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Wolfe reveals his artistic decirss throush his eharacters,
A, His fullv-develoned characters are memorable.
R, His characters are verv American.

1., He wanted to exmose America throurh fiction.

2., His fullv-develoned characters are dual in nature.
Wolfe's treatment of his characters shows his own experiences,
A. His own family members are his most outstandine characters.

P, Other characterizations reveal his own disannrointments.
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THOMAS VOTRE!S OUADAQTART ZAMT ON :

The poetic prose of Thomas Wolfe =*ands alwost alone in
twentieth centurv American literature as marvelouslv deserip-

tive. Tor, "fully does Took Homiwzrd, Ancel Aeserve +he rathe

er zenerally arreed uvvon oninion that it is the most Nprmalifle =i

. . 1 .
novel ever written by an American."’ Numerous vassages of his

"

worv are frenzied dithyrambs of lvrical heautv, both i T.ook

Jomeward, Angel and his later novels., Wolfe's feel for and

command of the sound of the Tn~liah lansnaece, althouch often
submerred in a rather looselv-connected narrative based on
mercsonal experience, ranks him as one of the foremost Ameri-
ean writers, Vis characters stand nut inst as hie stvle Apes,

Buried in his novels, amidst unrelated Ecenes and insjemnif-
icant character sketches, are some of the most emotive, mnoetir,
complexlyv-structured passages of local color variety in the en-
“iretv of American fiction. TFor Wolfe, however, loral colar
hecame a national color which hordered on natriotism, TPounAda
of manuseript eruvted “rom his pen which exr? ored the Amoriean
nation, its neonle. its nraiseworthy vivtues, and ite ynmia-
takahle faults, "He ig American as Whitman was American. and
Tive "Mhitran realizes tgo ear'iness of the time at whirh he

NTCHAS A S

“DeaVS."Z His characters were alasp verv American.

Overwhelmed hy his deaverate attemnt to intellectnallv cagn-

ture the entire foul of his nation's fiher, Weolfe often ignored




auch piddling matters as coherence and losical sequence-deé%ﬂ-

opment. His autobiosravhical approach to fiction enabled him

to hetter undeérstand people, nlaces, and events, ¥is limited

scope also made it possible for Wolfe to better understand hris
family, his country, and the wor'd in which he 1ived., Concen-
tration on events and peonle maat famivliar to him allowed Wolfe
the freedom to exnress his belief that "fiction is fact select-
ed and understood. ., . fiction is fact arranced and charced
with purnose."3
Wolfe's characters were fictional caricatures of artual
friends, relatives, and passines acanaintances. Tven thoush
olfe was often malisned by 1iterarv critics who ovroteated his
averaion to more ohjective substance, Richard Wal ser offers
that, "if the peoole in his bonk had their basis in human ex-
nerience, the 1ife and beineg thev nosse§sed was onlv what he
»imself gave them."A Tolfe's careful eye for detdil carnot he
overloo¥ed when examining his characters. Fe felt that every-
thine must be told, that nothing should he implied. Fe emvnha-
sized showing American beonle Jost as thev reallv were.
Familiarity usually bred contempt in Wolfe's 1ifr. The
sensitive artist carried much of his hitterneas into his char-
acterizations. ‘Ve dwelt on the fau? ts and human weak¥nesses of
his fictional nersons.. Seldom did Wolfe's charactars ar—ear
overly virtuous: however, neither were thev entirely lackine in
redeemineg qualities. The conflist hetween =004 and haﬁ-asnectq

gave his characters a “ual nature.



wAlfets Taustian Adreams of artisticallv exnressine a fla-

tion's being, the wav Tolstoy did in Russia with "ar and Peace,

resul ted in failure. Wo'fe's own knowledge of »is inevitahle
failure probadbly heightened his bitterness,

Man was horn to live, to suffer, and to Aie, and
what befalls him is a traric lot., There is no denv-

ing this in the final end. BRut we must, dear Tox,
5

deny it all along the way.

Out of this dismal, vessimistic view temmered bv hone came
2an inherent contradiction. Accordinelv, Wolfe's attitude to-
=3rd his characters is an ambiguous one., This ambisuitv cre-
ated the necessity of includineg worthwhile asnects of his char-
acters along with the bad ones., Wolfe's bitterness shnawe
throush and the undesirable aualities of his characters dom-
inate their behavior.

Fellow Southerner William Paulkner, who ranked Wolfe at
the ton of the list of his contemnoraries, desecribed him as
"a failure, but a magnificent one." That descrivtion con'A
also be annlied to several of Wol<“e's characters. Contrnlled
by one or more tracic flaw(s), his characters are maenificent
for their gusto and their vita itv. Year the ton 0 the list
of Wolfe's characters noted for these traits is .0, Gant, who

Was nortraved in Look Homeward, Angel and Of Time and the River,

The stonecutter-father of the protaconist of these two novels,
usually referred to simply as "fant," has been ecalled "a psran-

diose failure."6




pant(in real 1ife he was W.0., Wolfe, Thomas's father), a a
~ood .provider for his familv, is essentiallv a tragic fisure.
ﬂb-yearned, with a power©ul creative urge, to carve a =tore
ancel. The creation was bevond him. ™is fondest wish wa=
unobtainable., Tailineg %o maater his ohaession, as much as
anvthing else, causes Gant %o periodically indAulge himae™ f
in drunken rampages, Fis alcorolie gnrees wera accomnanied
by wild rhetoric, noetry-svoutins, and invective denunciation
Af kis wife, Eliza fant, Gant viewas Tliza as an ohstacle ir
the pathsof his ereative desires and his instinects for rontine
in dailvr 1ife. Wer purchase of Dixieland, an 014 hoa»rdingz
house, sevarates the Gant family and frequently cauc=es one
of fant's verbal tirades.
Woman, vou have "eserted my hed and hoarAd,

vou have made a ]auphing stock of me hefore the

world, and left vour children to verish, Tiend

that vou.are, there is nothine that von wonld not

do to torture, humiliate and decrade me. You ™ave

deserted me in mv nld are: von have left me to Adie

alone. Ah, Tord! Tt was a hitter “av for us al’

when vour s~loating eves firat fel® nvon thie damn-

able, this awfu‘,.this murderons and hlonodvy Barn.

There is no isnominv to which vou will not stonm

if you think it will out a nickel in vonr nocket,

vou have fallen 8o low not even vour own hrothers

will cnome nesr ou., 'Yor heast, nor man ‘ath “al -




nant tates great pride in brineine home whole sides of meast

or baskets of fruit. FWis lusty, sensual nature manifests
jtgelf in frequent visits to a loeal "house of i1l reoute.”
Fis hunery, rich spvirit is somewhat satisfied by travel.

e is Gant the Par-Wanderer. 7%ant, in character with his
gix-foot-four frame and his sigantic stride, has a "MNutch
1ove of abundance." FHis duality rests in his ecstatic jov
offset bv violent hostilitv. At least one critic finds Gant

the center of a novel (T.ook Yomeward, Aneel) lacking in formal

structure.8 He certainly dominates the first half of the
hook.

In Of Time and the River, Gant is reduced to a cancer-

ridden, hospitalized, dvine man. A'1 that remain of Gant's
strencth are his bands, the sinewy, long, bonv hands of the
artist. The creativity and exoression those hands had revre-
aented had been admired by Tugene Gant, the gtonecntter's

vouneseat son and hero orotagonist of Took Homeward, Angel

and 0f Time and the River.

As Bucene saw him, he felt that this was no
common crafitsman, but a master, nickine un his

tools briefly for a chef-4'oceuvre,

"ge is better at this than anv one in all
the world," Busene thoursht, and his dark vision
burned in him for a moment, as he thousht +hat

hig father's wor¥ would never, as men



reckon vears, be extinguished, but that when that @
great skeleton lay vowdered in earth, in many a
tangled undergrowth, in the rank wilderness of
forgotten churchyards, these lTetters would endure}9

cne of the most memorable of Gant's states is that of his mar-
riage to Eliza--a stérmy and unhanny union,

El1iza Gant is one of the most easilv dislikable characters
in- American fiction. A shrewd, calculatineg real-estate dealer
who values proverty and material vpossessi~ns over the love and
understandine of her family, Eliza is full of sentimental rec-
collections of no narticular imvortance and practical advice.
Her standards of success rest, not upon Christian ethies, but
on how much property one owns, One must do nothing more than
~rn not "a siregle stick of vrorerty" to be erowned with infamy
ir Fliza's eyes. Whether promoting business for Dixieland or
ureing her children to suvrort themselves, Eliza is first and
last a se?fish person, Uttering cliches and hoardine money
are more imnortant to Eliza than is communicatine with a rest-
less Bucene. Eliza resents her daughter Helen, for Aelen is
svmpathetic toward fant and exerts control over his chaotic
revelry, Wishing to remain "thrifty," Eliza calls a 1ess-ex-
pensive quack, rather than a qualified doctor, when her son
Ben is {11, =Ren, thé secretive, brocding member of the fam=~
17y, later dies of mneumonia. Eliza even makes bad coffee,

Yet, Bliza is not without her admirable noints., <he 1is

o : . 0
independent, energetic, proud, eenerous, an? noh]e.' She




endures the heartbreak of the death of fArover, Ben's twin® in
characteristic strong-willed manner., She is even comnassion-
are and emnathetic toward a distressed preenant woman. Tn

Mol feta own words, Eliga is "a verv streones, resourceful, and
nnuracseous woman, who showed oot character and determination

nll

in her strucele acainst the odda of 1ife Tn OFf Mime and
in

the River and in The Web o” Earth, Wliza avnears sz a rarrn-
lous, flishtyv conversationalist who hints at, but dacs not
exnlain, her own inherent wiedom, TFliza's wit an” cood hpwor
are characteristic of these twa nprtravala,

Tliza's duality is contained in the balancing of her greesd,
gai fishneas, and npride with her resourcefulness, strensth, and
gaurace, FPer distin-uiching characteriastic remains, however,
Loy irahility to velate tn neon'e eclnae +o ver, She newsr re-

~Tens o her hushand as an- thine Bt e Agnt 0 Paw exa-nlae,

The character of Ren fant remains a monumental ouzzle o

manv reatlers. ¥e is a silent, eray, broodine fienre whna chaves

A comrunion with Fupene's spirit. A stranger to his own “am-

Q5

', Ren resomts to frequent comversations with his nwn guest

L bt . 1 .
-0 one underastands this aupernatiu-al communication excert Tu-

>
N DO oy

®. Ben remains Unbefriended by anvone excent Mrs, (Pat+vy)

Dor+ - : ! .
“°T, an older woman who lives at Dixieland until ™ iza honte

PN bl
ST out of the hense to preserve apnearances of commu~ity

B4, IEENES g A a . : E .
e 3111’,\7. One critic findla the Aeath of Ren "ant siegnificant
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SCES When Rents shest pdviess Burene to thrm within hWimaelf to




find hanpiness. Ben remains "the onlv reallv Aead person #in

12 15 0f Time and the

a hook noteworthv for its characters.,"
River; FTucene enters a nostalgic reminiscénce of the time Ren
éave him a watch for his twelfth hirthdayv. TRen, modelled af-
ter Wolfe's own brother, is noteworthv for his invisihle bhond
with Furene, Wolfe felt that Ren's death was one o° the most
important events in his own Wife.14
Tuke %ant, an outgoing, hustling salesman, cultivates and

imace of himeself as a bi~s-hearted, unselfish, witty ner=on.

FPred Wolfe, Tuke's livine counternart, savs of thia imacs,

"Ttm the damned fool Tuke, but I ouess T'm still in charactor."ls
A good-natured extrovert, Tuke is memorable for hias stutterine

speech and his hard-core sales tactics.

Telen fant(later Barton), avnears in Toolr Womeward, Angel

as a"warm, unsparine, onen-hearted“lsperson. Her need for the
love of her father causes her to forego the privacv of her mar-
riare. Considerine Wo>fe's hahits of characterization, Yelen
is unusual for her unselfishness. She is still somewhat of a
traric figure, siving of herself until she reaches a sort of

martyvrdom, =

Of Time and the River concinudes with Bugene fGant meeting

an American woman aboard ship in a vovare that retvurne him to

America. We learn only that her name is TMsther. She is a

fullv-devel oned character, Esther Tack, in The Web and the Rock

and You Can't g0 HFome Again. Rased on the nersomglitr of Aline

R ; . ’
ernstein(Wnlfers mistress an? patran), Tether i= a middle-




aged Jewess. George "Monk" Webber, protagonist of Wolfe'g
posthumous novels, falls in love with her. She is a jolly,
clever, talented, independent stacge designer. Her assgocia-
tion with the artistic culture of Wew York first attracts
webber. fradnally, this same association gtifles Webber and
disgusts him. The affluent world she represents seems phony
to Webber. Althoush the Webber-Jac” affair ends in bitter
disan—~ointment, Wolfe weaves a faseinating love storv. TFs-
ther Jack remains for WebBer, even after he Aecides that her
world is not for him, a symbol of the city. That symbol is
one of a rock, or "a kind of new America."17
Wolfe took a Aim view of the world of the artists({dia-
lectical 'y satired as "Ottists") he encountered duvring his
Harvard davs. George Pierce Baker, whose friendship Wolfe
valued and whose judement he trusted,1$ was portraved as

Professor Hatcher in Of Time and the River, "Professor

Hatcher!scelebrated course for dramatists" was shown as a
shallow conception of a writer's apvorenticeship. Professor
Tatcher anvears as an inveterate name-dronver who was "the
unfailing wise and strong and gentle svirit wro knew el W

had seen all, could solve al’ prbblems bv a word, release us of
all the anwuish, grief and error of our lives bv a wave of his

benevolent hand."'’ Professor Hatcher proves to be a dishonest

charlatan.

Wolfe felt 1ittle respect for F. Scott Fitzmerald, whom

Wolfe of as a livine emhodiment of the "Lost Generation" of

P TTRPRPRLN V0 ot I
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artists and writers. TFitzgerald was portraved as a shallow,

insincere Hunt Conrov in You Can't Go Home Apain. Sinclair

Tewis, vportrayed as Tloyd WcFarg in You “an't Go Home Again,

was representative of wasted talent to Wolfe. McFare, when
George Webber met him, was the leadine novelist of his dav,
Fame had dissipated him to an alcoholic and Werher regliged
that recosgnition was a worthless attainment,

Wolfe probably never wonld have been a successfu?l writer
had he not been fortunate enough to find the,leadershiv and
guidance of Maxwell Perkins, Nevertheless, Perkins encount-

ered criticism from Wolfe's nen when he anveared in You Can't

Go Home Again as Toxhall RdAwards. EdwarAds wasg Teor~e Wehher's

editor who had become a sort of sviritual father +n +re vaurng

author. Wehher comes to doubt Bdwar s!' eccentricitieg and

. 2 h 20
Bis resignation to life's never imonroving.:

-"51.: = R i

i |

3 Marearet Roberts, who anneared in Toolk Homewarad, Anee

YN =

) "
as Marmaret Teonard, was one of Wol<e's sunernerROﬂq.'] Mar-

g

-

faret Teonard was Tugene's spiritual mother. “She onidnrd hiag

R

M

literatyre studies at school and worried abont his health wi+h

uncommon interest. She eventually came to lowve FRusene ns

O

thouh he were her own son. Warsaret Teonard is one o® ™olfa's

few admirable characters.

Some critics feel that all of Wolfa's writines deslt with

s 2 . . .
the same eeneral subject--one mants 1ife. 2?0110w1ng whie vein,

the T'7Uw‘i‘ene Gant of Wolfets first two novels and the fGeorce Meb-

ber ¢

hig last two were essentially the same nerson., TRucene

d




is a romantic, Tonely lad who strueseles arainst sniritusl isoe

tion. Georce Mehher is a more mature nerson who is rot as
emotional as Tueene. TFEucene wishes to know al’, whereas
Georce accevnts some of his human 1imitations. Both nrotaro- .
nists are portréved as heroic veon’e and hoth have suverior,
almost inhuman sensitivities. Georege Webher is a slishtlv
mellowed, adult version of youthful Tueene.

Wolfe concentrated on the habits ard mannerisms o€ his
characte~s, Thev were alive: their vitality and presenne
were imvossihle to disreesard. WMost of his characters, with
the excertion of numerous minor ones, were dual in nature--
not wholly eood, hut not a'l bad, eithew, Wnlfe often hurt
those neorle who were nearest and dearest to »im, but never

did he allow them to be borine when thev were fictionalized,
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