty, creaking hinge, an almost severed thread of life, a
shockingly wasted integument of skin and bone, of which every
fibre and sinew was almost utterly robtted out, consumed and
honey~combed by the great plant of the cancer which flowered
from his entrails and had now spread its fibrous roots to every
tissue of his life. Everything was gone: everything was wasted
from him: the face was drawn tight and bony as a beak, the skin
was clean, tinged with a fatal cancerous yellow, and almost deli-
cately transparent., . . .
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Now, wearily, desperately, the old ecafecbled mind was try-
ing to grope with the strange and bitter miracle of life, to get
some meaning outv of that black, senseless fusion of pain and joy
and agony, that web that had known all the hope and joy and won=
der of a boy, the fury, passion, drunkenness, and wild desire of
youth, the rich adventure and fulfilment gf o man, and that had
led him to this fatsl and abominsble end.’ « :

HMabel Wolfe Wheaton, who admired and loved her father more than any

other of his children, does & convineing Jjob of dispelling the theory that

Wolfe disgliked his father. B5She asseris that the young Wolfe literally
worshipped hin.6 Of course, this adwlation dovbitlessly came before cancer
atiacked MNr. Wolfe, drastically changing him from his earlier, flamboyant

gelf, Look Homeward, Angel offers an expross cxomple of the son's recog-

nition of his father's outstanding italents in the form of Eugene Gant's

thoughts:

", . o this is no common craftoman, bub a master, picking up
his tools briefly for a chef=-d'osuvre,

"He is bebter at thig than any one in all the world," Eugene
thought, and his dark vigien buraned in him for a moment, as he
" thought that his father's work would never, as men reckon years,
be extinguished, bub that when that great skeleton lay powdered
in earth, in many a tangled undergrowth, in the rank yiilderness
of forgotten churchyards, these letters would endure.

Thus, in Eugene's eyes there is an immortal quality about his father, and
Wolfe revealed it in the same hosplital scene quoted aboves
Nothing was left but the hands. The rest of the man was doed,.
But the great hands of the stonecutter, on whose sinewy and
bory substance there was so little that disease or geath could
waste, looked as powerful and living ag ever. . « .~
0f the Cant family's digbelief in Gant's impending death, {Wodlie wrote:
I% was hard for them o think of Gant's death as of Cod's deaih;
it was a great deal harder, because he was more real to them
than God, he was more immortal than CGod, he was God.

In Wolfe's first two novels, one can easily discern the elements of bvoth

love and hate that marked Wolfets ambivalent attitude toward his father.
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His letter to his mother, quoted earlier, would indicate that Wolfets
great admiration for his father persisted at least into his young man~
hood; yet later he was to write somewhat disparagingly of old Gant,
though probably in an attempt to capture Gant's human qualities ob~
jectively.

In comparing son to father in this instance, one can see a remark-
able array of kindred traits. Except for certain superfluous facts,
Thomas Wolfe bears a strong similarity to his father, both in material
and spiritual aspects. Only the facts that Wolfe never posseséed his
fatherts stonecutting talents and that he never married detract from
their bagic characteristics. For their time, they were both veritabls
physical giants, stretching nearly six and one-half feet in height.
They both persistently thought of themselves as aliens in strange lands;
they possessed a like thirst for alcchol; they loved to wander; and they
both died with a sense of unfulfillment-~to mention only a few of their
many likenesses.
| The initial spirit of Thomas Wolfe has to be traced back to his
actval father, therefore, even further back than Mrs. Margaret Roberts,
whom Wolfe called the "mother of my spirit.“K)Mhbel Wolfe Wheaton is
guite definite in her appraisal of W. 0. Wolfe's artistic capabilities

in Thomas Wolfe and His Family, though one should remember her almost

worshipful attitude toward her father,

I think that Papa was never meant to be a businessman. I
contend that he was a born actor and that he might well have
been an able lecturer, a lawyer, or even a great writer. Tom
Wolfe was never more able than his father, and certainly I am
one of Tom Wolfe's most partial and devoted admirers. The flow
of expression from Papa's lips, his unusual way of saying things,
his love of the beautiful--good literature, faithful acting, fine
music, expressive, well-executed carvings and paintings, his
appreciation and enjoyment of the glorious springtimes and au-



22

tumns in owr mountain country, of a calm blue sky, a quiet,
peaceful, drowsing summer day, of heavy snows that in dead of
winter glorified our slopes, transforming trees and houses
into giant statuary--alli these good things were Papa's loves
~and attested to the artistry within him, This artistry, al-
ways Tighting for the right tec express 1tsclf Was never com-
pletelJ “able to d@ s0. : : ’

Papa aOhld have been all that Tom was, and more, I verllv
: believcs had He had the ngoruunLny =

Bven ¥ lf,' rentlv'was aware of h Tather's burlen ablllLV. 01d Gant
rather confidently bﬁlleV@s that he ”cculd.have been a writer" ia Look

Homeward, Angel., In this same seection, too, Gant is shown taking pride

in %helaptness of his ﬁoﬁbstone insériptions énd his general ability
with words .2 |

Owning no acﬁual writing heritage, Thomas Wolfe received numerous
indispensable ariistic traits wnwitvtingly handed to him by his father.
Kot the least of these elements was W. C.'s extraprdinary power of rhetorie,
which accounted for Wolfe's enitreaty vo his mother to save HMr. Wolfe's let-
ters., ’Sound proof, both of the old man's exquisite ability and of Wolfe's

recoginition of it, is contained in a passage in Look Homeward, Angel con—

cerning a prohibition election. After his cronies make him the object of
many defogatory remarks about his immense drinking habits, a cornered, but
plous Gant turns to a group of keenly atbtientive women:
tPay no attention to them, ladies, I beg of you," said Gant
gcathingly. "“They are the lowest of the low, the whisky-besobied
dregs of humardty, who deserve to bear not even the neme of men,

- so Tar have they retrograded backwards.®

With a flourishing swesp of his slouch hat he departed into
the warchouse.

BBy Godl® said Ambrose Hethersole apprOVLnglJ. "It takes
W. O. to tie_a knot in the tail of the English language. It

always did."13
Couvntless times in his writing, Thomas Wolfe also displayed,his oWn

knot~tying ability. UWhether or not his inheritance of such flcridity



23

should be counted as a virtue or a vice is a matter of debate, with both
sides being able to support their arguments. The point is that young
Wolfe's sometimes excessive ornamentation in his writing doubtlessly
sprang from his father's oratorical skills. Incredibly long and involved
sentences appear sbundantly in his early bcoks, but they are not so fre-

quent in his last, You Can't Go Home Again.lt Many times the passages

concern W, 0. Gant, as in the following in which Gant has been living
alone in his own house with a lady boarder, 0 whom he immediately became
attracted, but from whom he soon becane disenchanted:
One evehing he returned insanely drunk, routed her out of

her chamber and pursued her unfrocked, untoothed, unpubtied,

with a fluttering length of kimono in her palsied hand, driving

her finally into the yard beneath the big cherry tree, which he

circled, howling, making framtic lunges for her as she twititered

with fear, casting splintered glances all over the listening

neighborhood as she put on the crumpled wrapper; hid partia%ly

the indecent jiggling of her breasts, and implored succor.l
Though assailed at times for this type of bombastic rhetoric, Wolfe's elo-
quence is often one of his finest gqualities, and his youthful attentive~
ness to his father's prodigious oratorical displays greatly affected the
author's natural writing style, particularly in the earlier novels.

Sheer gusto for living was another of W. 0. Wolfe's characteristics
which he obviously passed on to his som. Basic to this zest was good,
plentiful food. It is little wonder, then, that Wolfe wrote almost rap-

" turously about food and eating. One of his best known passages appears

in Look Homeward, Angel before W. 0. (ant becomes ill and Mrs. Gant buys

her boarding house:

In the morning they rose in a house pungent with breakfast
cookery, and they sat at a smokin-, table loaded with brains and
egegs, ham, hot biscuits, fried apples seething in their gummed
gyrups, honey, golden butter. fried steak, scalding coffee. Or
there were siacked battercakes, rum-colored molasses, fragrant
brown sausages, a bowl of wet cherries, plums, fat julecy bacon,
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jam. At the mid-~day meal, they ate heavily: a huge hot roast
of beef, fat bubttered lima-beans, tender corn smoking on the
cob, thick red slabs of sliced tomatoes; rough savory spinach,
hot yellow corn-bread, flaky biscuits, a deep-dish peach and
apple cobbler spiced with cimmamon, tender cabbage, deep glass
dishes piled with preserved fruiis--cherries, pears, peachas,
At night they might eat fried steak, hot squares of grits fried
in egg and bu%ter, pork-chops, fish, young fried chicken,

For the Thanksgiving and Christmas feasts four heavy tur-
keys were bought and fatiened for weeks. . . . Eliza baked for
weeks in advance: the whole energy of the family focused upon
the great rituval of the feast. . . . there were glossed sticky
dates, cold rich figs, cramped belly to belly in small boxes,
dusty raisins, mixed nuts--the almond pecan, the meaty nigger-
toe, the walnut, sacks of assorted candies, piles of yellow
Florida oranges, tangerines, sharp, acrid, nostalgic odors.

Seated before 2 roast or fowl, Gant began a heavy clangor
on his steel and carving knife, distributing thereafter Gargan~
tuan portions to each plate. FHugene feasted from a high chair
by his father's side, filled his distending belly until it was
drum~tight, and was permitted to stop eating by his watchful
sire only until his stomach was impregnable to the heavy prod
of Gant's big finger. . . .

He had a Dutch love of sbundarce: again and again he

described the gigat stored barns, the groaning plenty of the
Pennsylvanians.

Both Wblfe_in his_fictiqn and Mabel Wolfe Wheaton in her memoirs make
clear that the quantity and quality of the family's meals deteriorated
sharply when Mrs. Wolfe purchased the "01d Kentucky Home" in 1905. Her
practical and pecuniary self, away from W. C.'s influence, would not
~allow such extravagance. A% least while Hr. Wolfe was in power, the

young Wolfes knew and partook of an abundance of feood. It is also worthy

of mention that the Gant family life in Look Homeward, Angel was no longer
full of zest after the partial separation of the méther and father.

While harboring a physical hunger for food, young Wolfe also had an
almost insatiable thirst for khowledge. Tales are told of his having read
gvery book in the Asheville library, regardless of merit. At Harvard Eu-

gene Gant is shown greedily reading beok after book in Widener Librery.
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Again this root reaches back to W. 0. Wolfe, even though Margaret Roberts

was to nourish young Wolfe's craving for literature. In the Wolfe sitting
room, a bockcase housed many volumes, and Mrs. Wheaton, though one should
_consider he? familybpiety, remembers, "He Zﬁr. wO1£g7 collected 2 library

excellént fbr that day, and he used‘it. Books for him were not decora-

tion, 17 In Look Homeward, Angel, Gant walches young Eugene ravenously

reading books by the firelight:
. « o 88 he waiched his brooding face sot for hours before
a firelit book of pictures, /Gant/ coneluded that the boy liked
bocks, more vaguely that he would make a lawyer of him, send him
inte peolitics, sge him elected to the governorship, the Senate,
the presidency.l

We Ou'5 great love of literature, which was more rheﬁorical than literary,
did not keep him from uwltimately atiempting to suppress his son's efforts
to be a writer. In fact, when Wolfe told his family that he wanted to be
a playwright, Mr. Wolfe raved, "Who ever made a living writing plays?
Count 'em., Herciful God, count 'em on one hand., Bubt who ever heard of
a lawyer starving to death. . . n19

is every student of Wolfe knows, Wolfe's first desire was to become
a playwright. He was fascinated by the theatre, and so apparently was
his father., Habel Wolfe Wheaton says, "Papa lovéd dramatics; hs read
plays by the hour, and by the héur.ha_could recite passages from Shake-
spearg's writings. I am quite certain that from_him Tom inherited his
tremendous love forrdramatics.“2q As a young man in Baltimore, W. O.
Wélfe is said to have atlended numerous theatrical performances where he
witnessed some of the most notéd actors of thé day. Ornamented with
elaborate gestures, his»colorful_pfations of such pieéés as Hamlet!s "To
be or not to be Solilaquy;bear out, the probability‘thai he had once
nourished,theatrical:ambitions, just as his son envisioned universal

success as 2 playwright.21 Both men met with failure in these aspirations.
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#inally, Me. Wolfe's unwillingness to be mediocre or to do things
halfway probably both helped and hindered his youngest son. I some-
thing was worth doing for W. 0., it had to be dene in the best possible
manner. YHe was big in everything he thought and did, big in generosity,
understanding, appreciation, and sympathy;“ga contends his daughter Mabel.
Wolfe also inherited his father's wholehsarted approach toward the task
at hand. In fact, it probably had much to de with his future failure as
" a 'playwright. With such a flair for details and wholeness, he invariably
wrote his plays too long, Then when told of the necessity for cutting
the play's length for staging, he would end up by having added even more
material. ILikewise in his novel writing, his editor would tell him to
cut giant portions of his work only to see Wolfe add thousands nore words, 23
Although decreasing notably in his late works, this desire for completeness,
inherited frou his father, stayed with him through his career.

Asgide from these more cbvious gifts;, W. 0. Wolfe also provided less
tangible qualities which are reflected in Wolfe's writings. In providirg
thematic materials, these elements are probsbly mecre important in under-
standing Wolfe's art. The burning drive of his msin charascters, Bugene
Gant and George Webber, centers partly on the search for the lost father
but, moreover, on their attempts to find a place where they really belong.
Wolfe himself confessed that these matters preoccupied a large part of his
lifetime, In actuality W. 0. Wolfe was a stranger in a strange land, mak-
ing him basically an alien in a physical sense. On the other hand, his
son was at first an alien only in a spiritusl manner, which grew from his
early identification with his father, Since Wolfe scems to have adopted
the basic spirit of his father, the extremely'ﬁubjective nature of his

esrly novels is partially explained. In those books, Eugene Gant is
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struggling with the similar problems that he believed his father faced
during his life. Young Gant's world is an egocentric cone, then, because
Wolfe seened to be occupied primarily with those difficulties which
father and son alike shared.

"I'n a stranger in a strange land,"zh laments W. C. Cant in Look

Homeward, Angel. In essence this 1ls the tragedy of old Gant and, it

would seem, W, 0. Wolfe as well. While Gant is preparing to marry Eliza
Pentland and is visiting her family, he muses that

« « + he must die a stranger-~that a2ll, all but these triumphant
Pentlands, who banquebed on death--must die. '

And like a man who ié perishing in the polar night, he
thought of the rich meadows of his youth:rghe corn, the pluom
tree, and ripe grain., Why here? 0O logt!?
Like his protbtype‘w.,o. Welfe, Gant had migrated from Pennsylvania to
0ld Catawba (Horth Carolina}. In the above passage, then, Gant associates
" his adopted home and its people with a kind of andﬁring sterility, while
he remembers his homeland as the epitome of fertility and natural beauty.

To cope with his feelings of alienétion, W. 0, Wolfe turned to far-
ranging travels. On numerous occasiong, Mr. Wolfe would depart on trips,
and the fanily was always uwncertain uiien he would return. Ia Wolfe's
short story, ¥The Web of Earth,” [liza recalls her husband Gant:

Lord God! I never saw a man like that for wanderin'. I'll
vow! a rollin' stone, a wanderer-~that's all he'd s been! Cali-
fornia, China, anywheres--forever wantin' to be up and gone,
who'd never hgve accumulated a stick of property if I hadn't
married him.2

W, C.'s mourning about bhis being a stranger is gefmane to Thomas Wolfe's
own biggest problem, the finding of hiz true home,

"Prom childhood on, Thomas Wolfe took the part of his father,“ Louis

Rubin notes, "Like W. 0. Gant, Fugene Gant considers himself a stranger
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and a wanderer.“27 It is true that few people are ever affected by wan-
derlust to the extent'wplfe was. Even after he had searched vainly at
Harvard and in New York City for the answers to his peculiar problems,

he then made several trips abroad and was continuously taking impulsive
trein trips to widespread locales. While doing so, Wolfe seemed to
possess a Whitmanesque feeling of belonging everywhere. Yet, paradoxical-
ly, he felt he alsc belonged nowhers.

Throughout his early life Wolfe was constantly badgered by the gnaw-
ing knowledge that he could not remain in his native mountain region. He
actually seemed to deny, or at least to attempt to do so, his lifelong
surroundings. Substantiating this feeling is the exultation of Eugene

Gant in Of Time and the River, as he embarks upon his train journey to

Harvard. More importantly, though, he was at last going to the great
Northland, his father's place of vitality:

And now that day had come, and these two images--call them
rather lights and weathers of man's soul--of the world-far, lost
and lonely South, and the fierce, the splendid, strange and
secret North were swarming like a madness through his blood.
And just as he had seen a thousand images of the buried and
silent South which he had known all his life, so now he had a
vision of the proud fierce North with all its shining cities,
and its tides of life. He saw the rocky sweetness of its soil
and its green loveliness, and he knew its numb soft prescience,
its entrail-stirring ecstasy of coming snow, its smell of har-
bors and the traffic of proud ships.2

The place to begin his hunt for "a stone, a leaf, a door" was in his father's
native land,

During the gripping scene of Gant's death in Of Time and the River,

Wolfe attempted to focus on old Gant's tragic element--his lonely aliena-
tion amidst the teeming humanity. Wolfe wrote that not even Mrs. Gant
had ever called her husband by his given name, but referred to him always

as "Mr. Gant." 1In fact, only two of the many friends present at his bed-
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side had ever called him "W, 0.*2% Wolfe then asked, "What was the secret
of this strange and bitter mystery of life that had made of Gant a stran-
ger to 2ll men, and most of all a stranger to his wife?" _Ee answered
through the mind of Helen Cant, W. 0.'s favorite child:

s » - it was not the loneliness of the dreamer, poet, or

the misjudged prophet, it was just the cold and terrible lone-

liness of man, of every man, and of the lost American who has

been brought forth naked under immense and lonely skies, to

"shift for himself," to grope his way blindly through the con-

fusion and brutal chaos of a life as naked and unsure as he,

to wander blindly down across the continent, to hunt forever

for a goal, a wall, a dwelling place of warmth and certitude,

a light, a door.30
As can be seen, Gant's loneliness is not merely a particular one, but is
- somehow universal, at least in America.

In like manner, Thomas Wolfe's loneliness compelled him to leave
the "prisonlike" South, and his alter ego, Evgene Gant, persists in
trying to separate himself from his mother's side of the family. His
sister Helen taunts him, however, that he is a Pentland and not a Gant.
Even though Pugene refuses to accept this idea, it nonetheless keeps him
from "belonging” either to the Gant side or the despised Pentland clan.

In order to find his real place, he thinks, he must leave the South., Near

the end of Look Homeward, Angel, when Eugene is seeking family aid in

going to Harvard, old Gant resignedly says, "Let him de as he likes. T
can't pay out any more money on his educaticn. If he wants to go, his
mother must send him.“3l ‘At this point comes the final break of father
and son; from then on, it "was the beginning of the voyage, the quest of
new lands," and
Gant was dead. Gant was living, death-in-life. In his

big back room at Eliza's he waited death, lost and broken in

a semi~life of petulant memory. He hung to life by a decayed

filament, a corpse lit by infrequent flares of consciousness.

The sudden death whose menace they had faced so long that it
had lost its meaning, had never come to him,32
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In Bugene's time of need, his father was no longer there for the support
that he sb'desperately sought, and it was really Pentland money'from his
mother that would support him. He remained a lonely stfanger.

Wnen EZugene is finally'ready'to'leave fﬁf Harverd in the begiming

of’gg‘Time'and the River, the train arrivess

It was his train and it had come to take hin to th; strange
aind secret heart of the great North that he had never known, but
whose austere and lonely image, whose frozen heat and glacial
fire, and dark stern beanty had blazed in his vision since he was
& child. For he had dreamed and hungered for the proud unimewn
North with that wild ecstasy, that intolerable and wordless joy
of longing and desire, which only a Southerner ean feel. With a
heart of fire, a brain possessed, & spirit haunted by the strange
secret and unvisited magic of the proud Horth, he had always
known that some day he shouwld find it--his heart's hope and his
father's couwatry, the lost bul unforgotten half of his own soul,--
and take it for his own. « + &

Then, with a sudden feeling of release, a realization of

the ineredible escape that now impended for him, he knew that

he was walting for the train, and that the great life of the

Horth, the road to freedom, solitude and the enchanted promise

of the golden citiss was now before him., Like a dream made real,

a magic come to 1ife, he know that in another hour he would be

speeding world-ward, life-ward, North-ward out of the enchanted

time=-far hills, oui of the dark heart and mournful mg3uery of

the South foraver.33
Here the search for the "Jost father” begins in earnest. As he thinks of
this, Eugene is aware of the two polar images of the South and the North.
Without‘hesitancy; he (and Thomas Wolfe) chose the North, his father's
country.

A painful realization, however, was to come to Eugene on his keenly
anticipated Northward journey. This was that even though his father's
former image was lost, it still remained in its now miserable condition,
and in effect stymied Eugene's attempt to derive meaning from life. He
stops in Baltimore to visit his dying father, whose hopeless condition is

prophetic of Eugene's early futility in his artistic life:
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He knew in his heart that for the wretched, feeble, whining
o0ld man whom he must meet the next day, he felt no love whatever.
He knew, indeed, that he felt instead a kind of hate--the wretched
kind of hatred that comes from the intolerable pity without love,
from suffering and disgust, from the agony of heart and brain and
nerves, the poiscnous and morbid infection of our cwn lives, which
a man dying of a loathsome disease awakes in us, and from the self-
hate, the self-loathing that it makes us feel because of ocur terri-
bls desire to escape him, to desert him, to blot ocut the horrible
memory we have for him, utterly to forget him, 38

This passage indicates that Wolfe wrote bitterly aboub his broken father
chiefly through a sense of oppressive self-identification. There is some-
thing about Cant that holds Eugene at bey in his quest. Gant, now a mere
shadow, symbolizes the bitter, empty destiny of man:
» = » it had come to this: an old man dying on a poreh,
staring through the sun-hazed vistas of October towards the
lost country of his youth.
This was the end of man, then, end of life, of fury, of
hope, and passion, glory, all the strange and bitter miracle
of chance, of history, fate, and destiny which even a stone-
cutter's life could include.3
Bugene proceeds to Harvard, hoping _doggedly to find a source of strength
and wisdom to replace this once-powerful father whose hands are the last
tenacious remnants of his former self.

- At last, some two years after Eugene (Wolfe) goes to Harvard, old
Gant succumbs to cancer. As Eugene returns home with his father near
death, Wolfe wrote:

~ And he was going home again into the South and to a life

that had grown strange as dreams, and to his father who was

dying and who had become a ghost and shadow of his father to

him, and to the bitter reality of grief and death. And--how,

why, for what reason he could not say--all he felt was the

tongue-swelling of wild joy. 36
Thus, Eugene receives a form of release at his father's death, and also
he notes with satisfaction that his old life in the South is alrsady
strange to him. His life, he feels, is open for him at long last, but he

is immediately confronted with the necessity to find his lost father:



32

His father was dead, and now it seemed to him that he had
never found him., His father was dead, and yet he sought him
everywhere, and could not believe that he was dead, and was
sure that he would flnd hlm.37

In hisg quast Eugene (WOlfe) is led 1nto New York Clty. ot énly
| did hlS father's ’i’ennsylvama blrthplace synbahze the land bf fulflllw
ment, but the city comes to epltomma this t.radltienal 1and of his father,
| The place ultlmately comes to represent not only hls father N but all the

fathers before him:

And finally he brought to /The ity 7 the millicn memories of
his fathers who were great men &"ld knew the wilderness, but
who had never lived in cities: three hundred of his blood and
bone, who sowed their bloed and sperm acrogss the eontinent,
walked beneath its broad and lonely lights, . . . who fought
like liongs with its gigantic strength, its wildness, its limit-
less savagery and beauty, uwntil with one strcke of its paw i%
broke their backs and killed them,30

Later in Of Time and the River, the importance of the strong, guidihg

hand of the father is revealed in the question, "For, brother, what are
we?" The answer is:

We are the sons of our fathers, whose face we have never seen,

whose voice we have never heard, . . . to whom we have cried

for strength and comfort in our agony, whose life like ours

was lived in solitude and in the wilderness, to whom only can

we speak out the sirange, dark burden of our heart and spirit

. + . and we shall follow the print of his foot forever.3?

Following that i‘cyotprint dauntlessly, Wolfe and his .fictitious char-
acters, Eugene Gant and George _Webber, are led into many countries seek-
ing to fulfill their needs. Both as man and character, Wolfe failed to
find the obscure object of his guest in the city, so he turned to Europe
to find the land of his father's tradition. In England, France, and
finally Germany (the actual land of W. O. Wolfe's ancestors), the search

is mads. Both Eugene Gant and George Webber are shown in Germany, the

la.z_zd and people of which they love better than any other except possibly
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America. TFinally, however, George Webber in You Can't Go Hame A.gain 1s

forced to abandon this hope in face of the Wazi regime.
The only land for the Wolfean hero is America, however, and Eugene

- Gant makes this discovery near the end of &f ‘Pime and the River. As he

waits for the ship to take him back to America,
.+ . she /the ship/ came definitely, indubitably, wonderfully
from but one place on earth, and in only that one place could
she be fully seen and understood, in only that one place could
she slide into her appeinted and imperisl setting.
That place was America. . . . And as the Americans who
were now approaching the ship in the puffing lititle tender
saw this mark upon her, they locked at her and knew her in-
stantlys ‘bhey felt a qualm along their loins,; their flesh
stirred.lo
lLike the ship, Wolfe the artist then realized that his appointed place
where he could be "fully seen and understood® was his native land, and
he had made the discovery in his harried search for his "father.,"
Wolfe's failure to recognize America as his true country until he
had left it brings up an interesting parallel in American literature.
It has been & long-enduring belief by many American literary figures that

they are hampered in their creations because of America's lack of tradition.

. K3
B
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problem, in fact, has concerned prominent American writers as far
‘back as the early 19th century.hl ‘Aecording Lo Haxwell Perkins, Wolfe
also was .obsessed by the American writer's big problem:
He /Wolf e7 often spoke of the artist in America~-how the wholse
color and character of the country was completely new--never
interpreted; how in England, for instance, the writer inherited
a long accretion of accepted expression from which he could
start. But Tom would say--and he had seen the world-="who has
ever made you know the color of an American box cari®
Wolfe accepted America, then, and actually wished to be America's spokes-

man, Ultimately, he even turned back to his native North Carolinz moun-

tains in his last novel, the incomplete The Hills Beyond, which concerns
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his mother's once-despised mountain people. His wanderings in the novels
had led him in a2 complete circle, and at his career's end he was back
vwriting‘ about his native land.

At any rate, one can get & clear idea of the extremely potent pull
which the father image had on Wolfe the writer. - It would persist in =211

his writings until finally at the end of You Can't Go Home Again, George

Webber (Wolfe) would break away from Foxhall Edwards (Perkins) and becone
an independent being. Free from his fatherts influence, he then turned

to the heritage of his mother in The Hills Beyond. Until that time,

however, Wclfe the men and the artist remasined under the forceful spell
of those persons he called "heroic figures.”

Mearmhile, because of his father's death, Wolfe's talents found re-
lease, as expressed in his letter to Professor Baker in the summer of
1923:

Last year my unfortunate play returned to let my blood; the

springs of creative action froze and in the blackness of my

despair I doubted if they would ever return. They returned

because my father died, because I was sugg'ectad to deeper
tragedies of love, hatred, and contempt.’

George Webber, Wolfe's alter ego, made the final statement about the in-
fluerce of the father on the son's artistic life:

« » » I think /iy father/ felt in himself, like a kind of
dunb and inarticulate suffering, the unachieved ability %o
design and shape. Certainly he would have been profoundly
disappointed if he could have known the strange forms his
own desires for Ydolng" and for “making" were to achieve in me.hh
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CHAPTER III

George Pierce Baker--An Idol into Sawdust

As a playwright, Thomas Wolfe the novelist would seem as incongruous
as a brawny blacksmith plyirig the trade 61‘ watchmaker. Yet only a thin
line apparently stood between Wolfe and theatrical fame, This assumption
is made credible by the views of George Pierce Baker, certainly one of
the greatest of all playwriting teachers.l The innovator of the renowned
Harvard ;7 Workshop who directed Eugene O'Neill's artistry into acclaim,'
Baker guided Wolfe's early talents for nearly three years in 1920-23.
This esteemed professor-critic had a high regard for Wolfe's writing
abilities and went so far as to label some of his dramatic work as rival-
ing and possibly surpassing any done in the Workshoﬁ gince its inception
in 1905.2

With the emaciated W. 0. Wolfe moving slowly toward death, Baker
became the next powerful influence on Wolfe's literary life., Of Time ami
_E):lg River, in which W. 0. Gant finally dies, deals with a young man's
quest for a spiritual father. In this book Baker is characterized in the
person of Profesgprf Hatcher, but the section concerning him and his class
comprises only a small portion of the entire work. In view of the magnete
ism which clesrly drew Wolfe under Baker's dominance throughout most of
the period, one tends to wonder why Baker does not play a larger role in
this novel. The probable answer is simply this: In the titanic task of
shaping this sprawling work in 193k, Maxwell Perkins almost certainly
deleted large sections dealing with Hatcher and the playwriting class.
At any rate, what remains is not a wholly attractive portrait; indeed,
Wolfe acutely satirized members of the elass itself., His final conclusion

about the Workshop probably appears in Of Time and the River:

37
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False, trividl, glib, dishonest, empty, without substance,
lacking faith--~is it any wonder that among Professor Hatcher's
young men few birds sang?3i

In his book, George Pierce Baker and the American Theatre, however; -

" Wisner Payne Kinne notes that if people could see the more than I}alf a
million words which Perkins pruned from the novel, "they would . ..
[éai_gf/' a warmer and more generous picture." IHe further ;writes: "ine
' [f)_ersrcg7 who read an early form of the '?rofes:sor,!»latcher' material at
‘Wolfe's request believes that the editing of the manuseript hei@tenéd
the satiric materials at the expense of an initial warmth pf affection,“h
Much as m his writing about his father, Wolfe incurred some criticism
here by keeping himself from total adwlation. . If the book's intention
WaS tp have depicted the youthful artist's search for a spiritual father, -
though, Perkins seems to have subtracted from the theme's effectiveness
- since Baker quite probably took over, for a while, W. O, onlfe v's forer
~place ‘in Wolfe's life. In one of the unpubliShed parts of Of Time and
the M, Wolfe wrote regarding Eugene Gant's i‘eeli_ngs about Professor
Hatcher: (Note the use of first person here, which was later changed to
third person by Perkins).

: I worshipped him for almost a year. He was the great man,

the prophet, the infinitely wise and strong and gentle spirit

who knew 211, had seen all, could solve 2ll problems by a word,

release us of all the anguish, _grief, and error of our lives by

~ a wave Qf his benevqlen“t ‘handx.'s ‘

-Needless to say, Baker could not possibly live up to these expectations,
and Wolfe's disillusionment with him was only a matter of itime.

Wolfe's Harvard interlude--in which he was suspended between life
‘and death as a writer--is not to be underemphasized, because it consti-

tutes a most sssential period in his artistic development. Even though

Wolfe!'s falilure as a playwright was probably inevitable, Baker did a
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remarkable, though surely impossible job of cutting down his pupil's vast
writing dimensions to the minute limitations of the stage. But as Kinne
remarks, "Wolfe's story at Harvard suggests that perhaps Baker's greatest
work was not with the successful playwrights, but with those who came to
be playwrights and went away to be something else;"é Baker was often
forced to apply the "cure" to students' aspirations to write plays, and
few people have ever had a worse itch than did Wolfe.! Of Eugene Gant,
Wolfe wrote:

It now seemed to him that there was only one work in life which

he could possibly do, and that this work was writing plays, and

that if he could not succeed in this work he had better die, since

any other life than the life of the playwright and the theatre

was not to be endured. Accordingly, every interest and energy of

his life was now fastened on this work with a madman's passion;

he thought, felt, breathed, ate, drank, slept, and lived complete-

ly in terms of plays.g'

Wolfe had contacted this raging fever while at the University of North
Carolina in the playwriting course under Professor Koch, himself a former
pupil of Baker. At the helm of the L7 Workshop, which was "the rudder

of Zﬁhgene‘§7 destiny," was Baker, who came close to achieving the now
almost inconceivable.

It is perhaps unfortunate that Wolfe spent these years in the futile
attempt to reduce his talents to the extremely narrow limitations of the
theatre, but the period was certainly not spent in vain. Wolfe was able,
of course, to incorporate his experiences into some of his finest fiction,
and he also expanded his already immenée range of lmowledge through his
prodigious reading in the Harvard Widener Library, his graduate course
work, and his association with Baker and the artistically inelined persons
he met there. The prospect of going to Harvard had been of the first mag-
ritude for Wolfe, of course, but ultimately the final shock, when he found

that his talents were little short of hopeless for the stage, marked his
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gradual turning toward other forms of expression.
Wolfe actually did not find it simple to gain admithance into the
~ Workshop, which was limited to 12 carefully selected and promising play-
wrights., Not knowing that he definitely would atiend Harvard until the
'1920-21 academic year had almost begun, Wolfe belatedly applied for ad-
mission in’qb - the elass whose membership had supposedly already been deter-
‘mined.? Only the Pact that Professor Koch had been a particular favorite
of Baker allowed Wolfe into the “sacred cirele," as Wolfe told his mother:
"He /Eake_z_:] thawed out immediately when I told him I was under
Koch at Chapel Hill for two years and he commented enthusiasg=-
tically on the work Koch was doing. . . .  He asked me if Koch
had produced any of my plays and I teold him two. . . . he was
familiar with their titles, as he has kept up with their weork..
S0 he's letting me into the sacred circle . . . and even sug-
gested that we might put on 2 couple of the Chapel Hill plays,

one of mine 1ncluded, WPo show these people here what you're
doing down there."

From the begimning, however, Baker's promises to Wdlf e were on a
qualified basis: "When you come inte my course it is with the intention
- of eventually being a playwright. If you have the ability I'1ll make one
out of you,"1l he told Wolfe. Writing sbout Professor Hatcher (Baker),

*

Walfe sald.

E{e did not predict a successful career in the professional
theatre for every student who had been a member of his class.
He did not even say he could teach a student how to write
- plays. No, He made, in fact, no claims at all. . . . it
- was imposslble to quarrel with [what he said/.

A1l Professor Hatcher said about his course was that
e s o« @MaN . . o Might be able to derive from the course
a technical and critical guidance which it would be hard
for him to get elsewhere, and which he might find for hin-
self only after years of painful and even wasteful experi—
nent.-

Wolfe had ability, of course, but it was destined for another genre.
" Nevertheless, Kinne believes that Wolfe's eventual failure was a koen

diéappointment for the hopeful Ba.kce:r‘.l3
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Compared with the almost devastating satire of his fellow Workshop

students in Of Time and the River, Wolfe's depiction of Professor Hatcher

is quite benign:

His appesrance was imposing: a well set-up figure of a men
of fifty-five, somewhat above the middle height, strongly built
and verging toward stockiness, with an air of vital driving en~
ergy that was always filled with authority and 2 gense of sure
purpose, and that never degenerated into the cheap exvberance of
the professional hustler. His voice, like his manner, was quist,
distinguished, and eontrolled, but always touched with suggestions.
of great latent power, with reserves of passion, eloquence, and
resonant sonority.

« » +» he had a strong but kindly-looking face touched keenly,
guietly by humaor; his eyes, beneath his glasses, were alsc keen,
cbservant , sharply humorous, his mouth was wide and his nose was
large and strong, his forehead shapely and able-leooking, and he
had neat wings of halr eut short and sparse and lying flat against
the slull,

He wore eye-glasses of the pince-nez variety, and they dan-
gled in a fashionable manner from a black silk cord: it was better
than going to a show to see him put them on, his manner was so
urbane, casual, and distinguished when he did so, His humor, ale-
theough svave, was also guick and rich and gave an engaging warmth
and humanity to a personality that sometimes needed them. Even in
his display of hunmor, ﬁcwever, he never lost his wrbane, distin-
guished manner. . . a2

Kinne, who knew Baker gquite well, has hailed Wolfe's description of Baker's
senge of humor and especially his chuckle as a masterpiece:

The Hatcherian chuckle was Jjust exactly what the word con-
notes: A movement of spontaneous mirth that shook his stocky
shounlders and strong well-set torso with & sudden hearty tremor.
And although he could utiter rich and sonorous throat-sounds in-
dieative of hearty mirth while this chuckling process was going
on, &n. even more characteristic form was completely scundless,
the tight lips firmly compressed, the edges turned up with the
convulsive inclination to stromg laughter, the fine distinguished
head thrown back, while all the rest of him, throat, shoulders,
torse, belly, ar gs--the whole man--shook in the silent tremors
of the chuckle.™

"The Mountains," a one-act play which Wolfe had begun at Chapel Hill,
was Wolfe!s first work in the class which became the Yrock to which his

life was anchored, the rudder of his destiny, the scle and all-sufficient
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reason for his being here.‘“lé

Baker had suggested that Wolfe continue
his play and had also declared that the Workshop might stage a couple
~of the Ghapel Hlll plavs. Ircnically emxugn s Wolfe thus co*lmnued
writing about ’char, life fron which he had so rmently fled, buL Eaks,r*
undoubt@dlv knew that he must :mstlll cOnf:Ldence in'i,o the UPpOll hed
mounta:.n yonth.. | |

' Lhe general sophlstlcat on of the uorkuhep member was indeed diffi-
- eult for Wc-»lfe to accept.-. It is ama%erv of record that Wolfe felt 111
’at ease and qmte out of place within the c:::.rc'1 €y but Eakerts own easy
' personal::.ty enabled him to renalm - Soon after he began Work in the class,
Wolfe wrote to his old playwrit.::.nb tmac,har {ochs

Imagine a raw Tar Heel who, with native simplicity has been

accustomed to wade into & play with "that's great stuff® or

"rotten" --gimple and concise. Why, one man the other day made

a criticism of a play as follows: "That situation seems to be

a perfect illustration of the Freoudien complex?; and it glad-

dened me when Mr. Baker, the most courteous of men under very

trying circumstances, replied: ©1 don't know about the Freud-

ian complex: what we are discussing now are the smple human

values of this play.® wl?

In retrospect we can ses that Baker would cne day be called upon to squelch
some of Wolfe's own judgments.

Although Wolfe was later to lampoon the other aspiring playwrights
in the Workshop, some of thelr airs inevitably rubbed off on him; even
though his were in a defensive mammer. In his own words, Wolfe took on
an "arrogant and very high tone with people who, 1t seemed tc me, doubted
my ability to do the thing I wanted to d0."18  He admitted that it was

a form of whistling, to keep one's courage up. This was a time

I am afraid, in which I talked a great deal more about "beauty!

and "art® than I created it; expended a great deal more time in
scorning and ridiculing "the hourgeoisie" than in trying to find
out who they were and what they were like. 19

Obviously taking a genuine liking to the North Carolina youth, Baker

of fered him many things, not the least of which was friendship. In let-
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ters Wolfe made frequent refersnces to having spent certain occasions at
Baker's home. At these times Baker as the father image glows brightly

for Wolfe, or Eugene Gant, who, "like most people who hug loneliness to
them like a iover,‘ the need of oééaéiorial companionship, forever tender
and forever true; which might be summoned or dismissed at will,' cut through
him like a sword."20 Wolfe wrote to his mother after Thanksgiving in 1922.4

I sﬁeﬁt the day at Professor Baker's and féx;ed: extremely well on |

turkey, cranberry sauce, end all the rest. . . . Last night

(Thanksgiving) Prof. Baker took me down to see "The Beggar's

Operal=~the Pfirst muslical comedy--. . . . We went back after.

the show aud metthe company—-resy faced English girls all the

way from London, '

He again reportéd that he had ﬁsited Bakerts New Hampshire home in May,
'1923:. "We had & good time wp at his vSilver Lake Home and I got a day's
rest. He wants me to go up there June 1 and finish writing my new play
but I think I'1l be here wntil June 15 since I need the library."22
Written just before Wolfe was to leave Harverd and Baker forever, this
letber indicates the still existing affection Wolfe held for his teacher.
Baker's secretary also went so far as to present Wolfe a typewriter so
that he could speed up his writing. Wolfe commented, "I'1l have to learn
[To type/ sometime and its [sic/ better now.%e3  Even though Wolfe never
learned to type, Baker seemingly had gone out of his way to make the
transplanted Southerner feel at houe.

Why, one might wonder, did Baker do so much for young Wolfe? Wisner
Payne Kinne believes that since Baker had become so used 4o an annual dis-
covery of a gifted playwright in his class, he was always nesrly as hope-
ful as the student of success. At the time of Wolfe's arrival at Harvard,

Baker had been working hopefully with two promising men, Kemneth Raisbeck

{(who became Francis Starwick in Of Time and the River) and Philip Barry.
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This pair, howsver, apparently had not developed as well as their teacher
had anticipated, and Baker buoyed up his spirits by the evident genius

of Wolfe.2h Baker pergisted in acknowledging Wolfe as one of his most
premising students even though "The Mountains" proved to be a painful
failure with the audience. As a result of this early praise, Wolfe prob-
ably buili his own hopes Goo high, and this was a prime factor ia his
final disillusionment with Baker., Kinne concludss that if Baker "erred
anywhers 1t was probebly his generous spiriﬂ‘zE which worked well omn
nearly all his pupils excépt'ﬁolfe, who 1aterv*@s to say, YAlas, the
generous enthuslasm of Baker.“zé‘ At any réte, Balcer retained a sincere
faith in Wolfe's a?iliﬁies wtil actual stagihg fatally proved that his
talent lay in other directions.

Through this steadfast belief, Wolfe had a rare epportunity to atiain
that irmediate fame of which he dreamed so fervertiy. Encquraging Wolfe
te write plays built on his Southern experiences, Baksr never seemed to .
prod his student wnduly. To Koch,; Wolfe wrotes

He /Baker/ asked me this morning what kind of plays I wented to

write and I told him promptly that what I didn't want to write

were those blese, high society dramas (a la Oscar Wilde). . . .

I hit the bullseye, for he "'gins to be aweary of the puns" and

bells me he has too many "high society" plays now by authors

who know nothing of high society.

Of course, this conviction that a writer can only wfite truthfully from

his own experiences was to provide the basis for all of Wolfe's later

novels. He scornfully wrote in Of Time and the River:

Few of the people in Professor Hatcher's class possessed
this power [ﬁo derive literabure from personal experienc§7.
Few of them had anything of their own to say. Their lives
seemed to have grown from a stony and a fruitless soil and,
as a consequence, the plays they wrote did not reflect that
life, save by a curious and . . . illuminating indirection.2

He described most of the plays written there as "unreal, sterile, imita-

tive, and derivative."29 The impulse of his classmates was "not to em=-
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brace life, but to escape from it,* 30 the antithesis of Wolfe's owm dynamic
outlook.

Notwithstanding a good reception in class, the bulky and wordy "Moun-
tains" was a flop on stage, to judge from the audience's reaction. At
this point Wolfe was confronted by one of Baker's pet tools, criticlism
by the audience. Always one to be hurt deeply by any type of adverse
Judgment, Woife was understandably upset by his first acquaintance with
it. In an impassioned letter composed to Professor Baker soon after the
play's production on Octeober 21-22, 1921, Wolfe countered:

After reading the numerous remarks, euphemistically called
criticism, on my play, and some few criticisms which I comsider
worthy the dignity of that title, I feel compelled to make some
rejoinder in defense of my play. It is useless, of course, to
try to argue my play into popular favor; if the people didn't
like it I shall play the man and swallow the pill, bitter as it
may be. . . .

My play is wordy, I admit, /but I/ take it they didn't mean
exactly this. The play itself, the theme, more than the mamner
and the execution, depressed them. . . .

All I have to do to please these people is to change the
ending slightly. . . .

If the audience is depressed over my play, I am depressed
over my audience. . . .

Thank God that the far-reaching wisdom of the founders /of
the Workshog7 saw fit to remove the names from the crltic:Lsm
for if I knew who wrote [one criticism/, I would no longer be
regponsible for my actions.3L

Nearly two years later, when Wolfe catalogued his complaints against
Baker, he remarked:

I admit the virtue of being able to stand eriticism. Un-
fortunately it is a virtue I do not happen to possess.

The ability to take such criticism you said not long age
might make the difference between a second=-rate artist and a
great artist. I do not believe this. . . . You, or no man
alse, can make me a great artist. . . . That is a mabter
vhich was settled in my mother's womb. . . 3
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Wolfe quite likely could have misinterpreted Baker's remarks on the sub-
 Ject, but later criticism did threaten to siymie Wolfe's career,

A despondent Wolfe did apply for a teaching position near the close
of his second year at Harvard, 'and' in a letter dated March, 1922, he ex-
pressed a feellng af fa:.lare to Baker-

The conviction has grown on me that I shall never express
myself dramatically. T am therefore ending the agony by the
shortest way; I would hot be a foolish drifter promising myself
the big things.

I camnot find words to express the gratitude I bvear toward
you, not only for your kindness and encouragement, but for the
inestimable benefits I know I have derived from. your course. 1
shall never forget nor cease to be gra’teful to you.

At th:.s time some of Baker 5 sympathy must have lssued forth because al-
most immediately Wolfe remedied the decision, completing the three-act
version of “Thé Mountains" {on which he had spent most of the second »
year) and suvbmitting it to Baker in April or May; 1922. When W. 0. Wolfe
N ] N . .

finally died in the summer of 1922, Wolfe used his inheritance sc that he
éoui_d attend Harvard for a third year,3l

The oft~injured soul of Wolfe was the recipient of much support and
encouragement from Baker. After thé expansion of “"The Mountains," Baker
read the prologue to the class and thereupon pronounced it "the best
prolog [Eig_'/’e‘var written vhere.“l3_5 ‘Even the class, ’!harshly eritical as
they usually are, were unanimous in prailsing it." Perplexed, Wolfe told
“his mother:

This circumatance bewilders as well as pleases me. I am
absolutely no judge of my work. At times the work over which
I expend the most labor and care will fail to impress while
other work, which I have writiten swiftly, and almost without
revision, will seore. Such was the case with my prolcg f sic/;

a thing of the utmost simplicity. Professor Baker is espec:.ally
anxious for me to finish my other play, the first act of which

he had last year, and liked. This is the play of the decayed
Southern aristocracy.
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This same inability to appraise his own work would cause Maxwell Perkins
coumntloss anxious periods in the editing of Wolfe's manuscripts. Still
another 1 if " s’upplie a by Baker came in ths winter Of 1921 ’ after Wolfe
hacl.‘writtezi o one=act play. To Mrs. Wol;t'e, ‘swtolfe té“rt)te; =

Zﬁak§§7‘tdld the élass it‘had‘dcné in one act what he had seen

" Furee act plays fail to do and he told me afterwardsohetwas.

proud of it. He is the greatest authority on drama in Smerica

and in the last six years he has developed in thl.s :01?133_ some

of the best dramotists in the country, several of whoem have .

plays on Broadway now. I was in the dept%$ of despair at the

time bub his talk has 1lifted me up agsin.’l o :

The pesk of Wolfe's spirits at Harvard seems to have come after
Baker went in Wolfe's behalf to see the Theatre Cuild in New York in
C Hay, 1923, In highly optimistic words, Wolfe wrote his mother:

He is a wonderful friend and he believes in me. I know this

nows I am inevitable. I sincerely believe the only thing

that can stop me now is insanity, disease, or death. The

plays I am going to write may not be suited to the tender

bellies of old maids, sweet young girls, or Beptist Ministers,

but they will b% true and honest and courageous, and the rest

doesn't matter. 8 : v
‘He went on to say that he wanted to know, understand, and interpret life
without fear or faver, that he would not be dishonestly optimistic about
life, that he would kmow America someday like the palm of his hand, and
that he would "step on toes."39 Wot more than six months later, though,
Wolfe was a defeated, bitter person, and Professor Baker became "half-
filled with'sawﬂust.Wh@

Yokes of any shape or size were never suited fovablfe, or vice
_versa. Hils undeing as a playwright actually came aboub as a result of
his mania against discipline of any kind. I% is an interesting paradox
that Baker also fell that a free hand should be given his students. One
of his maxims abcut the Workshop was that "its very breath of life should

be rebellious sxperimentation.“hl Yet Baker was finally compelled, in
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spite of his own wishes, to apply the bitter pill of discipline to Wolfe's
epidemic plays. Try as he might, Baker could not keep from blue pen-
ciling Wolfe's last play--and his last hope--"Welcome to Our City."

Baler must have been the first to‘state in explicit terms what Maxwell
Perkins was to find years later, "Your gift is not selection, but pro-
fus'ion,"hz which suceinctly sums up Wolfe's problems &s a playwright.

In his article, "Tom Wolfe Writes a Play;"hs Philip W. Bafber'vividly
depicts Wolfe's rebellion against revision of "Welcome to o City," which
‘was to be entersd in competition with other Workshop plays, with the win-
ner being assured of Brozdway production. Barber, a meniber of the Work-
shop during Wolfe's last two years there, states that initially the play
was an hour-and-a~half too long, but Wolfe had failed to follow Baker's
reasonable dictum that it must be cut. Insisting that it be shortened,
Baker had nonetheless left it up to Wclfe, who ha thoughtiwould surely
s3¢ the evident advisability of drasiic revision as sooﬁ as the play was
“on its feeb." For unknown reasons, Wolfe failed to do so, and Baker
reluctantly set about the tesk. Barber recalls:

As he wont about the cleazning away, a second drama was played
in the rchearsal room.

About a week after rehearsals had begun, and the actors
were moving about in the scanes, Baker stopped the rehearsal,
turned to Tom, and suggested that he would like to make such
and such cuts, or at least to have the actors replay the scene
with the culs to see whether anything was gained. Tom made a
gesture of agreemeni, promptly followed by reasons why he felt
the lines in question should be left in. Baker listened polite-~
ly, then turned to the actors and read them the cuts. As he
read, Tom, now sitting erect, bhegan weaving back and forth in
his chair like a polar bear suffering from the heat, and as
Baker finished giving the cuts to the actors, Tom spramg to
his feet with a tortured yell, and rushed oubt into the night.hh

Later Wolfe reappeared as if nothing had happened, and the scene remained
as Baker had suggested. Barber remembers that at every new cut, however,

the same scene recurred throughout the course of the production.
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Even though the Belmont Prize was worth only five hundred dollars
:m cash 1ts most attractive fea‘bure was its promise of Broadway pro-
duction for the m.nnlng play. The previous year s prlze-m.nm.ng, play s
“You and I ," by Philip Barry, who thereby fulfilled hls early promlse
in the course, had been a hit on Broadway. Young Barry had made a great
deal af money, somathing that meant nearlj everythlng for 'i:he long de-
pendent Wel:fe.hB Thus, his golden opportum_ty for recegnit:x.oa is out~
- llned in a letter to Mrs, Wolfe in the aprlng of 1923
| Hama N get down and pray for me. Prof Baker is: havmg Richard

Herndon, the New York producer, up here to see the play when

it goes on. Of course, this means nothing more than that he's

. sufficiently interested to come and look it over with an eye

40 New York produection. . . . I try not to build my gopes too

high, but I can't help feeling I have a good Shance. 1

While contending that Wolfe's play stood 2 fine chance of winning,
Baker clesrly insisted that it was still in need of much cutting. Wolfe
told his mother that "Welcome to Our City" was "the mest ambitious thing--
in size, at any rate-~the Workshop has ever attempted: there are ten
scenes, over thirty people, and seven changes of sc—:“t.'c,:n‘.ng.“lL7 Baker did

not want to tamper with the general outline of the play, for the work

had already been written up by Oliver M, Sayler in his book, Our American

Theatre, as "a play as radical in form and treatment as the contemporary
stage has yet acquired."ha He also had praised the Workshop for doing
the play, and Baker was Jjustifiably proud of Wolfe's work. What he wanted
taken out were several digressions having little if anything to do with
the play's theme. Baker had been so optimistic about the play's possibili-
ties that he took the original uncut version to New York to show the
Guild, fully confident that it would be cut to size.h9 Near the height
of his optimism now, Wolfe made the statement, "I am inevitable."

Running. from & p. m. until midnight (even with Baker's cutting), the

play did not win the prize but was quite well received by the audience.
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Theresa Helburn of the Guild attended it, reportedly liked it despite the
length, and invited Wolfe to send the script to the Guild for consider-
ation. She requested, however, that Welfe rev1se it to two and one-half
hours before submittlng 1t. Phlllp Barber supplies the next significant
details of the unsuccessful venture. The following fall while Barber was
'sittiﬁg in Baker's office, Baker, who was reading a letter, saids
Listen to this from Tom Wolfes
"I have been having "Welcome to Our City™ copied to submit
to the Guild. The young stenograrher who is copying it for me
~has just come to the first cut you made. 5She broke into laugh-
ter at the comedy lines. WNeedless to say, I am putting back
everyﬁhlng in the play that you cut out, so it w111 be exactly
1t Was be;ore proauctlon .
Barber says that Baker then "sat quietly for a few minutes with & rather
grim look. Then the sardonic smils triumphed, though there was an un-
accustoned weariness on his face."5l 1t is altogether possible that but
for the sake of a few lines of comedy, then, Thomas Wolfe might have
realized his most cherished dream. All that Baker could do was noo
enougl, it seemed, %o guide the headstrong Wolfe to that elusive goal.
On the other hand, Philip Barry had learned to profit from criticism,
and he attained success after he obediently met the requirements. As
Kinne notes, though, in Welfe's case,
There was no question of what Baker called "truckling to one's
audience," of sacrificing the integrity of the play for a cheap
and easy swecesg. Baker did not readily understang that Wolfe
was incapable of discipline., Failures which taught Barry only
enraged Wolfe. He hlamed Baker and the whole Dpremise of train-
ing in Eaker's workshop. The course could not make him a play-~
wright.’= » :
" While waiting for the shortened "Welcome to Our City' before the final
Workshop production, Bakert's secretary had said of Wolfe, "Absolutely

nothing makes an impression on him, threats, tears of rage, or smiles of

kindness."53 This indicates the impossibility of Baker's task.



Revision was always virtvally impossible for Wolfe until very late
in his career, but he had nourished hopes of being able to accomplish

it. After "Welcome to Our City" nad been chosen for Workshop presenta-

tion, Wolfe wrote to Baker:

Anyone, 1 think, is a Jittle dublous about the matier of

revision. . . » 1 know of enly one rule and think it covers
" the whole business. Revise with the sole purpose of wrlt;ng
a better play. This means, if possible, the making of each

: s . v : oo oo ‘n the
scene betier, briefer, more direct, and more economical in t. |

use of peoplé. “That T can do this in time T have not the slight-
ést dowbts of doing it in twenty-four hours, or two days, or half

‘a week, 1 am not so surs. . « .

T have wribtten this play with thirty-odd named charascters

because it required it, not because I didn't know how to save

paint. Some day I'm going to write a play with fifty, eighty,

a hundred pecple--a whole town, & whole race, & whole epoch--

for my soul's ease and comfort. No ogﬁ may want to produce it

but it will make an interesting play.

. He hastened to add, however, that "the next I do will have eight, ten,
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certainly no more than a dozen.' He svidently saw the need fu condensa=-

- {ion in plays, and later turned to the novel to ablempt his work about

a “whole race and epoch.”

Ry lengthening "Welcome to Our City," Wolfe had spelled his own doom

as a playwright. After several months, the (uild returned the play, but

he still nursed hopes in a letber to Mrs. Wolfe:
« « o bubt they firét told me I was the best man the Workshop
He

he Guild playreader/ told me . . . that Langner /a Guild

director/ . . . was "crazy about my play' and wanted To see me.

+ « « I talked to /Tangner/ two houwrs. . . . The sum total
was this: If I would . . . work a week on the play--cutting
it down thirty minutes, and from ten scenes to eight, and
Rgightening” it up--that is, making the main thread of the
story . . . more plain in every scene--he would . . . put it
~ before the Guild for me, and if they couldn't produce it next
season -he knew other producers here that he felt would . . .
give it production. Well, I will take one more chance and
give him what he wants, in spite of the fact that Prof. Baker
will throw up his hands and say that I have "prostituted my
art," and so on, when I see him. Well, my "art" has kept me

ragged, and driven me half mad;--I will see now if prostitution

" can put a few decent garments on my back and keep me housed.’

had /%:t turned out and the coming young man in the theatre. . . .



52

Lacking Baker's unhappy experience with Wolfe's ability to revise, the
Guild did not know of the illogical nature of its request.

By now the rift between Wolfe and Baker had become broad, and the
matter of drastically changing the play for commercial reasons increased
it even further. Wolfe told Mrs. Roberts that

Professor Baker was properly horrified when I communicated the

evil tidings. Not only, he said, would the proposed revision

greatly cheapen the play, but it was also impossible, since my

play had been hailed as a new departure in American drama; its

fate was on the rails. . . .

. . o Wy heart is assuming & flinty cast, and the sound of

the shekel is not unpleasing, I told Professor Baker as muwch., . .

and he accused me of having allowed New York to "commereialize®

me in my six weeks! stay. . . It was not a question of desiring 6

cake and wine, I told him; it was a guestion of naked need. . . ‘5
The need to which Wolfe refers is, of course, money, a touchysubject for
Wolfe throughout all his schooling. He had been put through college, both
Harvard and North Carolina, at his family's expense and somewhat to the
Jjealousy of his brothers and sisters. He now felt the intense need to
become_self—sufficient. ‘ _ , ;

Monetary support, it seems, was the one thing that Baker either could
not or would not offer Wolfe. At the heart of their breakup stood the
matter of money, even though other problems contributed. Wolfe, almost
frantic in that he had finished his work at Harvard with no immediate
means of support, told Baker during the summer of 1923 that Baker had
"the fate and destiny of 190 pounds of blood, bone, marrow, passion,
and feeling' to deal with and that

There is a chagrin . . . threatening my happiness, making me
bitter, morose. The brute is Money. With money I'11 throttle the

beast~blind world between my fingers. Without it I am strapped. . « .

It is difficult for me to escape the reflection that while
you have been able to provide some tangible opportunity for every-

one who has needed it . . . you have been generous to me only in
WOrdse « » o
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[advice/ has been beautifully indefinite, amazingly lacking
in substance. . . « Really I despair of ever knowing you
any better. You get so far with an individual and then you -
come up against a wall, and you can't get over it. You im-
press me at times as a man who is trying hard to get over his
own wall, but who has never succeeded. Well, then, to get back
to the point, you have told me the things I ought not to do,
but you left me adrift in the void as to the method of doing
these things that I ought to do. . . .

My energy--~at one time vast, sustained, seemingly inex-
haustible~~is waning fast into its Indian Summer. It has proved
no match for the mongrel sneer, the apathetic attention, or the
nisguided efforts of my friends who, honestly desirous to pre=-
serve and enhance the worth in me, tried to discipline, to sub-
due, to take those things which were ng;'i consistent with their
notions of balance and respectability.
Wolfe told Mrs. Roberts that each time he would question Baker about his
future, the answer was always,"Write! Do nothing else 158 At Wolfe's
suggestion of teaching in order to provide himself money until he sold
his play, Baker "looked as if he were being rent limb from 1imb."59 It
was Baker's opinion that teaching duties would deprive Wolfe of his writ-
ing opportunities. Finally, Wolfe réported,

/Baker/ confided that, after mature consideration, it seemed to

him that a year abroad was the very thing I needed most. The

full humor of this is apparent when I tell you that no later

than August he had descended on me in his wrath when I suggested

this very thing. . . .

At any rate, I began to understand--a bitter draught it was--
that Professor Baker was an excellent friend, a true critic, but
a bad counsellor. I knew that, from this time on, the disposition
of my life was mainly in my own hands; that one profits, no matter
how good the intention, not by theésxperience of others, but only
by such experience as touches him,

v' Of course, Wolfe's future was far from being in his own hands. From this
superior being, he would go in desperate search for others who would guide
his destiny. Throughout all the difficulties, Baker maintained that if
Wolfe had taken his advice (to submit the play as Baker had cut it) four
months earlier, he believed that it would have been sold almost immediately.

Taking the position as English instructor at New York University in

Janusry, 192k, Wolfe never sold "Welcome to Our City," but he did complete
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another play call "MannerhouSE? during his first year of teaching. At
the end of his first year at New York University, he went to Europe and
wrote a letter (possibly unmailed) to Baker telling him that he;might
send the play to Baker for his criticism.él ‘He obviously never did this;
one reason is that because of his "selling out" on "Welcome to Our City,"
he felt that Baker had deserted him. In a letter dated Aprii, 1925, to
Professor Watt at New York University, he confided that because of his
going into teaching, "I lost, I fear, the friendship of a man who had
stood by‘me for two years: at any rate, I have never heard from him.“62
He also told Watt that

‘I have a horror of becoming like those wretched little rats at

Harvard who are at the mercy of their pangs and quivers, who

whine about their "art," who whine that the world has not given

them a living., I'1ll be dsmued if I'1l become & “chronic unen-

ployable,” I% was this that Professor Baker could not under-

stand; he protested that I was making a serious blundsr in coming

to the university . . . with sublime disregard for circumstances.63

Another portion of Of Time and the River, which was cut before publi-

cation, clearly reveals Wolfe's customary attitude toward those images
found to be something less than he thought them to bes

And then I saw that h2lf the man was sawdust--that he was lack-

ing in warmth, in greatness and humanity. He knew a great deal

and understood almost nothing. He was unable to see the genuine

quality in a man, and he lavished his benefits on buffocns,

aesthetes, feeble weaklings, and let most of the good pgﬁple--

the people with a spark of life and talent~-go to hell.“*
However, in the letter from shipboard cited earlier, Wolfe probably stated
his true feeling: "I think you know how I really feel toward you. You
ars Jjust about the best friend I ever had, and no year passss that does
not compel renewed and increased affection for your character and courage.“65

It is quite apparent that Wolfe was 2 confused person at this time

in his career. His first bid for aeclaim had fallen short, and in his
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blindness he struck out against one of his most helpful supporters. His

novel, Of Time and the River, which covers this period of his 1life, is

significantly a sprawling, often confused work, which correlates with his
own troubled stay at Harvard. His sojourn thers reminds one something of
Wordsworth's third stage in his concept of the artist's development. After
the artist. hag recelved simple sensations and has then developed simple
ideas’ i.n his first vtwo developmental stages, he then conies upon the third
level--that of vcomp;ex ideas. Wolfe‘was, not-.w:holly able to cope with all
his swirling ideas during that period of his life, and not even the genius
of Baker could unravel them in Wolfe's turbulent mind. Baker ﬁevertheless
accomplished a great deal in developing his student's writing powers, even

‘though they were hopelessly lost in misdirected playwriting.
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CHAPTER IV

Aline Bernstein--Material and Spirituwal Relief

To A. B.

Then, as all my soules bee,

Emparadis'd in you, (in whom alone

I understand, and grow and see,)

The rafters of my body, bone

Being still with you, the Muscle, Sinew,_and Veine,
Which tile this house, will come againe.

This fifth stanza of John Donne's “A Valediction: Of His Name in the

Window," serves as Thomas Wolfe's dedication of Look Homeward, Angel to

A/Tine/ Bfernstein/. The warmth of the passage reveals Wolfe's affection
for her (at that time), and the dedication itself is indicative of his
indebtedness to her for the book's existence. Published in 1929, the book
marked the first publication for Wolfe after many years of fruitless work.
As he himself later said, Mrs. Bernstein made it possible, both spiritually
and materially, for him to succeed in his writing endeavors, even though
the novel was far removed from his previous attempt to write plays.
Professor Baker's influence had waned rapidly, until in 1923 it had
largely disappeared. Aline Bernstein, a quite successful stage designer
for the New York Neighborhood Theatre,2 became Wolfe's next selection to
fit the role of his ideal person. Unlike Professor Baker's story, which

was largely deleted from Of Time and the River, Mrs. Bernstein's relation-

ship became the central story in The Web and the Rock and also was a sig-

nificant element in You Can't Go Home Again. In short, Wolfe's auto-

blographical fiction helped immortalize the affair. Besides Wolfe's novels,

we also gain additionsl insight into their life together through actusl
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happenings, his letters, and her own attempts at fiction in Three Blue

Suits and The Journey Down. From these sources, one finds that from an

ecstatically rbmantic beginning te its héar-tragic ending, theirs was an
intriguing life, which included maﬁy important literary‘depails. The
novellst Thomas WOlfe, much different ffom the ill-fated'young playwright
of 1923, arose from the tumadt of this perlod. - |

‘ In his sometlmes puzzling outlook on world c1v1llzat10n, the artistic
personallty'has often been allowed h;s eccentrlcltles by the public, which
often expects different behavior on his part. At any rate, the Wolfe-
Bernstein relatidnship from 1925-31 easily iates as oneﬂof the strangest
and mpét fascinating ties in literary circles. Mrs, Bernstein was Jewish,
married with two nearly grown children, and almost twenty years older
than Wolfe, Equlpped with a fine sense of humor,_she also 1mmodestly
. stated that she was in "full blossom" and beautiful when she and Wolfe
met., 3 She also could get to the heart of a matber promptly and efficient-
1y, whereas Wolfe was often confused and 1nd¢c151ve about important mat-
ters.h To be sure, Wolfe's own dynamic personality provided many inter-
, estlng aspects to the affair. |

After hav1ng tayght at New York University through the summer of

>192h,‘Wblfe then left for his first trip abroad. It was on his journey
home that he first met Mrs. Bernstein, and there followed some six years
of intermittent intense happiness and heartbreak for the pair. The meet~
ing, a supremely meaningful one for both parties, occurred early in 1925
on the ship The Olympic. This fact is confirmed, though with somewhat
different wversions, in both persons' fiction. Wolfe's biographer, Miss
Howell, believes thét'Wolfe did not actﬁally meet Mrs. Bernstein, however,

umtil the ship had reached New York.>
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Mrs. Bernstein, under the pseudonym of Esther, makes her initial

nfictitious" appearance at the end of Of Time and the River. While on

the ship sailing into New York, Eugene Gant carefully studies the woman
whom her companion calls Esthér,' After observing her lively actions,
Gant is then described:

He turned, and saw her then, and so finding her, was 1951: » and
so losing self, was found, and so seeing her, saw for a fading

. moment only the pleasant image of the waman that perhaps she

" was, and that life saw. He never lknew: he only knew that from
that moment his spirit was impaled upon the knife of love. From .
‘that moment on he never was again to lose her utterly, never to
wholly re-possess unto himself the lonely, wild integrity Of, ‘
youth that had been his. + « « = o :

"After all the blind, tormented wanderings of youth, that
woman would become his heart's centre and the target of his
life, the image of the immortal one-ness that again collected
him to one, and hurled the whole collected passion, power, and
might of his own life ingo the certitude, the immortal govern-
ance and unity, of love.

This passage pfovides the book's conclusion, and Esther does not make her

next appearance (t.his time with the added surname »Ja_ck} until about one~

third of the way through The Web and the Rock. The reason for this fact

is that Maxwell Perkins had arbitrarily ended Of Time and the River, even

though Wolfe's manuscript had originally included that section which was

to become the last part of The Web and the Rock.

In this next book, possibly for the sake of appearing more fictional
{since he had been stingingly criticised for'_his‘_ autobiographical tenden-
. eles), Wolfe showed George Webber (Wolfe's new mask) meeting Esther Jack
. en route and thereby beginning a friendshi’p‘ which is eventually fulfilled
in ¥ew York. Webber was 8o shaken by this enc ounterﬂqat_ ‘

From t hat night on, Monk /Ris nickname/ was never able again

to see that woman as perhaps she really was, as she must have

looked to many other people, as she had even looked to him the

first moment that he saw her. He was never. able thereafter to

see her as a matronly figure of middle age, a creature with a
warm and jolly little face, a wholesome and indomiteble energy



for every day, a shrewd, able, and immensely talented creature

of action, able to hold her own in a man's world. These things
he knew or found out about her later, but this picture of her,

which was perhaps the one by Whlch the world best knew her, was
gorie forevar.,

She became the most beautiful woman that ever lived . . .
with all the blazing, literal, and mad concreteness of his imag-
ination., She became the creature of incomparable loveliness to
whom all the cother women of the world must be compared, the

- ereature with whose image he would for years walk the city's

swarming streets, looking inte the face of every woman he passed
with a feeling of disgust, muttering:

#No, no good. Bad ., . . coarse . . . meager . . . thin . . .
sterile. Theré's no one like her—-no one in the whcle world can
touch heri®
Mrs. Bernstein described their first meeting in her novel, The Jour-

ney Down, which 1s basically the telling of their story from her view-
point. They alsc meet on board in her book, and he (no names are used
~ in the novel) casts a powerful spell on her from the start. She becomes
irmmediately emotionally attached even though she cannot quite understand
him, Revesling Wolfe's distaste for the theatre at that time, Mrs. Bern-
stein had the mele character ranting in this first encounter:
Where did you get your face, raiged in that dung heap, the
theatre, among evil and rotten people, pecple bloated and foul
- and vile, people without the decency to keep in their own
- homes, strutting and showing their bodies; answer me, where
did you get your eyes of love, your mouth of love, your flower

: face, did your mother cheat and lis with an angel? Answer me18
She quickly made apparent here one of the baslc causes of thelr 1mpend1ng
conflicts.

: In retrospect it can be surmised that if they had not met on the
ship, then they~quite possibly might have met later since irs. Bernstein
was a prominent figure in New York!'s Neighborhood Playhouse. In fact,
she had read "Welcome to Our City" tefore having left for Europe and had
even taken it along to recommend to Miss Alice Lewischn, one of her

theatre's directors. Wolfe had never heard of irs. Bernstein, however,
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and always felt that the fact that he had sailed home with her was a
“miracle of fate."’ One might assume that she would have bhesn guite in-
terested in meeting the young author of the play, and that their paths
eventuvally would have crossed.

By the time of his acquaintance with hei', Wolfe was near his lowest
spiritual ebb over the repeated failures to sell his plays. From his
momentous acquaintance with Mrs. Bernstein, however, Wolfe was provided
with the inspiration that broke loose a torrent of words in the followirg
dozen years seldom matched by other significant writers. At first, in
his acquaintance with Mrs. Bernstein, Wolfe quite probably saw a slight
possibility of finally selling his work., Too, Mrs, Bernstein, a person
with shrewd Jjudgment concerning dramatic matters, could offer him invai-
uable advice about playwriting, and she also was almost certainly the
first person to tell Wolfe directly that he should find some other type
of expression. Finally, she gave her unrestrained love and affection,
which obviously meant so much to his incessant rlornelines_sﬂ. '

‘When The Letters of Thomas Wolfe was published in 1956, however,

the fact was evident that the one major gap in his true life story (which
corresponds so closely with those of Bugene Gant and George "HMonk" Webber)
was most of his relationship with Mrs. Bernstein. OShe once promised to
edit the rest of his letters to her, but she died in 1953 before the job
wasg done.lo If the letters ever are printed, then the whole Wolfe story
can bs fairly well known. The scattered bit of information that is known--
taken from his letters, her own statements, portions of their fiction, and
reports from mutual acquaintances--can and does present a moderately
plavsible record.

Soon after Wolfe returned to New York, he visited his hometown of

Asheville and once more watched the land-hungry townspeople, his mother
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included, eagerly buying and selling property with abandon. That he was

not overly upset by this boom towm atmosphere at this time marks the

_change which came over Wolfe after he had met Mrs. Bernstein. In one of

his early letters to her, dated September, 1925, he said:. "I am no longer
820 arrogant, _cruel » and so contemptuous of all. this as I was a year ago:

I think T like people a great deal better than ever bef’ore.f‘ll He evidently
had written Mrs. Bernstein after they landed in New York;. they met, and

_ thus began their_ drawn—out relationship.

In reading the collected letters of Wolfe, one can find relatively
few outright references to Mrs. Bernstein. Those which are made are
generally of an obscure nature such as his first recorded mention of her,
which came in a letter to his mother after he was back in New York:

e +» + 8 very beautiful and wealthy lady, who was extremely kind

to me on the boat, and who designs scenery and costumes for the

best theatres in New York, and supports another with her money,

has seen me daily and entertained me extensively. En addition

three theatres have sent to me for my plays. . . ._1
Apparently through Mrs. Bernstein's aid, Wolfe began receiving more re-
quests for his plays. One of her efforts was to take him to literary
parties in order to meet prominent theatrical people, but his continﬁed
shyness and frequent arrogance did nothing for his success. To Mrs.
Eoberts, he wrote:

I have no power to peddle my wares, and I strike patronage &

blow in the face. The other day word reached me that a rich

woman who has supported a famous little theatre here for years

[Miss Lewisohn of the Neighborhood Playhouse/ had told one of

the directors last year that she would have done my play _/f’i{él—

come to Our City"7 but that I was the most arrogant young man

‘she had ever known. The news gave me pleasure . ., . and I feltd

that T had acted well--I who will never be dandled into reputa-

tion by wealth.l3

After his meeting with Mrs. Bernstein, Wolfe began working en Look

Homeward, Angel. Because she well knew the close restrictions of the

stage and because she perhaps understood his writing needs as well as
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anyons else, she must have been a primary cause for his turning to the
novel. Besides this?.she.also of fered him the one thing that Baker was
~unable ta'giva-éfinanc;al support.:iBreaking free from the "odious bondage
- of teaching," he was able to pour his entire efforts into writing. Later
he said, "In 1926 I found it, /expression in novel form/,=-and another
cy#le’ﬁasfbeen‘paséed, another éeriéd of'deVQiopment bégun.“lu

Wolfe and Mrs. Bernstein made their first trip ébroad.together in
1926, She was in England for the.praduction‘oftthe play The Dybbuk in
MancheStar.  They lived together there for a time, and Elizabeth Nowell

states that he first began writing Look Homeward, Angel there with Mrs.

Bernstein alongsiﬁgphim: “I# was_a”time of intense and solemn inspiration
 for him, and he told her that he would be a great writer and that long
after she was dead people would know about her because she would be 1an-
tombed in my'work'."ls_ After their few months there, she sailed for home,
and Wolfe was left to continue his book, She had undertaken to finance
his stay, and it was a golden chance for him to write without the burdens
of teaching and constantly worrying aboutb monéy.16

- A portion of The Journey Down is devoted teo the couple's short time

in_England.17 The female character is extremely happy most of this time
except for an instance when some of her wealthy New York friends visit
them. She then senses that he is uncomfortable and unhappy about the
visit. Mrs. Bernstein, who published the book in 1938, doubtlessly in-
.cluded this episode to show another of the accumulating reasons for their
ultimate separation.. Wolfe could never quite accept her friends. Out of
this occurrence in the book, the msle pleads, "Dearest, don't leave me
ever, stay with me, dearest, and love me forever."” GShe tells him that

never, so long as there is life in her body, will she stop loving him.l8
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Both in the book and in their real life, the truth was that in the end,
he, rather than she, would sever their relationship.
During this early period of their acquaintance and his novel writing,

Wolfe became 2 much happier person than he probably had ever been, and

anyone who reads Look Homeward, Angel cannot help being moved by the in-
tense feeling with which the book was written. It certainly is one of
the most passionate books ever written in America, and Mrs. Bernstein
can take much credit for this qmli‘l;y,.‘ Following the acceptance of the
book for publication, Wolfe wrote to Mrs. RHoberts:
. « « Because I was penniless and tock one ship instead of

another, I met the great and besautifnl friend who has stood by

me through all the torture, struggle, and madness of my nature

for over three years, and who_has been here to share my happi-

ness for these past ten days.

Wolfe wrote Yo Henry Fisk Carlton, a fellow New York University in-
structor, about Mrs. Berngtein's depaerture from England:

The best friend, I believe, that I ever had went home almost

two weeks age. We came here from Glasgow two weeks ago yes=-

terday. . . « She is a very exceptional perscn--the grit,

determination and exccutive capacity that men are misg.akenly

supposed o have, but good-humored and kindly always. 0
Without Mrs. Bernstein by his side during their tamporary separation,
however, he ££l11 back to his old bronding and self-pitying ways. To her,
he wrote a nost despondent note at this time concerning his difficuities
with the novel: Wit 23, hundreds of people thought 1'd do something,
Now no one does--not even myself. I really don't care very much., A1l
my energy has gone into my book.#21 Regardless of the downcast tone of this
note, however, Wolfe still expected to be finished with the book by the
time he came back to New York, but his old nemesis, time, easily subdued
hin, He did not finish it until March, 1928.

Upon his arrival in New York, Mrs. Bernstein was once more ready

with the material aid. She continued to sustain him financially so that
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he would not have to resume his tedivus and time-consuming teaching chores
at New York University. After renting a large loft for him for a time,
she then found them an entire floor of a huge house which they shared in
their work.22 He reported this fact in a letter to his mother Cctober 9,
1927; it was his second mention of Mrs. Bernstein to his mother, and reads
He /the landlord/ cut off several hundred dollars. I now get the
place for about $135 a month, half of which is paid by Mrs. Bern-
stein /He had never before used her name in writing to his mother/.
.« « o« Mrs, B. is going to use the big front room as a studio and
room where she can meet her business associates in the theatre. . .
She has had to find a place--she has more work this yeag than ever
before, and my garret was too dirty to bring people to. 3
James Mandel, a New York University student during this time, visited this
place several times while employed as a typist during the writing of Look

Homeward, Angel. He notes that Mrs. Bernstein "seemed to come and go as

she pleased," though Wolfe never mentioned her to him. Mandel also re-
ports that she worked on her designs near a window a short distance from
Wolfe and hims:

They seemed to take each other for granted in those days. Tom

told me that Aline Bernstein was paying him for the use of the

room. This wag apparently an excuse to explain her presence in

the apartment.zh

When Wolfe finally finished the lengthy novel in 1928, Mrs. Bernstein
took over the sale of the manuscript. Due primarily to its tremendous
length, her first attempts were unsuccessful, but at last she showed it
to Mrs. Ernest Boyd, who had recently opened a new literary agency. WMrs,
Boyd thought it was an oubstanding work, but she also found selling it a
difficult task. This period became one of great harassment for Wolfe,
who began to feel that the publishers were united against him, and, more
importantly, t.hat. the book was no g;oodi.25 He fell back to the moodiness
of his playwriting years, and his almost savage cruelty toward life and

Mrs. Bernstein is revealingly told in The Web and the Rock. Once again
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finding that his figure of imagined perfection could not supply all the
answers, he now began thinking seriously about making a break with her,
This problem only added to his already harrowing anxieties whether his
rirst novel would be published. .

Their first major quarrel occurred at this point with the resulit that
Wolfe left once more for Europe, this time without her. - Shocking and al-
most shameful in their intensity, the scenes from this time of guarreling

are frankly revealed in The Web and the Rock., Although Wolfe said in a

foreword to this work that it was given to "satiric exaggeration,® the
actual squabble must have been of mammoth proportions. The episode be-
gins innocently enough with George Webber telling Esther of experiences
from his profligate youth. Hurt by the tales he told, she emphatically
denounces his family background for allowing such things to happen. Her
words sharply Jjolt Wabber, and he immediately retaliates by verbally at-
tacking her and‘ her Jewish relatives and friends. She counters with still
more abuse for Webber's family (though here the Webber family tree sharply
‘differs from th:?at. of the Gants in his first two novels). Nbﬁ in a frenzy,
Webber cruelly i‘eversés their basic situation with this‘v ludicrous, half-
crazed utterance:
What have you done to this nice, sﬁeet, female American
maid who hardly knows the difference between sodomy and rape,
she is so pure and innocent! What did you mean, you depraved
scoundrel , by seducing this pure, sweet girl of forty when you
were all of twenty-four at the time, and should have been
ashamed to rob the Broadway milkmaid of her fair virginity.
Shame on you, you big country slicker.?
He centinues 'bo lash out against her by accusing her of having wrecked his
life and caus:.ng people to laygh at him. Understandmg that he is half-
' madg she tries to console him, but he forcefully ‘pushes her out the door

| and then locks it Follow:.ng thls event., Webber departs for Europe in an
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#Grand Towr of Renunciation® %o Europe.27

This trip was to be one of the most eventful of his life. An em~
b:.ttered and vastly cnn:f.‘used young nan becauae of the book and hlS love :
‘affalr, Wolfe descr.lbed this fll"s'b real p&rtmg from Hrs. Bex‘nstem as
~ having followec‘ “a 1ong and bltter war of. sepzatratt':mn.“28 Obvmusly, the:.r
prev:.ously gerene and happy a.dyl had steadlly led i;award the anlm051ty of
the parting. .She also tr«ﬂveled abroad during this same time, but they
never saw each other. Wolfe later was badly beaten in a drunken brawl
at a German fair e.n;l spent several days in a hospité.l. He also suffered
agoniés from thinkiﬁg he had possibly killéd a man in ‘th-e fight, and he
related the story te Aline Bernstein in a letter. He also wrote to her
promising to get a paying job and maybe "we can have some.kind of iife
together again,‘ N .'i 29 Capping the trip's happenings was a letter from
Maxwell Perkins saying that Sceribners would like to discuss his manuseript
with him as soon ag possible.” To be sure, Wolfe was an exclted person
on his way home. |

First of all, there bame a btéarful reconciliation with Mrs. Bern-

stein. The episodes from his trip comprlse the ending of The Web and the

Rock, with George Webber going back to his former existence in New York,
st:.ll entangled in the web of Mrs., Jack. To show the great. change in

his mental outlook, though, Wolfe wrote a confidiﬁg letter to Perkins,
even ﬁhough he had hever met him. This was a much different person from
the haughty, proud, and embittered one who had left New York. To Wolfé's
happy surprise, Scribners signed him‘ to a coﬁtract for the book, and here
b‘egan one of the most trouble-free periods of his life, He and Mrs. Bern-
stein went to Maine, read Proust and Dorbme‘ together, chose the dedication

to Mrs. Bernstein, and triumphantly came back to New York.3l His exalted
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attitude toward Mrs. Bernstein is shown in & lebter to Mrs. Roberis about
this time:

"Thaf énoﬁher person, to whbm sucéess and greater success is con-
stant and habitual, should get such happiness and joy frem my owm
modest beginning is only another of the miracles of life. . . .

All the Theatre Guild people, whom I know through my dear friend,

have called her up and sent congratulwtlons. »
otlll humble, he also wrote an apology for the book's 1ength and its guto-
blographlca1 nﬂture.

Wolfets dpnlicatlon foz 2 Guggerheim WﬁllﬂWshﬁpﬁ for btudj and work
’abroad, ignited the second and flnal senaration. At this point Mazrell
Perkins became involved in their quarrel, with drs. Bernthln belleving
‘thau Perking advised Wolfe to leave her. Perkzns' adnltted advice to
Wolfe was that his relationship with a woman twenty years older than him-
self would eventually have to énd, but he claims that is as far as he
went. Mrs, Bernstein turned against the editor whenVWblfe seened 0 en-
courage her mistaken belief about Perkins. When another person allegedly
advised Wolfe to break off with her for her own sake, since Wolfe had
treated her terribly, Wolfe jumped at the chance.33

Mrs. Bernstein must take credit for describing the second guarrel;

shé did so in her first‘book, Three Blue Suits, in which Wolfe is por-

trayed as "Eugene Lyons." The final section of the book is devoted to
Eﬁgene and his announéemant that he has applied for a Guggenheinm Fellow-
ship and is planning to leave for'Europe. One of the few communications
fron Wolfe to Mrs. Bernstein between 1931435 is 2 letter3t to her after
gshe had sent him 2 copy of her book. Both congratulatory and remonstra-
tive, the letter first praised her for her ability to put down things the
first time the way that she wanted them; then it reproved her for her
portrayal of both her husband and Wolfe. In the book Fugene gays that

he is acting on the advice of his editor, and she claims that he is sell~
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ing her out for $2,500 (amount of the fellowship). Wolfe's letter waxed
longest on her unjust treatment of himself, saying first of all that she
should not identify a living person so exactly with "even a kind of para-
phrase of my name," This is ironical in that Wolfe himself was at least
as guilty of this same thing, if not more so. He went on in the letter
to say that the heroine in the story does not mention all the other com-
plications involved--that she is married and a mother and that he (Lyons)
desperately needs money. If she had to write the story at all, Wolfe
said, then she should have presented the whole unbiased picture. He
quickly teld her, though, that he was not condemning her, but only trying
to help her in her future writing.

Wolfe received the fellowship, and sailed for Paris in 1931, Mrs,
Bernstein still persisted in writing him while he was on the ship, and
he finally had to cut off all communications with her. But even in Paris
he was not free from her, because one of her wealthy female friends looked
him up, Throughout this turbulent time, Wolfe was having much difficulty

in beginning to write Of Time and the River. Abruptly he fled to Switzer-

land, and one of his notebook entries pleaded for "silence and to not let
them see ymx."3S An air of finality to their affair came during this
time in this note to Mrs. Bernstein:

. « o« I am unable to say very much to you. I have tried to
write you, but the letter I started had too muwch bitterness in
it about our life together, and about your friends, so I destroyed
it. I no longer want to say these things to you because they do
no good, and most of them have been said before. . . . I can
never forget you, nothing else to equal my feelings for you in
intensity and passion will ever happen to me. But we are at the
end of the rope . . . life has been smashed by this thing . . .
just one thing 2head of me:--work. . . . I can only say that
you should %ve yourself completely to those things that you
have. . . . '

It was not until 1935 that Wolfe saw and talked with Mrs. Bernstein

again. The meeting, coming just after Wolfe had once more returned from
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Europe, had a strikingly dramatic quality, anid occurred in a2 Broadway bar
where Perkins and Wolfe frequently stopped to drink ‘ ier work. Miss
Nowell speculates that this meeting was no-accident, that Mres. Bernstein
probably plamned it after recéiving:a sentimental note.frém Wolfe while
he was aboard shizé.37 She had written him, congratulating him for finish-

'ing‘gg Time and the River. His return note read:

When I got your letter I wept with joy and pride. I have
kept silence, have not spoken to you in over five years . . .
my heart is full eof affection and loyalty for you-~it has always
been: I am devoted to the memory of everything you ever said to
me, of every kind or generous thing you ever did forme . . .
you are the best, the highest. . . % \

Their tearful reunion is included in The Journey Down, but what Mrs,

Bernstein did not record was the near-tragic’element in the matter. Soon
after their mseting, they were on the fiffh floor of Scribners when he
saw her put a vial of sleeping pills to,hér mouth at the drinking fountain.
He knocked them away from her, and she fainted. Until the doctor checked
the preseription and said that none had been taken, Wolfe was certain
that she had attempted suicide.3? -

Remaining friends, the pair nevertheless gradually drifted
apart again, Their break became complete when she threatened to sue him

if he published The October Fair, which was later to become part of The

Web and the Rock. This threat probably postponed publication of this

book, and of course it was not publiched until after Welfe's oleaa*.th.,‘"O
Wolfe's last known correspondence to her was dated Deéember 5, 1937, in
‘a lettor written for him by Miss Nowell, which assured Mrs. Bernstein
‘that sho was one of his true friends and that Wolfe was "hard at work
with little money."hl

Underneath this basic account of a frustrated love affair lie many

factors which influenced Wolfe as 2 writer, besides the effect it had on
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him as a human being. Mrs. Berustein's contributions to his literary
efforts are in some respects as great as any otf.her‘ person's, Even the
reasons for their separation carry literary impact.

First, an already stated fact was that she allowed him to become
© fipencially independent of his family, particularly his mother. As Miss
Nowell notes, Mrs. Wolfe had retained a strong influence on his life
through her financial support, and in his struggle for maturity, Welfe
undovbtedly longed to tear himself away from this lifelong daminatibn by
his mother, particularly because of their different values. Mrs. Bern-
stein enabled him to do this with her menetary assistance during ﬁhe

writing of Look Homeward, Angel. As & result of this aid, Wolfe even

drew up 2 will in 1930 naming his mother and Mrs. Bernstein as co-bene-
ficiaries.hz Remembering that he had mentioned Mrs. Bernstein to Mrs,
Wolfe only twice before, one can imagine irs. Wolfe's puzzled brow when
she received the following:
. +» » In case anything should happen tec me, I have left
whatever money I have or that may come in from any royalties
or mamuscript, to be divided equally between you and my dear
friend, Aline Bernstein. OShe is a very fine and lovely woman,
and the best friend I have ever had, and you may depend on her
" %o Look after everything with the utmost ability and integrity.l3
The likely reason for his doing this was s=o that his debﬁs to Mrs. Bern-
stein would be assured of payment someday. He did draw another will in
1937, this time with only Mrs. Wolfe as beneficiary. His initial act,
however, indicates his growing independence. Bubt apparently he also
later found himself under similar domination by Mrs. Bernstein. A% any
rate, her part in Wolfe's life was never accepted by his family, as is

evident in the fact that Mrs. Wheaton never once mentions her in Thomas

Wolfe and His Family. Of course, this book was primarily occupied with

Wolfe's immediate family, not his friends.
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His continuous struggle to becosme a true artist is alsc seen in the

love affair, basieally in his last full-length novel, You Cantt Go Home

Again., Esther and George are shown during their first reconciliation in
‘this book, and during the time that she is not at work, or:at.. her ocwn home,
‘they live tegether 'peacefﬁlly for some time.  Bubt at last a party given at
" the Jacks' house makes Qeoerge Webbher : reaiize, that their 1life could not
continue as it had been. After the party, Evsther‘ confidently sighs, "Ah,
dearest, that's the story. 1In the whole world *Eherel's nofﬁiﬁg more.

- Love is enough." Almost as sure about the limitations of love as DeVoto
ﬁas of those of genius, Webbéfis m:)t ccnvincea; ‘ For him ‘this does not
Seer the answer. Finally he ‘decides for himself, ", . . love is not
enough., . . . it all boiled down to this: honesty, sincerity, and no
e‘ompromisei m.th truth-~those were the vessentials with any art~--and a writer,
no matter what else he had, was just a hack without them.hl‘l‘

Obvi.oﬁsly, Webber (Wblfe) did not think that he could retain these
essential elements of the artist while continuing his relationship with
Mrs. Jack (Bernstein). Thus, even though ﬂrs. Bernstein had perhaps pro-
vided the basic components ( outside his own talents) in his attaining his
dream of publication; she now evidently stood in his m:Lnd between him and
his ultimate artistic fulfillment. A spirit f,hat had to be unencumbered
aﬁ all c.ost'ls, Wolfe saw in Mrs. Bernétein's world the hypocrisy sb anti-
thétic to his ideals. On thé other ‘hand,. Wolfe also sﬁunted aside other
women, who were young and unmarried, for his art's sake. This fact; it
‘seemvs, was the tragedy of Thomas Wolfe the man, as it waé with numerous
artists before h:.m An inevitable artist, he was always forced 1o choose
his work over those hé loved before pursuing his goals. ﬁaving vadmittedly
fallen bin love with Mrs. Bernstein, he was faced with his most mbnumental

decision up to this time, and perhaps in his entire life. In a letter teo
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Perkins in 1931, helsaid, "Then, without knowing how, when or why, I was
desperately in love with the woman; then the thought of her began to pos-
sess and dominate every moment of my 1ife," > One of his fellow instruc-
tors at New York University remembered that Wolfe once paced up and down
the faculty room, shouting, "I'm in love! I'm in lovelnlf

Mrs. Bernstein provided, then, the one great love story contained
in Wolfe's novels. Surely, Eugene Gant's infatuvation with Laura James
in Look Homeward, Angel is touchingly portrayed, but this fails in most

respects to reach any kind of consummation, besides having no factual
basis. The deck is stacked against young Gant all along, but in his in-
experience he is unable to decipher this fact. Later on, Eugene also
falls blindly in love with Ann in Of Time and the River, but his love is

not reciprocated. Elsewhere, scattered throughout his fiction, are found
brief, usually frustrated love affairs of Eugene and George Webber. From
the moment of their meeting, however, the story of Esther and George is
sustained through more than half of The Web and the Rock and about one-third

of You Can't Go Home Again. Some most penetrating writing about a man's

feeling toward a woman and what she means to him is embodied in the first
book, in which the biggest portion of their affair is told. Certainly,

The Web and the Rock would be a more complete and satisfying book had it

begun with the lover's initial meeting and concluded after Esther's party,
which does not appear until well into You Can't Go Home Again. Of course,

the books were not edited and published until after Wolfe's death, but
their story, as witnessed by Wolfe, does include almost every level of
emotion from sublime joy to absolute pakhos.

More important from a literary standpoint, though, is the fact that
Wolfe came partially out of his egoistic shell as a result of the love
affair., James Mandel, the student typist mentioned earlier, remembers
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Wolfe as one of the most egocentric persons he ever knew, and this would

account for the extreme subjectivism of Look Homeward, Angel and most of

Of Time and the River. Until Mrs. Bernstein came into his life, it seems

that in his mind the world revolved around himself. In The Web and the
Rock, hdwe\'ier; ‘he was no iong‘e‘r to‘iy:.a"llyv‘ COncerh_ed with himself alone,
though to be sure the c-oﬁéér*n still 6vershad6ﬁed 21l else., " He devoted
.many ‘chapte'rs‘ in this book to Isther's remembrances of her childnood and
" her own feelings about life. In & foreword to this book, he said that
it was ‘the most objec;tive éne he had ever written, but it still clihgs

‘ '1argely to the inevitable subjectivity of Thémas Woli‘e's' own ‘little world.
N;Onethelesé; his very attéchment to Mrs, Bernsteiﬁ would seem.‘ to be a
turning point in his outlook as reflected in the books. Lavte'r,’ You Can't
Go Home é_g_é_d_.g would stray even ’further from the romantic "self" of the
early books to involvements with other persons! lives. In this way he
was able to achieve greater objec.tivity in his writing at his life's end,

and The Hills Beyond in its incomplete form gives every indication that

Wolfe had almost mastered the objective style of writing.
) ‘ In yet another way Mrs. Bernstein provided Wolfe with subject matter--
what he ‘saw as ‘the falsity of her sophisticated world, including his once=~
idealized theatre. Although Wolfe despised the drassness and cbrruption
of this world, he usually failed to associate 'Mrs.. Bernstein with it.
His dissociation of her from her usual surroundings can be seen in a
letter to his sister Mabel in 1929:

They [ﬁzeatre peoplg7 are ignorant and dull and unhappy; they

don't kaow what to do with it. Only a few of them~-none that

I know of-<have either the intelligence of Mrs. B. who saw long

ago that there's nc joy in life unless we can find work we love

and are fitted for. She therefore works like a Trojan in the

theatre, and has made a fiﬁ? reputation for herself, solely

through her own abilities.“!

But later when he would witness Mrs. Bernstein in her true environment,

he could then realize that she was really inextricably a part of it. His
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depiction of the party at her home in You Can't Go Home Again is a most

effective lampoon, and an ever-présent fecling that A;mérica, like his
own charac'ters’, ﬁas'loét pervadés .hié last two novels. |
The very indifference of Mr. Bernstein vto:wa'rd their_lovsf affair also

xfamcle& Wélfe. Mr. Jack‘(‘Bernstein,)' is ﬁheréf:are the object' of a2 subtly

vicious section of Yoﬁ Cantt Go Home Again entitled "The World That Jack
Built.® Outwardly, of course, this refers to Esther Jack's rich Jewish
husband, but the word “Jack® also means money in the colloquial sense., Wolfe
obv:.ously disliked the materialistic aspect of Esther's: (Mrs. Bernstnln's)
life, and this ent.;.re section deals Wlth the mean:.ngless a.nd carei‘ree
existence in such a world, bu:..,l’c. in Wolfe's eyes solely on the basis of
money. George Webber especially flnds detestable the seremt,,r with which

‘Mr. Jack views the Webber-Mrs. Jack affair. In reel 1life, Mr. Bernstein
reportedly also merely looked the other way while his wife and Wolfe

7c‘arried on theif é.ssociafiqn. ~In the book, Wolfe wrote:

. Yes s HMr. I‘redér:.ck Jack was kind and temperate. He had found
1life pleasant, and had won from it the secret of wise living.
And the secret of wise living was founded in a graceful com~
promise, a tolerant acceptance. . . .

Therefore, he was not a man to rip the sheets in darkmess
or beat his knuwkles raw against a wall, .'. . love's bitter
mystery had broken no bones for Mr. Jack, and, so far as he was
conce;_:‘ne'd, it could not murder sleep the way an injudicious
wiener schnitzel could, or that young Gentile fool, drunk again,
probabl; -ﬁa ringing the telephone at one A. M. to ask to speak to
Esther. ‘

‘Mr. Jack possessed none of George Webber's romantic ideals,and George
probably would have been much happier if Mr. Jack had "ripped some
sheets," thus clearing the air in some concrete manner. After the

. party, Mr. Jack is shown leaving Webber and Esther alone:

-~ Mr. Jack was obviously ready for his bed. He kissed his
wife lightly on the cheek, said good night casually to George,

and went to his room. Young men could come, and ypung men
eould go, but Mr, Jack was going to gebt his sleep.h
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In Wolfe's third search for his perfect guiding spirit, then, he
came to see the flaws in Mrs. Bernstein's character, but only after a
most, intense and searching examination of her. Just as in Professor
Baker's case,' Wolfe was unable to accept her imperféctions, and as Miss
Nowell remarks, "The Heroic figure, stronger and wiser than himself,
from whom he now sought guidance toward that destiny, was no longer she,
but Perkins.">°

Looking back at the relationship in 1950, Mrs. Bernstein (who died
in 1953) had this to say:

It was a gupreme experience, the most wonderful thing in

the world. The most important thing between us was our feeling

for each other; it was a deep, passionate love, added to a

clear, fine relationship. Personal things were always coming

between us, his intense jealousy of me, one thing and another.

Our real companionship was beyond anything anyone can imagine,

often so gay and filled with laughter. We shared a sense of

beauty in poetry and painting that enriched our 1lives, brought
everything to twice its valve. This is what remains to me of

Tom.

Mrs. Bernstein had had an indispensable rele in transforming the
frustrated and eccentri¢ yeuth of 25 intc & fairly sitable man of 31.

Finally, no statement could better show what Aline Bernstein meant to

Thomas Wolfe than his longhand inseription in the copy of Look Homeward,

Angel which he presented her. It stated:

This book was written bacause of her, and is dedicated to
her. At a time when my life seemed desolate, and when I had
little faith in myself, I met her. She brought me friendship,
material and sp_ir%tual relief, and love such as I had never
had before. . . .0°
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CHAPTER V
Maxwell Perkins--The Final "Héroic Figure"

"The first time I heard of Thomas Wolfe I had a sense of foreboding,"
wrote Maxwell Perkins just before his own death in 1947, "I who loved the
man say this. Every good thing that comes is accompanied by trou.ble."1
His apprehension proved to be well grounded. The association of Perkins,
long~time chief editor at Scribners, and Wolfe, the inevitable yet unborn
writer whom Perkins "delivered" into the world, today is looked upon gen-
erally as a classic example of editor-author communion., Each without the
other probably would not have been so well knowrn: to the general public,
but together their names occupy a solid niche in the publishing world,

In both its ups and downs, their chapter in literary history offers
engrossing insights into the realm of publishing, Their relationship was
a richly rewarding bul agonizing and often bitter struggle of wills that
produced countless obstacles to their friendship. In the end, the writer
severed all publishing connections with his editor-friend because of the
demands of Wolfe's own literary conscience. S5till they remained staunch
friends right up to Wolfe's death in 1938, and Perkins easily came closest
to filling the requirements for Wolfe's self-manufactured ideal.

For several years, the eminent Scribners editor lived up to those
many qualifications which Wolfe required in his superior beings. Perkins
was the last of those images, though, and his toppling from the pinnacle
marked a fundamental change in Wolfe's life and artistry alike, for they

went hand in hand. Wolfe's disassociation from Perkins was an express

&1
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“spiritual and artistic" change which is revealed in his last books,
which were edited by Edward C. Aswell and published.by'Harper and Brothers.
: Because of all the occurrences in his long affillatlon w1th Perklns, how-~
ever,'Wolfe s writlng was undoubtedly more 1nf1uenced by him than by any
' other peroon. The comprehension of h1s works as a whole depends larzely
'upon an understanding of this last segment of Wolfe P life. HlS separ-
'atlon from Perkins not only marked a change in publlshers, but also signi-
fied a flnal, successful effort to shrug off ths search for the "lost
father" and to attain independence; | |

| Actually,‘Wolfe seemed to become self-coﬁscioosly-aware of his images
of strength and wisdom in his éarly relationship with Perkins. After Look

Homeward, Angel had finally been published, an elated and grateful Wolfe

wrote to his editor on December 2, 1929:
Young men sometimes believe in the existence of heroic fig-
- ures, stronger and wiser than themselves; to whom they can turn
for an answer to all their vexation and grief. Later, they must
discover that such answers have to come out of their own hearts;
but the powerful desire to believe in such figures persists. You
are for me such a figure' you are one of the rocks to which my
1life is anchored.
The essence of this passage,'in somewhat differént forﬁ, later became
famous in Wolfe's "The Story of a Novel,"3 of course, but the item about
finding the answers within his own heart points to Wolfe's later inde~
pendent approach to his problems. While this same short work, "The Story
of a Novel," was to pay Wolfe's finest public tributes to his editor, at
the same timé‘it ihédvertently was to steer Wolfe from his natural course
as a novelist.
As previously noted, Wolfe was on the verge of his break from Mrs.
Bernstein at the time of the consequential letter from Perkins stating

that Scribners wished to discuss his book with him at his earliest con-

venience., Wolfe was, in fact, preparing to return to America for his
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first reconciliation with her.h For the wretched, recently beatenS Wolfe,
‘who had nearly lost all hope of ever finding a3 publisher, this was amag-
ingly good news, It is little wonder he looked upon Perkins as 2 godsend.

Stating that it was possible Lock Homeward, Angel could be worked into

publishable form, Perkins alsoc told Wolfe that "it is 2 very remarkable
thing, and . . . no editor could read it without being excited by it and
filled with admiration by many passages in it and sections of it."6 |

" Greatly excited, Wolfe replied intimately to this message, saying he
i‘ealized the problem of the book's length and the fact that he ‘was not
able to pra;tically criticize it" himself. Further, he wrote, "I want
the direct criticism and advice of an older and more critical person., I
wonder if at Scribners I can find someone who is interested enough to
talk over the whole huge Monster with me~-part by part."7 Perking him-
self freely; gave him that much-sought assistance.

Wolfe was rather puzzled by the mere fact that Scribners; of all

publishers, was willing to publish Look Homeward, Angel, which he knew
was bound to be somewhat controversial, and he remarked, "I had always
thought vaguely _/_fhat. Scribner§_7 was 2 solid and somewhat conservative

- house. Butb it may be "chat, I am a conservative and at bottom very correct
persom.“8 Nothing of the sort was true zbout Wolfe, of course; it was
primarily Perkins' own influence in his publishing house that caused the
manuscript to be considered. As Harrison Smith has noted, "Perkins took
Scribners out of Victorianism into the full stream of modern American
literature.n? Indeed, since Perking had taken & position at Charles
Seribner's Sons in 1911, he had been largely responsible for publishing
such modern American writers as Hemingway and Fitzgerald. John Hall
Wheelock, Perkins' colleague at Scribners, says in the introduvetion to

Editor to Author: The Letters of Maxwell Perkins that Perkins was always




8L

torn between the opposing traits of the "Puritan and the Cavaj_ier, the
shrewd Yankee and the genercus and disarming artis‘b"lo -that warred con-
tipucusly within him. HMost of _a,ll‘, though, hewas daring, Wheelock‘re-“
. ealls, and daring is what it took to attempt publication of Wolfe's "Mon-
- ster.™ |

- Not only was ﬂ;e book a tremendously leng one, but‘:‘it. also contained
passages that even Wolfe himself _sgu;rmed over. For the sake of getting
,published, however,. Wo_lfe was ready to acquiesce to almost anything at
first, often creating humorous moments, E‘a_rly in their discussion of
the manuscript, Perkins mentioned the section later published as a short
story entitled "An Angel on the P'orch,"11: which concerned W. 0. Gant's
| selling of a stone angel to the madam of the town's house of prostitutim.
It was to be used as a tombstone for the grave of one of her lately de-
-ceased girls. Wolfe wrote Mrs. Roberts that when Perkins mentioned this
part, he (Wolfe) burst out, "I know you can't print that! I'11 take it
out at once, Mr. Perkins.' ¥Take it out,"Perkins said, "It's one of the
greategt short stories I have ever read,"12 This story was then published

in the August, 1929, issue of Scribner!s Magazine. At other times Per-

kins had to be guick to tell the super-sensitive Wolfe about certain
parts, "No, no--~you musit let that stay word for word--that scene's simply
magnificent."13 Wolfe went on to tell Mrs. Roberts:

It became apparent at once that these pecple were willing
to go far farther than I had dared hope--that, in fact, they
were afraid I would injure the book by doing too much to it. . . .
Then he /Perkins/ went over the book scene by scene--I found
he was more familiar with the scenes and the names of the char-
acters than I was--I had not looked at the thing in over six
nenths. For the first time in my life, I was getting criticism
I could really use. The scenes he wanted cut or changed were
invariably the least essential and the least interesting; all
the scenes that I had thought too coarse, vulgar, profane, or
obscure for publication he forbade me to touch save for a word
or two. . . . He said the book was new and original, and be-
cause of its form could have no formal and orthoedox wnity, but
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that what wnity it did have came from the eyes of a strange

wild people-~the family--it ﬁro-te about, as seen through the

eyes of a strange wild boy.l +
RBesides this encouragement, Perkins also advanced Wolfe some money, which
provided still more relief for the impoverished Wolfe.

The remainder of the publishing history of Look Homeward, Angel is

fairly well known. After considerable cutting, the book was published
in 1929, becoming an almost instant success, that elusive goal that had
thwarted Wolfe for years. HNow he tasted it for the first time, reveled
in it, and soon thereafter wrote the previocusly quoted adulatory letter
to Perkins, telling him:
You are now mixed with my book in such a way that I can
never separate the two of you. I can no longer think clsarly
of the time I wrote it;, but rather of the time when you first
. talked to me about it, and when you worked wpon it. . . . you
are chiefly Scribners to me: you have done what I had ceased
tc beliave one person could do for another--you have created
liberty and hope for me.l5
In Perkins' editing of that first novel, however, one can find the
seed of much future perplexity for Wolfe. It came in Perkins' first major
step, the deletion of the opening episode of some 100 pages about W. 0.

Gant as a boy. Perkins said in his 1947 article in the Harvard Library

Bulletin, "It seemed to me, and he agreed, that the whole tale should be
unfolded through the memories and senses of the boy. We both thought
that the story was compassed by that child's realization; that it was
life and the world as he came to realize them.'® perkins admitted,
though, that "for years it was on my conscience that I had persuaded Tom
to cut out that first scene of the two litile boys on the roadside with
Gettysburg impending."17 After this scene reappeared in the Of Time and
the River manuscript, however, Perkins reported that he was eased con~
siderably because "I came then to realize that nothing Wolfe wrote was

ever lost, that omissions from one book were restored in a later one .18
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A% any rate, lere was a problem for Wolfe--should he confine all
his writing only to the observations of the boy Eugene Gant? Obviously,

Perkins thought so, as would later be evident in their work on Of Time

- and the Biver. If Perkins had had his way, Wolfe's works conceivably
might have been more "autobiographical® than they were. -

. Qutraged cries of protest arose from his hometown of Asheville be-
caﬁse of that very autobiographical quality. Perkins said that after he
had worked on the book for some time, it suddenly became appar‘ent‘ to him
that the characters were based on real people, but he had heedlessly gone
ahead with its publicatin.19 Perking firmly bellieved that a good writer
must necessarily write from his own experiences, and his faverite example

of autobiographical fiction was War and Peace. Wolfe contended, and

Perkins agreed, that

e » o it is impossible for a man who has the stuff of crea-
tion in him to make a literal transcription of his own experi-
ences. Everything in a work of art is changed and transfigured
by the personality of the artist. And as far as my own first
book is concerned, I can truthfully say that I do nol believe
that there is a single page of it that is true to fact. And
from this circumstance, also, I learned another curious thing
about writing. For although my book was nolt true to fact, it
was true to the general experience of the town I came from and
‘I hope, of course, to the general experience of all men livingf,..,"20

Perlking described Wolfe's artistry as the creating of "something new and
samething meaniﬁgful ﬁhrough a transmutation of what he saw, heard, and
realized."2t Butregardless of the contentions of the ‘twc persoﬁs nost -
intimately connected with the book, Wolfe became labeled as an auto~

biographical writer upon the appearance of Look Homeward, Angel, and

this image grew hugely after Of Time and the River.

This second novel probably gave Wolfe the most anguish in all his
tormented writing career. He received the Guggenheim Fellowship in 1930,
went to Europe to begin writing the book, experienced many difficulties

(mostly comnected with Aline Bernstein), and ended his year with little
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concrete a\cc:omplfr_shnmnt.22 Hé had “.’three or four thousand words of
‘material® when he came back home in the spring of 1931, but "nothing
. that could be published as a book.“’23 ¥When people began meking in-
. quiry sbout his next ‘book, he. became admittedly perturbed. Retiring
. to a sort of exils in Brooklyn to wrlte incessantly, he said: |

e o » I realized finally that what I had to deal with
was material which covered almost 150 years in history, de-
manded the action of more than 2,000 characters, and would
in its final design include almost every racial type and

. social class.of American life, . . . I realized that even
the pages of a book of 200,000 words were wholly inadequate
for the purpose.2 :

"The Stery of a Novel" tells of Wolfe's "state of naked need and
utter isolation which every artist has got to meét. and cenquer if he is
“to survive at all .“‘25 Knowing that he must “conguer now or be destroyed
and that no one could help we with if:. now no matter how ‘an'yon‘e might wish
to help,"z6 Wolfe nonetheless declared:

During this time, however, I was sustained by one piece
of inestimable good fortune. I had for a friemd a man who is,
I believe, not only the greatest editor of his time, but a man
of immense and patient wisdom and a gentle but unyielding forti-
tude, I think that if I was not destroyed at this time by a
gense of hopelessness which these gigantic labors had awakened
in me, it was largely because of the courage and patience of

" this man., I did net give in beeause he would not let me give
in, and I think it is also true that at this time he had the
advantage of, .being in the position of a skilled observer at 2
battle. I was myself engaged in that battile, covered by its
dust and sweat and exhausted by its struggle, and I understood
far less clearly than my friend the nature and the progress of
the struggle in which I was engaged. At this time there was
little that this man could do except observe, and in one way
or another keep me at my task, and in many guiet and marvelous
ways he succeeded in doing this.

On Thanksglvz.ng, 1933, WOlf.‘e brought a huge stack of typescript to
Péfklns ’ say:.ng that he could no longer go on without Perklns' aid. And
‘help Perking did. Whethef all thét he did wés g’ood‘ is questionable, but
bi’ﬁ seems a probable fact that Wolfev m’ight never have published Of z:‘_._n_q_g

and the River ﬁithou‘b' Perkins. At a point when Wolfe admitted that he
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felt he had arrived at the "final doom of an sbysmal failure," when he
felt that the book was too big for him and that he could not possibly
finish it, Perkins called Wolfe to his home in December, 1933, and told
him (with qualifications) that his book was basically finished. Greatly
stunned by this disclosure, Wolfe was incredulous at first, but later
admitted that Perkins was right,28 though even later he became convinced
that his editor had erred,

The immediate task at hand for the editor was bringing order out of
the chaos which had completely subdued Wolfe. Perkins quickly cut the
first scene in the book (Eugene's train trip to Harvard) from 30,000 to
10,000 words, with Wolfe's approval., Then solving the problem of the
book's length, Perkins decided first of all that it describedtwo complete
and separate cycles, to which Wolfe also agreed. Originally, the manu-

seript included not only the ultimate span of Of Time and the River, but

also nearly the final two~thirds of The Web and the Rock, which deals with
the love affair of George Webber and Estheerack (though_Wébber was still
Bugene Gant in that early version). Anyway, Perkins logically chose the
first part of the manuscript to work on first, and the pair began more
than a year of long night sessions, which Perkins freely gave in addition
to his regular fullftime duties at Scribners.?? Perkins planned to pub-
lish the last part of the manuscript as a separate book to be called The

October Fair, but it was destined to be published several years later by

another publishing house, Harper and Brothers. In the interim the char-
acter Eugene Gant became the George Webber of the later novels. Meamwhile
Wolfe was convinced that this love story of Esther Jack and George Webber

should have been a part of Of Time and the River. Working on the book

throughout 193} and until it was printed in March, 1935, Perkins likened

his job to that of a "™man who is trying to hang on to the fin of a plung-
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ing whale." 30 Wolfe kept writing thousands of words, and it was Perkins?

unenviable chore during those nights to shape these passages inte pyb-
lishable pieces. Wolfe wrote how his "spirit quivered at the bloody exe-
cution"3! of long sections. But finally acquiring a kind of ruthlessness
“of his own, Wolfe sometimes "did more cutting than /Perkins/ was willing
to allow."32

In an article on Perkins entitled "Midwife to Literature," Harrison
Smith discusses some of Perkins! diffieulties with Wolfe and his writings.
He points out that one of Perkins' techniques was the use of informal
conversation through which he "slowly brought the writer to see his own
errors," a sort of "editing by osmosis .t 33 To be sure, conversation
flowed endlessly between Wolfe and his editor, and many of their problems
were ironed out in just such a mamner. Smith»alsq maintains that Ferkins
was not an overly demanding editor, but generally acdhered to the following
‘rules of editing (in Smith's words):

o « » When an author is sure of himself, the manuscript

may go to the printer without a single comma shifted. Leave

a writer's style alone, even if you do not approve of it. Make

definite suggestions that are in the spirit of the author's in-

tentions. Do not indulge your own suppressed creative instincts

by changing the structure and meaning of other people's books.

In a long, involved manuscript, try to bring order out of con-

fusion. You must not be too meticulous.3kt

Of course, Wolfe was anything but sure of himself, and in nearly all of

these editing criteria, Perkins had special problems with Of Time and the

River and its author.

John H311‘Wheeloqk has noted that Perkins' first ambition had been
to be a writer, and in Wolfe he obviously saw the embodiment of most of
his own creative urges.35 He once told Wolfe, ". . . your work has been

the foremost interest in my life,"36 and that Wolfe was "the writer 1

have most greatly admired."37 Coming from a man who had edited the works
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of such writers as Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and other noteworthy American
authors, these statements are high praise indeed. Perkins surely under-
stood the creaﬁive éoul of Wolfe better thaﬁ almost an& other pefson,
and he had a dl;flcult task to keep his own suppressed wrlting instincis
‘under control. There is 11ttle doubt, however, that Wolfe was the sole
writer of his books, Perkins once sald, "Editors aren't much, and can't
be. They can only'help wrlter realize himself, and they can ruin him
if he's pliable, as Tom was not, #38  ithout his deep 1nsngh into the
mind of Wolfe, though, Perkins would never have been able to bring about
the things that he did. |

One definite suggestion that Perkins made, ahd‘upheld, in their work

~on Of Time and the River was concerned with what has been labeled as

Wolfe's Marxist tendency during ihis period. Disillusioned by such things
as the Depression and various socisl injustices he had witnessed, Wolfe
wanted to write these newly formed economic ideas into his book, which
- largely dealt with the Eugene Gant, or Thomas Wolfe, of the 1920's,
Perkins' denial of his wish became one of the many sore points between
them, and in asngwer 1o Wolfe's famous 27-page letter of severance in
1937, Perkins in part replied:

I did try to keep you from injecting radical, or Marxian,
beliefs into Time and the River, because they were your beliefs
in 1934 and 1935, and not those of Eugenec at the time of the
book, So it did not seem that they could rightly belong in

the book. If they could have, then the timeg could not be
rightly plctured, I thought. It must be so.39

The validity of Perkins' cqﬁtentiqn here can hardiy be argued., As he
sald, even though Wolfe, in his awareness of social wrongs in the mid-
1936(8, wanted to be a Cémmunist at that time, he was anything but that
as expressed in his long letter of Separation to Perkins which listed

reasons for his breaking away. Wolfe nevertheless always felt that the
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expression of those beliefs would have made a better book. It might be
significant, though, to ﬁote that he never later included them in any
great degree in his other books, Surely his 1itefary repupation'has been
none the worse, and:@robably better, for Perkins} discretiqn;

But this incident was a rare one in the Wolfe-Perkins relationship

while Of Time and the River was being prepared. The pair became dedi-

cated friends despite (Qr‘possibly because of) their many argumenis.
Elizabeth Nowell describes Perkins as virtually a fatherthVWlee,hO an=
abling Perkins to become almost the true supreme iﬁdividual after whom
 W91fe had_long sought., Their friendship was so strong that it persisted
even after Wolfe's dissclution of his Scribner ties. Wolfe's devotion
was proved in many ways, and perhaps climaxed by his naming Perkins as
executor of his estate. The door of the Perkins homs was always open to
Wolfe,‘and he spent nany hours thert-z.!“l In Wolfefs need for companion-
ship, guidance, and support, then, Perkins had become, for a while, the
Wimage of strength and wisdom."

0f their work on the second book, Perkins claimed that “every cut,
change, and interpolation was argued about and sbout."42 He aiso said,
"There never was any cubting that Tom did not agree to. He knew that
cutting was necessary. His whole impulse was to ubtter what he felt and
" he had no time to revise and compress., . ., . The principle that I was

working on was that this book, too, /Iike Look Homeward, Angel/, got its

cunity and form through the Senses of Eugene., « . .“hB This principle,
as Perkins noted, almost stripped the book of one of Wolfe's greatest
episodes, the death of W. O. Gant. |
This portion, of course, presents the_reminiscent mind of Gant on
his deathbed. Entering hére‘WastOlfe's old p?oblem of writing even more

when asked either to cut or quit. One night during their ﬁork on the
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book, Wolfe presented Perkins with about fivs thousﬁnd additional words
about Helen Gant in Asheville as her father lay near death. "Tom, this
is all outside the story, and you l‘mow‘ it,“ Perkins said, "Eugene was .
.'nc;‘-t ther'e, hé‘was.in Cambridge}; all of this was outside his perception
and knowledge at the time,nhl Though agreeing with Pe_rici.ns; s Wolfe brought
. another five thousand words delving‘ into the mind of the dying Gant. "And
then Ivrealized I was wrong, even if right in theory. What he was doing
was too vgéod‘tfo let any rule of fofm'imp‘edé‘hm,“hg “said Perkins, who
obviously was not a ruthless ogre in the cutting and shaping of the book,
as described by some eritics. One unknown person, alleging that Wolfe
had been thé helpléiss vietim of his editors who had done both Wolfe and
‘hivs book serious injﬁry, received a blunt reply from Perkins, who stated
that almost nothing of what Wolfe wrote had been destroyed, that in one
way or a‘mother'most of it had been published. He also claimed that "Tom
demanded help. He had to have it.n46 |

Disregarding Perkins' claim, some persons persist in finding indi-
cations in "The Story of a Novel' that Wolfe was at the mercy of his
-editor. This presumption must be considered invalid on the basis of this
unusual literary document which at all times freely admits the general
wisdom of Perkins in his decisions. At the same time, though, one camnnot
be entirelj sure that Wolfe was always wrong in their debates, One should
remember ﬁhé:t- “The ‘Sto‘rj of a Novel" was‘ wriﬁ,en duriﬁxg a period of great
.emlltation. on Holfe'é paft_, ana in laﬁer peri_ods of vd»ejeqtion he would
j‘ust‘as fifrnly deno'un‘ce Perkins for such thi;igsv as vth'e 'end:.'L"ng of the book
and ﬁhe leaving out . of his Marxist philosoph,y. Perkins' 1nf1n1te strgngth
was displayed always, however, in the tedious and demanding production o
‘the book. Both men admit in thelr own ways that possibly Weolfe could

never have completed the novel without the help of Perking. Moreover,
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Wolfe doubtlessly would never have allowed Perkins as free a rein had he
not been Wolfe's "perfect person® at the time.

Finished with the huge work at long last, Wolfe wrote a flowery,
three-page dedication to Perkins, which was later expanded into "The
Story of a Novel." John Hall Wheelock persuaded Wolfe to condense the
first attempt to the following brief statement:

To Maxwell Evarts Perkins
A great editor and a brave and honest man, who stuck to

the writer of this book through times of bitter hopelessness

and doubt and would not let him give in to his own despair,

a work to be known as Of Time and the River is dedicated with

the hope that all of it may be in some way worthy of the loyal

devotion and the patient care which a dauntless and unshaken

friend has given to each part of it, and without which none of
it could have been written.i?

Coupled with "The Story of a Novel," which appeared shortly there-
after, this dedication put the critics on the scent leading to their
claim that Wolfe's genius "was not enough," that the editor was actually
a greater creator than the author in this instance. The brunt of the
charge is that Wolfe had little sense of form and organization in his
own mind. Ferkins believed that the dedication was the thing that threw
Wolfe "off his stride and broke the magnificent scheme."p8 This scheme,
which Perkins so heartily approved, was the telling of Wolfe's own life
Tthrough the transmutation of‘his_amazing imagination." The distortion
of Eugene Gant of the first twq novels into George Webber of the latter
two was called a "horrible mistaket 9 by Perkins.

Because of the ruthless nature of some criticisms about his auto-
biographical fiction and his inability to see anything ebjectively, Wolfe
told Perkins that he wanted to write a gompletely objective, unautobio-
graphical book, showing how different everything is from what a person

sxpects it to be.so For the theme, Wolfe chose some lines from War and
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Peace (a Perkins favorite), "Prince Andrei looked at the stars and sighed;
everything was so different from what he thought it was going to be. 51
Perkins decided it would be good for Wolfe to attempt this work, 100,000
ﬁordé or so, within a year, and he said, "It was this that turnéd>him to
George Webber, but once he began on that he really and irristible re-
éuméa the one story he was destined to write, which Was'tﬁat éf‘himself,
or Eugene Gant."52  Diverted from his initial purpose, and encouraged

by his editor, Wolfe then wrote most of the first part of The Web and the

Rock, which largely resembles Look Homeward, Angel without the Gant fam-

ily. Finally; of dourse, Wolfe tied this section_with what was to have

beeﬁ the.last part of Of Time and the River.' Togathervthese formed The

Web and the'Rock, probably Wolfe's least satisfactory novel. Perkins

wrote, "If Tom had held to his scheme and éompleted the whole stdry of
his life as transmuted into fiction through his imagination, I fhihk the
accusation that hé had no sense of form could not have stood."53 His
cbvious point here is that just as 1life has no real form, then Wolfe's
total work would have had a natural formlessness about it that actuwally
presented!a 1ifelikg picture. |

At any rate, Wolfe soon realized—the unsuitable nature of his pro-
Jjected work, and the first notion of a split from Scribners and Perkins
must already have occurred to him. People began saying that Wolfe could
not write without Perkins. "He had to prove to himself and to the world
that this was not so," wrote Perkins, "And this was the fundamental
reason that he turned to another publish@r.“Sh Thus, Wolfe's pride
forced him to turn away from his close friend and editor. As Elizabeth
Nowell comments, ". . ., the irony of it was that Wolfe had started the

whole thing himself, out of sheer goodhearted gratitude to Perkins.“55
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Wolfe's turning away from Scribners, however, was a long, slqwly
evolving process, Its origins must have occurred during the editing of
“the second book: TIn a letter to Perkins from Europe after receiving

reviews of Of Time and the River, Wolfe said that his full intention in

the bock was not realized, that another six months would have made the
book whole and pprfect leaving no room for crltlclsm of its episodic

nature. Then Wolfe wrote:

Max, Max, I cannot go on, but I am sick at heart--we should
have waited six months longer-~-the book, like Caesar, was from
. its mother's womb untimely ripped--like King Richard, brought
into the world "scarce half made up." . . . I fear we have
played directly into /ﬁy enemleq;7 hands by our carelessness

and by our frenzied haste--our failure to complete just when
completion was in our grasp.”
Wolfe also harbored a grudge against Perkins for having kept the Marxist
views out of the novel. In the letter ofbseparation, he said, "Had I

given full expression to these convictions in Of Time and the River I

believe it would have been a better hook."57 What Wolfe was really
getting at here was Perkins' conservative political and econbmic be-

liefs which Wolfe believed had kept Perkins from approving his ideas.

There were numercus other reasons for Wolfe's break. One involved
his many legal difficulties, which he felt Scribners had handled quite
poorly; making him have to deplete his savings considerably. Aléo, in
‘his writing scheme--the télling of his life story--he inevitably came
to the point of writing about Scribners itself, and Perkins viewed this
matter with much regret. He was therefore slow in of fering Wolfe a con-
tract for his_next bopk because he feared that Scribners might not be
able to publish it due to its subject matter. Further, their arguments
over econamics and politics had gone on endlessly since léjh, and Wblfe's
romantic nature rebeliéd against Pgrkins' inmmate conservatism. Of course,

" this last reason was the basic one included in George lisbber's long letter



%

to his editor Foxhall Edwards which concludes You Can't Go Home Again,

Finally, howevér, Miss Nowell accurétely notes that like Wolfe's other
superior beings, Perkins simply had failed to live up always to Wolfe's
image of perfection.>0

After all Perkins had done for Wolfe, it was a great shock in the
literary world when Wolfe left Scribners. Perkins must have been slightly
increduloug;,then,‘whsh he received Wolfe's lengthy letter in 1937 reveal-
ing his decision to find another publisher, though 2 long string of events
before this should have warned him of the possibility. While admitting
the bountifvl help and invaluable friendship Perkins had given him, Wolfe
wrote: ‘

+ « « Ihe whole natural impulse of creation--and with me,

creation is a natural impulse, it has got to flow, it has got

to realize itself through the process of torrential production~-

is checked and hampered at every place. In spite of this, I

have finally and at last, during these past two months, broken

through into the greatest imaginative conquest of my life~~the

only complete and whole one I have ever had. And now I dare

not bring it to you, I dare not show it to you, for fear that

this thing which I cannot trifle with, which may come tc a man

but once in his whole life, may be killed at its inception by

cold caution, by indifference, by the growing apprehensiveness

and dogmatism of your own conservatism,
While Wolfe does not reveal what this conquest actually was, it is likely
that it had something to do with his "you can't go home again"theory,
that a person's home ls in the unknowable future. If so, then his reli-
ance upon the "images cof strength and wisdom" had also come to an end,
which it literally did with his departure from Scribners. After Per-
kins, no other person attained the peculiar position of esteem in Wolfet's
life that his father, Professor Baker, Mrs. Bernstein, and Perkins had.
Edward C. Aswell, his new editor at Harper and Brothers, came closest,

but he was the same age as Wolfe. Both he and Wolfe seemed to regard

their friendship as a "brotherly" one.
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The key to Wolfe's artistry seems to rest with his bresaking away
from Perkins. His actuel letter of separation, with several modifica-

tions, concludes You Can't Go Home Again. In an interpolation before

this last section entitled "A Wind Is Rising and the Rivers Flow," it
is noted that that final summer's experiences (in Germany) had had
« « « & profound effect upon George Webber. He had come

face to face with something old and genuinely evil in the spirit

of man which he had never known before, and it shook his inner

world to its foundations. Not that it produced a sudden revo-

lution in his way of thinking. For years his conception of the

world and of his own place in it had been gradually changing,

and the German adventure merely brought this process to its

climax. . . .

‘But this spirit was not confined to Germany. It belonged

to no one rage, It was a terrible part of the universal heri~

tage of man, o ‘
Webber wrestled with the earth-shaking problem he had discovered, and Weolfe
wrote that then the idea that "you can't go home again" fell fully wpon
Webber. After discussing and arguing the problem with his editor, Fox-
hall Edwards (Perkins), Webber finally realized the time had come to
leave Edwards, but "Ceorge knew that whatever happened, Fox would al-
ways remain his friend" and would understand.‘sl This letter which Web-
ber then composed to Edwards deals basically with the two friends!'! differ-
ent economic and philosophic outlooks on 1ife as the compelling reasons
for his departure. The psychological reason for Wolfe's real-life de-
cision, though, seems to have been that he merely had to prove conclusive-
ly that he could write without Perkins alongside him.

The important point of concern here regarding Webber's letter to

Edwards in the novel, however, is the evident maturing of Webber's

(Wolfe's) philosophy of life. It must be granted that this same view-

point surely applied to Wolfe in a very large measure. For the first

time in his 1ife, Webber (and Wolfe) had made the decision to become
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entirely independent. This, of course, destroyed thevlong~standing im-
pulse to find the "lost father" for both personalities. Webber, Wolfe
wrote, had dlscovered that a man could not go "back to the father /Ee
ivhaé7 lost and been 1ook1ng for, back home to someone who can help /Rin/,

save /“1m7, ease the burden for /-;;7 n62 The letter is somewhat of a

summarlzation of Webber s llfe utory, and 1ncluded is the sectlon tell-
ing of the 1mportance of the father to him. Implylng that as an individ-
‘ual he was lost because of a lack of a father, Webber tells Edwards:
+ « o Perhaps that is one reason, Fox, why for sc long I
needed you so desperately. For I was lost, and was looking

for someone older and wiser to show me the way, and I found

you, and you took the place of my father who had diéd. In our

nine years together you did help me find the way, though you

could hardly have been aware just how you did it, and the road

now leads off in a direction contrary to gour intenv. For the

fact is that I no longer feel lost. . .

While this appears in the novel, it seems %o state quite well Wolfe's own
feelings at the time of his separation from Perkins, by summing up his
newly discovered self-sufficience. The letter concludes with George
Webber's highly optimistic creed. Holding that Edwards does noit believe
in the ability of man to improve himself, Webber says that no matter
what happens man must try to improve his lot.

But right at this point when Webber no longer feels lost and is in-
dependent, he tells of the premonition that his eérthly life is about to
end. His letier ends thus:

Something has spoken to me in the night, burning the tapers

of the waning years; something has spoken in the night, and told

me I shall die, I know not where. Saying:

"To lose the earth you know, for greater knowing; to lose

the life you have, for greater life; 1o leave the friends you

loved, for greater loving; to find a land more kind than honme,

more large than earth--

“_-Whereon the pillars of this earth are founded, toward

which the conscience g the world is tending=--a wind is rising,
and the rivers flow,"
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At last, from all his endless searching, Webber has reached a definite
-belief about his world. In real life, tpo; Wolfe revealed his hoveful
philogsophy to Perkins. 1t seems that just when.he was,prepared to write
about life 2s he wished, he suddenly lost his‘oWﬁ‘lifg. ; |

" Lying near death in Seattle in 1938, Wolfe did his last writing--a
letter to Perkins which also hinted at Wolfg‘s’impending:death. Bgsides
telling Perkins of his lasﬁiﬁg graﬁitude for the help anﬂ friendship, it
saids |

I'm sneaking this against orders--but "I've got a hunch"--
and I wanted to write these words to you.

I've made a long voyage and been to a strange country, and
Itve seen the dark man very close; and I don't think I was too
much afraid of him, but so much of mortality still clings to me--
I wanted most desperately to live and still do . . . and there
was the impossible anguish and regret of all the work I had not
done, of all the work I had te do~-and I know now I'm just a
grain of dust, and I feel as if a great window has been opened
on life I did not lmow about before--and if I come through this,
I hope to God I am a better man, and in some strange way I can't
explain I know I am a degger and a wiser one. .+ . . 1f I get on
my feet, 1'11 come back.

| Surely it is literature's loss'that Wblfe did not recover, for he might
have written about death as few other’writers had before him,

At any rate, Wolfe remained truly perturbed about his having to
leave Scribners and, more imporiantly, Perkins. In a lebter dated Novem-
ber 17, 1937, he told Perkins:

Like you, I am puzzled and bewildered about what has hap-
pened, but in conclusion can offer this: that maybe for me the
editor and the friend got too close together and perhaps 1 got
the two relations mixed. I don't know how it was with you, but
maybe something like this happened to you, too. 'I'ggn't know,

If this is true, it is a fauwlt in both of us. . . .

Wolfe might Just as well have said that he got his "image of strength

and wisdom" and his career too inextricably mixed, and it was sheer

necessity on his part that he change publishers.
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CHAPTER VI

Conclusion

With Perkins, £hen,‘WO1fe's search for the all-knowing, guiding
spirit had come full circle. When Wolfe bscame aware that even Perkins,
" his former nonpareil adviser, could not provide‘unerring guidance for
his literary career, he obvicusly believed that the time had come for
him to strike out oﬁ his cwn. Wolfe had finally realized his independ-
ence, it would seem, and more importantly he put it into effect. He now
must have felt that he was able to write as he wished, relatively free

from any significant outward influence.

Nothwithstanding his leaving Perkins, howsver, The Web and the Rock

and You Can't Go Home Again show, both directly and indirectly, the im-

mense influence which his association with Perkins had upon Wolfe's writ-
ing practices. This fact exists even though these two books were edited
by Edward C. Aswell and posthumously published by Harper and Brothers.
In‘fact, Perkins! probable influence on these two books ranges all the
way from their sometimes confusing styles to actual subject matter.

In the preface to The Web and the Rock, Wolfe called it the "most

objectiverd book he had ever writben, which it wes in most respects.
Perkins, of course, had‘enqouragedeOlfe to try’temporarily‘a more ob-
Vjective style of writing, and the fifst part of this book is a sample of
the reswlt. The diffiéulty which most readers find with the book, in
fact, is that it has two distinctly different parts, which were basically

written separately. This fact accounts largely for the dual objective-

103
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subjective nature of the novel. The last half, basically the love story
of Esther Jack and George Webber, had originally been intended as part

of Of Time and the River, of course, while the first part marks Wolfe's

shift in style from the "lyrical and identifiable personal autobiography"
of his earlier works to the "free creation" that was to be, according to ;
Wolfe, simultaneously the most objective and most autobiographical of all
his writing.

This latter style, showing ever more detachment, thus dominates the

early part of The Web and the Rock and all of You Can't Go Home Again.

Much of this work was done after his break with Perkins, but the begin~
ning must be placed during the latter part of his career with Scribners.
In faet, it seems most likely that Wolfe made those changes actually be-
cause of his split with Perkins and Seribners. Farly in his association
with Aswell, he wrote him telling of his new method of writing. (Note the
extremely formal tone of his early relationship with Aswell):

o o o Here is what the author has in mind:

He intends to use his own experience absolutely--to pour
it in, to squeeze it, to get everything out of it that it is
worth., He intends for this to be the most objective book that
he has ever written, and he also intends, by the same token,
for it to be the most autobiographical. . . . Out of his ex~
periences he has derived some new characters who are now com-
pacted not much from specific recollection as from the whole
amalgram and consonance of seeing, feeling, thinking, living,
and knowing many people. . .« »

As the anthor has told his editor, this book marks not
only a turning away from the books he has written in the past,
but 2 genuine spiritual and artistic change. In other words,
he feels that he is done with lyrical and identifiable personal
autobiography; he is also seeking, and hopes now to obtain,
through free creation, a relesase of his inventive power which
the more shackling limitations of identifiable autobiography
do not permit.2

Aswell comments that "it is important to remember this in any evaluation

of /Wolfe/, because it shows that before he died he had reached a new
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stage of growth,"3 It is no accident, then, that Wolfe's last two novels
differ so greatly from the first pair; moreover, his entir_e asgociation
‘(includihg the quarrél) with Perkins was brobably the fnajor‘cause.

c Examples of gehuine bbjectivity, generalily; la’cki'r:xg;‘ :Ln the eafly

novels, in The Web and the Rock have been uncover?d by many cr:.tlcs ’

1mlud1ng Aswell who seems a staunch but fair backer of Wolfeu Aswell
has not.ed that Wolfe!s character of Nebraska Crane, the boyhood companion
of George Webber in th:.s bock, is such a cre.:um::n.l*l Nebraska Crane goes

on to become a big-league baseball star and appears as such in You Can't

gg Home Again, None of Wolfels fam.llv remembers any boyhood acquaintance

of Wolfe who could have sat for this portrait. Since Wolfe's youth was
primarily a lonely one, Aswell contends that Nebraska was created from
Wolfe'vs boyhood image of the perfeqt comzp‘anicn.5

~ Still another example of WOlfe's newly stimulated ability at ob-
Jectivity is "The Child by '.1‘1ﬂ=e:r,"6 &8 gripping short story included in

that first part of The Web and the:‘Rcck. Probably the best example of

Wolfe's developing artistry, it :i.sE the story of Dick Prosser, the benign
and quiet Negro who befriended George Webber and his friends.. Later he
-went on a wild shooting rampage in which he killed several persons. This
story is an excellent study of Wolfe!'s free creation taken from a real-
life episode, since a similar event had occurred in Asheville before
Wolfe's birth.! Wolfe's imagination then recreated his own fascinating
story, and he included it in George Webber's boyhood.

Perhaps the best evidence of Wolfe's changing style, however, is

You Can't Go Home Again, In this novel, Randy Shepperton provides an

objective character who cannot be compared truly with any real-life per-

son, though some people have sald that Ralph Wheaton, Mabel Wolfe Wheaton's
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husband, provided his actual counterpart. Anyway, Shepperton is the only

hometown person in You Can't Go Home Again who stands faithfully beside

George Webber aftcr Wobber's first novel is published. Edward Aswell
remarks thal here again Wolfe conjured up 2n imaginary friend of his own
age who gould serve as his confidant and supporter, a person’who did not
then éxi%t in Wolfe's own life as much as he desired.8

In addition, this last book includes purely imagined scenes such as
“Phe Hollow Men"® chapﬁer in which Foxhall BEdwards (Maxrell Periding) reads
a newspaper account of a suicide case. From this initial setiing, Wolfe
developed & penetraiing and absorbing story about both the suicide and
its surrounding evenis, wiich is an indictment against a man's emply
1ife. Because of such materisl, though, Louis Rubin, Jr., called the
book "simply a collection of scenes interspersed with sermons, and fol-
lowed by a long letter to Foxhall Edwerds . . « in which all the pretenses
of fiction are discarded and the first person singular is utilized.,"10
In a footnote, though, Rubin admiis that this is net an entirely fair
appraisal since Wolfe died without eny chance to revise or rewrite his
last two complete works. He also says thal some day the necessity might
arise to re-edit the final two novels into a "single, much more tightly
pruned volume,"ll one that might more closely approximate Wolfe's plans
for the material,

According to Aswell, Wolfe had in fact become a "tireless reviser
 and rewriterl? in his last years, thereby lending much support for the
~ ‘belief that had Wolfe been able to polish those last two books, they
doubtlessly would have been much different. Wolfe's new-found capacify
for revision and rewriting must simply be attributed to Perkins as a re-

sult of their years of close communion in the editing of the first two
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novels. AL any rate, Aswell reveals that almost every scene ineluded in
the posthumously published novels had at least two different versions,
‘and some had four or five. "It was fascinatving to see how the thing had
changed and grown under Lﬁoli‘e' §_7 hand." 13 Agswell pays. J1n view of other
statements by Aswell, his use of "grown" wdouvbiedly means "increased in
artistry.® If Wolfe had srrived at a new plateau in his writing as thereby
indicated, thenitis indeed unfortunate, from a critical standpoint, that he
is to be forever judged upon the merits of his unpolished last two boc;,ks.
This is not to say that they do not have merits; rather that they could
surely have been much more universally sugcessful after their author had
had his oun opportunity to improve upon thelr form and stylae.

His last complete book, however, must provide the best example of
the new style of writing that Wolfe had hit upon, and it is a matter of

taéte» whether Loolk Homeward, Angel or You Cau'l Go Home Again is the

better work. For sheer passion and intensity, the first cannot be touched

by the latter, for Look Homeward, Angel epitomizes that "naked autoblo-

graphical" naturs of Wolfe's early writings. The general critical opinion
agrees with this judgment. Richard Walser, in his recently written Thomas

Wolfe: An Introduction and Interpretation, noies that the "lessening of

‘self-concentration" in You Can't Go Home Again "was accompanied by a

diminishing of lyric exuberance in si;yle."lh He points ocubt that You

Can't Go Home Again wos i‘inally the book which fulfilled Wolfe's "promise

of objectivity." In Thomas Wolfe: The Weather of His Youth, Louis Rubin,

Jr., says that after Look Homeward, Angel, Wolfs's books exhibited a

"sharp decline in the quality of the recall. With a few exceptions the
individual scenes are not as vivid, the characters not nearly as believ-

a.ble."15 Rubin therefore thinks that Wolfe's first book was his most
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successful. Likewise, Herbert J. Muller, in Thomas Wolfe, believes that

Look Homeward, Angel is the best novel. He adds, "Even as we appreciate

hig growth to maturity we must add that it did not mean a steady enrich-

ment of his art..“lé Contrarily, in Hungry Gulliver, Pamela Johnson claims

that Of Time and the River is the best work, while Look Homeward, Angel

is the most complete.l7 As can be seen, You Can't Go Home Again is sel-
dom seen as Wolfe's greatest book, and usually the absorbing intensity

of Look .Homeward, Angel is the deciding factor in its favor.

But aside from the feeling that is noticeably absent when it is com-

pared with Look Homeward, Angel, You Can't Go Home Again, in the total

piqture,‘still>seemsvto be a generally‘superiorlwork. This claim is made
because of Wblfe‘§ more mature style and_more penetrating mind, Morg
basically, Wolfe really had a "thing to say" in his last novel, whereas
the first one was more or less an intriguing picture of a Southern family
and community, with the development of the artist as a young man provid-
ing the focal point. On the other hand, the theme that "you can't go
home again" has significance for almost every person. Besides this, the
book and its theme are especially important in the maturing process of

that same, though vastly different, young artist of Look Homeward, Angel.

It would seem that still another criterion for judging a literary work

is that book's endurability; that is, how successful is the book on second
or subsequent readings? In this respect, on multiple readings Look Home-
ward, Angel clearly loses much of its initial impact upon the reader,

while You Can't Go Home Again, which has little passion to lose in the

first place, endures because of its probing search into the real meaning
of life.,
Through his hero George Webber's experiences (which are still es-

sentially the same as Wolfe's), Wolfe delved into life's meaning, and
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came up with the idea that it is fruitless for a person te try to returm
‘to a former station in life. From this idea, though, arises George Web-
ber's optimism about wman's need to look to the future and to try always
to improve life around him. First of all, George Webber realizes the
fact that his hometown bears little resemblance to the one he remembered
from his youth. The townspeople are all bitter over George's recently
 published novel, which concerned that town of his youth, and Geérge's
only alternative is never to return to his hometown again--it is now
buried in the past. That nothing is ever quite the same as before is a
sharply poignant revelation tQ'Webber, and one that nearly everyone ex-
perieﬁces when he tries to revive the past as it had been. This is a
part of the persistent time theme of Wolfe's.

Next Webber finds the same sad truth in his love affair with Esther

Jack., Estranged by a violent quarrel near the end of The Web and the

Rock, Esther and George resume their relationship in the beginning of

You Can't Go Home Again, but only after George had taken his "Grand Tour

of Renunciation" to Burope. Developing the futility of their love affair,
Wolfe led Webber to the conclusion that "love is not enough" and that he
cannot return to the previous rapture of their life together. Webber
also finds that the elusive fame he had so rapidly sought means nothing
when he finally attains it. Wolfe wrote of the social "lion-hunters®
who descended upon Webber--the new literary celebrity--and he revealed
the general emptiness which accompanied these situations. His point is
brought to a brilliant conclusion with Webber's episodic adventure with
the celebrated author Lloyd McHarg (for whom Sinclair Lewis was the
prototype), whose prestige has nevertheless left him with little more
than an empty life.l8 Finally, Wolfe's theme takes on univermsal scope

when George Webber slowly becomes aware of the Nazi menace in his beloved
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Germany. Even there in that land where he had known such great popu-
larity, he is unable to keep that which had previously been his, this

time because of political corruption. Of course, all of Webber's realiza-
tiong culminated in his long letter to Foxhall Edwards which coneludes

the book,

Thus, even in its unpolished form, You Can't Go Home Again reveals

‘the lasting effects which Wolfe's images 6f strength and wisdom, es-
pecially Perkins in this instance, had upon his life and art. He had
spent over fifteen years of his life relying generally upon his appointed
leaders, and he never fully developed his writing talents while under
their domination. This is not to say that he did so even in his last
complete book, but he did seem to realize his true creative seli more
fully in this book than in any other. Bach superior person of his, how-
ever, had definite indispensable qualities to offer Wolfe in his striving
toward perfection in his art, and Wolfe realized this fact. They had
freely given their talents in the making of Thomas Wolfe the artist, and
in the meantime they also had aided him in becoming a more mature in-
dividval.

In summation, one can see the gradual shaping of Wolfe's life and
writing career through his associations with his preeminent persons,
W. 0. Wolfe provided his son with not only an innate spirit, but also
so much thematic material that it carried, in varying degrees, through-
out all four of his novels. Professor Baker, in spite of his position
as a playwriting teacher, indirectly turned Wolfe toward the genre of the
novel. Aline Bernstein gave him both the spiritual and financial support
that enabled him to write his first novel. Finally, Maxwell Perkins was
responsible fpr_publishing that first novel, and in addition he buoyed
up Wolfe's depleted spirit so that he could complete, revise, and then

publish the overwhelming (for Wolfe) Of Time and the River. This help
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was subsequently the cause of his turning to his new methods of writing.
If he had not continued his search for artistic form to the end, his art
probably would have been quite different.

" Before conderming Wolfe for tuwrning away from his devoted friends,
however, one should realize the problem created by Wolfe's dependernce
upon these "superlor beings." @ So long as Wolfe settled for the imege of
- strength and wisdoin, he was prevented from seeing that the reality of
strength énd_wisdom lay in his own artistic independsnce. All these
people had helped him to develop his writing talents, but mostly because
of his own particular nature he allowed them to hinder him also--though
the hindering was probably more of his making than theirs. Until his

late attempt at independence, he qpntinually confused the image with the

real person,//ln Look Homeward, Angel, this problem also faces Eugene
Gant:
In the cruel volcano of the boy's mind, the little brier

moths of his idolatry wavered in to their strange marriage

and were consumed. One by one the merciless years reaped

down his gods and captains. What had lived up to hope? What

had withstood the scourge of growth and memory? Why had the

gold become so dim? All his life, it seemed, his blazing

loyalties bagan with men and ended with images; the life he

leaned on melted below his weight, and looking down, he saw

he clasped a gtatve. . . M+

Since the artist or writer is usually preoccupied with reality, or
at least with its representation; Wolfe was troubled by these "images
of strength and wisdom" in his writing. #As a young artist, Wolfe seemed
concerned too often with the "image." After he had learned te see resli=-
‘ty more clearly, he was able to understand himself and life much better.

You Can't Go Home Again, for all its problems of form, crystallizes

those realizations and Wolfe's subsequent beliefs.
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