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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines American novels written between 1890 and 1975 

from the point of view of their formal and structural aspects and 

considers the implications arising from the manner in which they 

are deployed within the context of individual works. The phrase 

’public and private worlds' was formulated to describe these 

aspects. The ’public world’ of a novel is the environment in which 

the characters have their existence and comprises places, physical 

objects and that area of tacitly agreed norms, society. Where 

groups of characters are instrumental in translating these norms 

into pressures upon the individual, then they too are considered as 

a part of the public world. 'Private worlds' are defined as those 

aspects of the fiction seen as belonging to a specific character) 

his words, thoughts, actions and emotions, and all these taken together 

as his consciousness, are considered as the private world. The 

phrase public and private worlds is a dichotomy only in the sense 

that it refers to two defined components of the novel; the 'worlds' 

are not assumed to be diametrically opposed. Indeed, this thesis is 

largely about the varied ways in which authors relate them.

The weighting given to each side of the dichotomy in individual novels 

is considered and the resultant 'balance' described as the 'overall 

fictional reality’, a term which takes into account the effect which 

the combination of public and private worlds has upon the reader.

Whilst the aim of this thesis is primarily analytic, the overall 

fictional reality is evaluated on the grounds of its coherence, 

subtlety and artistic merit, all factors which emerge naturally from 

the application of the dichotomy.
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The dichotomy may, of course, be used to analyse novels of any period 

or culture. American novels written over the past nine decades 

present a considerable challenge to its validity as a critical tool, 

for they vary widely in style, content and artistic worth and provide 

a 'fictional' mirror of the vast social changes occurring during this 

period. In order to present a further challenge to the dichotomy 

and to give the discussion extended scope, each chapter deals with 

different configurations of books, ranging from the works of a 

single author to those sharing nothing more than a coincidence of 

setting. Thus, it is the intention of this thesis both to test 

the worth of 'public and private worlds' as an aid to analysis and 

to show that this particular, formal relationship is crucial to

American fiction.
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INTRODUCTION

It is the aim of this thesis to examine how American authors have, 

over the past nine decades, coped with the demands inherent in their 

choice of the novel as a form. No matter how closely an author may 

model his work on actual situations or societies, the very act of 

representation brings with it certain structural and artistic demands. 

The microcosm created within the pages of a novel is bounded by the 

dictates of its writer’s artistic purpose, dependent for coherence 

on his deployment of literary techniques and peopled by characters 

who owe their existence to him. In formulating the phrase 'public and 

private worlds’, the writer of this thesis had in mind the formal and 

structural characteristics common to all novels. 'Public worlds' may 

be defined as the environment in which characters have their existence. 

It comprises places, physical objects and that abstract area of tacitly 

agreed norms, society.- Where individual characters or groups of 

characters are instrumental in translating these norms into pressures 

upon the individual, then they too are considered to be a part of the 

public world. 'Private worlds' may be defined as those aspects of the 

fiction seen as belonging to a specific character; his words, actions, 

thoughts and emotions, and all these taken together as his consciousness 

are considered as the private world. To allow discussion of private 

worlds to be of some depth, it has on the whole been restricted to the 

central, most fully depicted characters in the works under consideration

The phrase ’public and private worlds' is a dichotomy only in the sense 

that it refers to two defined, structural components of the novel.

Public and private worlds are not assumed to be diametrically opposed, . 

indeed this thesis is largely about the varied ways in which authors
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relate them. They are, in almost every case, not merely inter-related 

but interdependent. At one extreme, in the naturalistic novel, we find 

private worlds utterly passive in face of the public world; at the 

other, in the works of Henry James, the private world is hyper-active, 

to the point where it may subsume the public world and become the 

environment of the character. The weighting given to each side of 

the dichotomy is considered and the resultant 'balance' described as 

the 'overall fictional reality’. This term takes into account the 

effect which the author's combination of public and private worlds 

has upon the reader and, whilst the aim of this thesis is primarily 

analytic, the overall fictional reality is evaluated on the grounds 

of its coherence, subtlety and artistic merits, all factors which 

emerge naturally from the application of the dichotomy.

This thesis performs a secondary function, that of testing the 

validity of the dichotomy as a critical tool. Critics who approach 

works of fiction with thematic, sociological, historical or categorial 

briefs run the risk of, to paraphrase Oscar Wilde, ’finding in stones 

the sermons they already put there'. Those, on the other hand, who 

merely consider individual works and note recurrent figures or themes, 

run the equal risk of self-defeating diffuseness. It is hoped that 

by concentrating on two factors fundamental to the form, both dangers 

may be avoided. With public and private worlds as a 'premise', the 

argument cannot become diffuse. In this sense, the analysis is 

restricted, but the restriction is not so narrow that many important 

facets of a book must be left aside in pursuit of a delimiting 

hypothesis» indeed, as there are no aspects of a novel which lie outwlth 

either 'public and private worlds’ or the overall fictional reality, 

the analysis may claim to be comprehensive.
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The balance between the two sides of the dichotomy is eloquent of both 

the author's artistic ability in deploying the form of the novel and 

of the effect he wishes to have on the sympathies of his readers.

There are cases where the balance indicates that a certain effect is 

intended but where, as a result of artistic inadequacies, that effect 

is not produced. Rigorous analysis under the terms of the dichotomy 

reveals such artistic inconsistency. It is apparent that similarities 

in the balance between public and private worlds are indicative of 

similarities in the effect desired* in the first chapter, such 

similarities are used as a means to categorising certain novels as 

belonging to the Naturalistic tradition. In the third chapter, the 

dichotomy is used to show that James, Wharton and Lewis do not belong 

to the 'novelist of manners' category, for their novels are fundamentally 

different in basic structure. Where the actual 'public' world has 

exerted a discernible influence on the shape of the overall fictional 

reality, then such details as are judged to be relevant are included 

in the analysis. Discussion will not, however, stray into those 

dubious realms where works and their authors are seen only in terms 

of their particular age and it must be emphasised that the starting 

point in this study is always the published text itself.

The period under consideration was chosen because in its course, the 

relationship between public and private worlds undergoes some radical 

alterations, and, although no sort of linear pattern emerges, there 

is a marked change of emphasis between the earliest and the latest 

works discussed. In those lying between the extremes, the variations 

are sufficiently numerous to present considerable challenges to the 

validity of the dichotomy as a critical tool and to prove that the 

public and private world relationship is crucial to American fiction.
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The first chapter, a study of the works of Norris, Crane, Dreiser and 

London, deals with novels whose overall fictional realities owe an 

obvious debt to the theories of Social Determinism and to the nascent 

science of psychology. The former, with its emphasis on man as the 

plaything of his environment, is largely responsible for the imbalance 

between public and private worlds evident in these works. Characters 

are reduced to passive, cardboard figures who move through a public 

world portrayed in minute, 'realistic' detail. The relationship 

between the two is implicit rather than explicit) environment is the 

cause and the actions of the characters the effect.

The second chapter is devoted to the works of Henry James. His concern 

with the novel as an art form is in stark contrast to the approach of 

the authors considered in the first chapter, who merely seized on the 

novel as a convenient vehicle for their theoretical enthusiasms. It 

is significant that James's preoccupation with the formal character

istics of the novel should have led him to give the private world the 

dominating role. The individual sensibility is the active interpreter 

of the public world and the prime factor in the structure of the 

overall fictional reality, in Chapter III the works of Edith Wharton 

and Sinclair Lewis are seen, in spite of certain important differences 

in technique, to be attempts to condemn actual societies through the 

medium of fiction. In striving to encompass those actual worlds within 

their fictional realities, both authors were forced to give the public 

world precedence and the private worlds of their characters came, 

inevitably, to be related to that world in more overt, less convincing 

ways and to suffer a certain loss of depth. Chapter IV deals with 

The Great Gatsby, a work which proves that it is possible to attack 

an actual society without adversely affecting the artistic merit of

the overall fictional reality.



Chapter V examines novels written by a variety of authors over a 

period of twenty-five years. All these novels are set in Hollywood 

and it is argued that this unique, actual setting has a discernible 

effect on the structure of the overall fictional reality in those 

books using it as a public world. Chapters VI and VII, devoted to 

the works of William Faulkner, show that formal complexity need not 

depend upon the private world being given priority. Faulkner dictates 

the dimensions of his public world, physical, historical and psychological, 

and uses the consequent freedom of invention both to expand his complex 

vision of that world and to explore the possible structures of fictional 

reality. His works are a singular instance of the public world being 

given the dominating role without the structure of the overall 

fictional reality suffering any diminution in subtlety or coherence.

The contemporary authors considered in the final chapter of this thesis 

are alive to popular psychological theory but they do not, like the 

Naturalists, allow it to dictate the finished shape of their fictional 

realities. Where the earlier writers grasped the theory by its 

externals and overlaid it with a thin veil of fiction, the later 

writers use the theories as an adjunct to highly complex literary 

forms, whose base, like that of James, is the private world. Indeed, 

those such as John Barth and Vladimir Nabokov, are intent on exploring 

the possibilities of the novel as form, eschewing the Naturalist's 

desire to affect their readership's attitudes to social and moral 

issues and turning the novel into an attack on the critical complacency 

of the reader. One might even go so far as to say that the form has 

become an end in itself, not merely the means to 'the revelation of

character' as it was for James
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It would appear that where an author is intent on using the form of the 

novel to comment on an actual public world, then the balance between 

'reported' public and imagined private worlds is marked by an abasement 

of purely artistic aims. Where aesthetic considerations are uppermost, 

the finished work is more coherently and effectively structured and 

can, should the author so wish, also be made to comment implicitly on 

actual worlds. Phenomena from the 'real' world have been introduced 

into this thesis only where the text under consideration warranted it. 

There has been no attempt to stray into socio-historical realms via 

the author's temporal, social or geographical context. In life as 

well as in literature, the environment and the psychology of the 

individual are related in many complex, interesting ways, but the 

intention of this thesis is to examine how that relationship has 

been represented over the last ninety years in America. With analysis, 

not induction, as the aim, it is possible to discuss individual texts 

without reference to the regional or ethnic status of their writers.

It is clear that Faulkner is a Southern writer and to compare him with 

Northern, Eastern or Western writers would undoubtedly be an interesting 

exercise, were one concerned with the cultural background of the author 

and its effect on the fictions they write.

The intention of this thesis is less specific. That it has no pretensions 

to being a definitive survey of American literature from 1885-1975 is 

indicated by the omission of Hemingway, Dos Passos and other writers 

who made significant formal innovations. The books discussed are a 

varied, if a far from representative, cross-section. The dichotomy 

is applied to groups of novels, ranging from the works of a single 

author to those of authors sharing an approach to the structuring of 

the overall fictional reality) from the works of authors attempting to 

write propaganda and fiction simultaneously to those of authors sharing



nothing more than their choice of setting. It is hoped that by 

challenging the validity and applicability of the chosen terms whilst, 

at the same time, concentrating on modern American novels, it has been 

proved that the dichotomy is valid, that the relationship between public 

and private worlds is crucial in American fiction and that the conjunction 

of the two is a rewarding one.
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CHAPTER ONE

Frank Norris, Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser and Jack London



Save, perhaps, in the factual realms of natural science, the analytic 

approach is fraught with many difficulties. Foremost of these is the 

danger that the slightest nuance of bias in an initial premise may 

expand at every subsequent step to produce a gross, though often 

unobtrusive, distortion in the conclusions drawn. The literary 

historian is very vulnerable in this respect, for he deals not only 

with such 'facts' of social science as can be adduced from 

documentary sources, but also with fictional artefacts whose 

relationship to the 'reality' suggested by the former is an 

unquantifiable amalgam of imaginative effort, personal predilection 

and literary craftsmanship. Faced by such complexity, the tendency 

to seek simple links between the historical and the literary, 

and so to find one’s initial premises in accord with the facts 

and consistent with one’s conclusions, is ever present. This 

tendency might best be described as deterministic hindsight, the 

eager acceptance of a perspective in which social cause and 

literary effect appear to be related in overt ways, as accessible 

to easy analysis as they are to convincing synthesis. The 

fundamental flaw in this perspective is that is entails regarding 

works of literature not so much as attempts to create coherent 

fictional realities, but more as a response to some external 

'reality', which is itself amenable to dissection.

It would be naïve to look on authors as an ivory-tower elite, cut 

off from their society by some unique, inspired disposition» but 

this is not the alternative viewpoint to deterministic hindsight.

This chapter, dealing with novels written between 1090 and 1910, 

will attempt to reach conclusions primarily on the basis of the
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texts themselves, whilst taking into account those contemporary 

influences and preoccupations evident within the works. Although 

the 'public and private worlds’ dichotomy is an analytical tool, 

it avoids the danger outlined above by concentrating on the 

structural components of the novel form. Contemporary notions 

about man and his relationship to his environment are of 

considerable salience in the works discussed here; such salience 

is not a presumption informing the analysis, but a fact emerging 

from it. Examination of certain works by Frank Norris, Stephen 

Crane, Theodore Dreiser and Jack London reveals fictional 

realities whose structures are sufficiently alike to warrant 

the adjective ’naturalistic’ being applied to them. It will be 

argued that the manner in which the public world is portrayed 

in these works, together with recurrent types of character, 

recurrent balances between public and private worlds and recurrent 

terminology, all point to an infusion of Social Deterministic and 

evolutionary theory. The argument will not, however, enter those 

realms in which society and literature can be made to sing in 

glorious harmony only through the interventions of that potentially 

most tone-deaf of orchestrators, the latter-day literary historian.

In Harvests of Change, American Literature 1865-1945 ,̂ Jay Martin 

maintains that the American author of the last two decades of the 

nineteenth-century was also a species of orchestrator, feeling 

himself called upon to give shape and meaning to the confusions 

inherent in a rapidly-changing society. Some writers, according 

to Mr Martin, responded to the challenge by making the city, that 

new and ever more troubling phenomenon, into a metaphor for human 

existence, in hopes that by so rendering facts as fiction they were
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"allowing their contemporaries to adjust to it” . Others were,

"proclaiming the predicament of Everyman by delineating their own 
3

sense of lostness" , whilst yet another group were writing novels 

which:

Providing the stable conventions of literary form and 
thereby offering control over experience, ... helped 
Americans not merely to accept but to direct change 
in this age of confusion. By ordering change, these 
booKs made it meaningful: by preserving tradition 
where all traditional values seemed to be abrogated, 
they gave Americans momentary respite from emotional 
and intellectual chaos. They manifested and helped 
define the social conscience that Americans were for 
the first time in their history developing.4

One might be led to conclude from such statements that the novelists 

of the 1880's and 1890's in America were men of great vision, capable 

of analysing the ills that beset their countrymen and creating 

fictional panaceas for them. Nor, apparently, were their audiences 

slow to respond to such patent remedies but, with remarkable insight, 

soon understood not only the nature of the cure but the nature of 

the maladies for which these paper pills were designed. Willing, 

informed patients, they reacted well to treatment and came, through 

the medium of fiction, to be reconciled with the complicated 

situation in which they found themselves. So neat a picture, framed 

with much historical fact and presented by Mr Martin in so unambiguous 

a fashion, is hard to reject. If, however, one turns, as is the 

intention in this chapter, to the works themselves and to the 

critical writings of their authors, one finds a less harmonious 

arrangement and, in the absence of the orchestrator, rejection 

becomes inevitable.
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The balance which is struck between public and private worlds in 

novels of this period leaves one in little doubt as to the social, 

or 'public', concern underlying them. There is, however, scant 

evidence that any one of the writers to be considered had behind 

him a convinced desire tu illuminate, shape or delineate in any 

organised way his contemporary social scene. In the majority of 

cases, the burden of generalising from the particular instances 

presented in the books rests with the reader and if, as Mr Martin 

would have us believe, readers of this period were themselves in a 

confused state, then it is difficult to understand how the novels 

could help them, save by allowing very 'momentary respite’ in the 

form of distraction from the many vexed questions besetting them.

As most of the novels take the form of 'exposes' of the worst 

excesses produced by capitalism and environment, the quality of 

this 'momentary respite’ is itself open to doubt. Orthodox morality 

is, by implication, the standard against which the excesses are 

set and its presence serves to heighten the 'immoral' overtones 

of the actions in the stories* but, as again in the majority of 

cases, this standard is seen to be irrelevant to the situations 

portrayed, the reader is left in as great an ethical dilemma as 

the characters.

It is in the failure of most of these works to do more than present 

a picture of moral and social confusion that the strongest rebuttal 

of Mr Martin's argument lies. In the iconoclastic undertones of 

some of the books one can discern the seeds of his thesis, but 

little can be found that is positive enough to suggest a reformist, 

or even a constructive aim. As we shall see, there is a noticeable 

lack of coherence in the works themselves, a confusion as to the 

use of literary technique, ethical standpoint, thematic development
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and, indeed, as to the very nature of the novel as a form. In this 

more, perhaps, than in any other respect, the writers of this 

period could be seen to be responding to their agej men not so 

much ahead as very much of their time, encountering, as novelists, 

the same difficulty as society in trying to accommodate new ideas 

within traditional forms.

Such inductions and speculations are outwith the scope of this 

present introduction for, as has been said, the focus of both this 

chapter and the thesis as a whole is the manner in which public and 

private worlds are handled in the books discussed. In the context 

of these particular works one must take into account the literary 

theory which underlies and operates so obviously within their 

fictional framework. It will be argued that this theory, with 

its pretensions to ’reportorial accuracy’, has a severely de

limiting effect, causing the books to be overburdened with 

details about the public world and militating against attempts 

to evoke the private worlds of characters who, as a result, are 

reduced to mere puppets of fate, shaped by environment and prey 

to baser instincts. Few writers of the time would appear to have 

successfully created a workable concept of fiction, capable of 

encompassing the new views of man’s condition without loss of 

artistic merit. Many of their works emerge as awkward admixtures 

in which moral questions remain obscure, resolutions ambiguous and 

the orthodox aim of individual success survives exposes of the 

worst excesses committed in its name.

Frank Norris’s essays on the role of the novelist, collectively 

entitled The Responsibilities of the Novelist5, although as bedevilled
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by confused thinking and contradictions as his fictional realities, 

nevertheless provide valuable confirmation of the attitudes to 

fiction which study suggests are implicit in naturalistic 

novels. Norris’s great concern is with the potential influence 

of the writer, an influence which he believes far outstrips that 

of the preacher or the magazine editor. In 'The Need of a Literary 

Conscience' he makes a swingeing attack on the 'very large 

class of American novelists’ whose chief interest is in the truth 

of sales figures rather than what he, somewhat ingenuously, calls 

Truth:

And truth in fiction is just as real and just as important 
as truth anywhere else. ...It is the thing that is one's 
own, the discovery of a suitable subject for fictitious 
narrative that has never yet been treated, and the 
conscientious study of that subject and the fair 
presentation of results.^

The emphasis which he here places on the novelty of subject-matter 

is significant and, in view of the many repetitions revealed by 

closer study of his works, ironical. Working from the assumption 

that the subject has a life of its own, which the writer merely 

transmits 'truthfully* to his readers, and equating 'suitability' 

with 'novelty', Norris seems to reject the idea that the writer 

is a creative artist, capable of forging his chosen material into 

whatever shape he pleased. His vision of the author is one of 

utter passivity. Even the subject is chosen by default, because 

the writer chances to stumble across something which has not

All the essays were written between 1901 and 1903, .after the 
publication of The Octopus [1901). They first appeared in various 
magazines and were collected and published under the above title 
after Norris's death in 1903.
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been 'treated' beforej one feels that he would have found some 

difficulty in reconciling this statement of his theory with the 

practice as seen in The Octopus (1901), for the book is not 

without its artistic and creative aspirations. Even the act 

of 'recognising' a subject is, in a sense, a creative one.

However, Just as Norris seems to believe that truth is an incontest

able and readily definable phenomenon so, in the same naive fashion, 

he is prepared to accept that the role of the writer is nothing 

more complex than 'the presentation of results’. This view of 

fiction, with its pseudo-scientific overtones, clearly owes something 

to the influence of the French Naturalists, notably to that of Emile

Zola. The extent of this influence is not easily defined, although
o

its existence is incontrovertible. Lars Ahnebrink, in his book 

The Beginnings of Naturalism in American Fiction, makes the following 

observations:

Turning from Zola to the American writers (Norris, 
Crane and Garland) we note a certain similarity in 
method. This does not necessarily imply that they 
learnt their techniques from French naturalism. It 
is also possible that the methods of American 
journalism and the scientific orientation of 
nineteenth-century European thought were as 
responsible as Zola or other naturalists for this 
technique. They were, however, like Zola, 
anxious to get the right atmosphere, the correct 
terms, the authentic details and the exact 
setting for their novels and stories.7

The relationship of Norris, Crane, London and Dreiser to American

journalism will be discussed later. It is not quite clear why 
o

Nr Ahnebrink should suggest that the scientific orientation of 

European, as opposed to American, thought was in part responsible 

for the technique used in American naturalistic novels. One would
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more readily have accepted the suggestion that this influence came 

to America via Zola and other French naturalists and that, if any 

scientific orientation directly affected the American writers, 

then it was that of Darwin and Spencer, whose theories were widely 

discussed at the time both in the newspapers and the magazines and
O

were popularised in America by Fiske and Youmans.

o
Whatever its roots may be, and Mr Ahnebrink is less tentative about 

the French influence elsewhere in his book, the American naturalistic 

novel is a recognisable ’type', involving a particular balance 

between public and private worlds and having its fictional reality 

structured in a manner which owes less to the artistic powers and 

aspirations of its author than to the theoretical notions which it 

is designed to embody. Although it is not the intention of this 

chapter to establish finally that Crane, Norris and Dreiser were 

American naturalists, but merely to examine certain of their works 

which exhibit formal and thematic characteristics consistent with » 

those of the naturalistic novel, some definition of naturalism is 

necessary. Richard M. Chase, in The American Novel and its Tradition, 

suggests that:

Naturalism is a special case of realism. And although 
it is often identified with its interests in unusually 
sordid reality, it actually becomes a special case of 
realism by adhering to a necessitarian ideology. In 
aesthetic terms this ideology becomes a metaphor of 
fate and man's situation in the universe.9

o
Ahnebrink, too, stresses the ideological basis of thB genre, substitut

ing the more appropriate label of 'determination' for Chase's

'necessitarian':
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Realism is a manner and method of composition by which 
the author describes normal, average life in an accurate 
and truthful way. Naturalism, on the other hand, is a 
manner and method of composition by which an author 
portrays life as it is in accordance with the philosophic 
theory of determinism. ...To a naturalist man can be 
explained in terms of the forces, usually heredity and 
environment, which operate upon him.10

These definitions accord with one's findings on reading the novels 

themselves. Repeatedly, we are faced by characters who are passive 

in face of their economically deprived environments. Their sole 

emotional release takes the form of sexual appetites or, as the 

authors would have it, ’baser instincts'. They cannot be credited 

with any great private resource for fear that this might allow 

blame to be shifted from the shoulders of the environment on to 

those of the individual, a shift which would be inconsistent with 

the underlying theory. This theory imposes a rigid framework on 

the structure of the overall fictional reality» technique is 

confined to a species of 'reportorial accuracy', character is 

restricted to responses to baser instincts or environment and the 

whole is burdened with a literary approach antipathetic to 

imaginative interventions by the author, save in limited and 

specialised ways.

Norris extols this approach in another of his collected essays,

'The Novel With A Purpose’. He claims that such a novel is the 

highest form of literature, it “proves something, draws conclusions 

from whole congeries of forces, social tendencies, race impulses, 

devotes itself not to the study of men but of man".^ One can 

see that to translate this theory into practice would require the 

suppression of the private world, for eccentric individuals do 

not fit into this generalising scheme. The effect of so complex



10

and so theoretical an aspiration on the balance between public and 

private worlds may be seen in such novels as Blix, Vandover and the 

Brute and McTeague. Ever able to ignore nuances and complexities, 

Norris reduces what could, potentially, be an interweaving of the 

insights gained from readings in psychology, sociology and other 

nascent social sciences within a fictional framework, to a very 

limited portrayal of men as puppets of their instincts and their 

environments. Whilst pretending to give us no more than 'a fair 

presentation of results', Norris cannot avoid prejudicing his 

case by implying that the excesses we see in the novels contrast 

sharply with laudable, traditional moral existences. The embodiments 

of such moral worth are variously a good woman, a clean, blameless 

life, an appreciation of nature and financial success. The last 

is important, for The Octopus is designed to deprecate the 

inhumanities perpetrated in pursuit of this very goal and 

Norris's contention, in his critical writings, that the novel is 

a preaching instrument aimed at informing the upper classes of 

conditions amongst the lower would appear to be incompatible with 

the setting up of financial success as a desirable end. To do this is 

merely to confirm the moneyed reader in his ways. Money, or gold, is 

an obsession common to all his major characters and it is difficult 

to discern the social purpose behind what amounts to little more 

than an affirmation of the status quo. Theoretical aspirations have 

unfortunate effects not only on the artistic merits of the books 

he wrote, but also tend to lead to logical inconsistencies.

His handling of the third ideal. Nature, is no more subtle. Unlike 

such novelists as Mrs Gaskell, Norris makes no attempt to balance 

pictures of urban degradation with glimpses of a lost rural utopiai
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he Is content to seize on the most overtly romantic aspects of 

Nature to allow his solidly middle-class protagonists, such as 

Condy, to give vent to a wholesome platitude or two and to ensure 

that the inflated rhetoric, which runs through both his criticism 

and his fiction, has additional scope. His concept of the novelists's 

role, too, is bedevilled by confused thinking. In his fiction this 

confusion evinces itself in the equivocal moral stances, dubious 

interpretations made, or intended to be made, of various passages, 

mixed metaphors and ambiguous symbols. Whilst it would be quite 

simple to explain away every syllable of his small body of works 

in terms of one or other of the multitude of notions and forces 

at large in the contemporary world, one must conclude that the 

greatest force was confusion, and to say this is tantamount to 

saying nothing.

To return to his statement about Truth in fiction, the belief 

which he here betrays in the accessibility of this concept, in 

its potential for rendition in black-and-white, might be said, in 

Mr Martin’s terms, to reflect a search for absolute values in a 

time of confusion. It would, perhaps, be more illuminating to 

say that it is but one instance of a profound yet brash nalvet^ 

which renders Norris's written words incapable of withstanding 

close scrutiny. Were one to analyse this quotation alone, one 

would be left to question how he hopes to reconcile the subjective 

element required 'to make it one’s own’ with the demand that the 

whole be a masterpiece of objectivity, what criteria he considers 

important when seeking a ’suitable’ subject and, finally, what 

distinction, if any, he would make between fact and fiction. In 

asking such questions, one is not being so unjust as to turn a.
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cynical, late twentieth-century eye upon Norris and his theories. 

Judged by the standards set by such contemporary writers as James 

and Conrad, Norris's singular lack of subtlety, coherence and 

craftsmanship becomes evident even to his most ardent apologist, 

who will cite ’energy', 'vigour' and 'dramatic sense’ in an attempt 

to redress the balance of opinion.

Not by arrogance, nor by assumption, nor by achievement 
of the world's wisdom, shall you be made worthy of the 
place of high command. But it [leadership in literature) 
will come to you, if it comes at all, because you shall 
have kept yourself young and humble and pure in heart, 
and so unspoiled and unwearied and unjaded that you shall 
find joy in the mere rising of the sun, a wholesome, sane 
delight in the sound of the wind at night, a pleasure in 
the hills in the evening, shall see God in a little child 
and a whole religion in a brooding bird.12

This somewhat hackneyed passage brings to a close 'The Need Of A 

Literary Conscience', an essay basing its arguments on the size of 

the novel-reading public, the author's consequent potential for 

corruption, the expectations of journalistic truth and the concrete 

nature of truth itself. One's growing suspicion that Norris had 

but a slight grasp of the theories with which he juggled is here 

confirmed; not only has he succeeded in reducing the choice of 

subject to the new and the suitable, but he has also diminished 

the part played by the author in the finished representation to 

something relying more on personal, moral and, therefore, less 

tangible, qualities than on artistic merit, subtlety or the 

ability to employ the form of the novel. The above is a flight of 

rhetoric, almost biblical in tone, and a prescription of little 

worth to the aspiring Great Novelist. It might, however, have 

persuaded the readers of Harper's that here was that Great Novelist,

a man of conventional religious and sentimental vision, reposing



13

faith in God and in Nature, a believer in Truth and in America.

Had Norris been alive today, one suspects that he might have found 

his metier not in the writing of literature but in the writing of 

advertising copy, or Presidential speeches.

It is interesting that so little is said in The Responsibilities of

the Novelist about the aesthetic demands of the practice. From

reading Norris’s books, one concludes that the matter is of slight

significance amid a welter of other concerns. Blix, one of his

earlier works, is, in the words of James Hart's introduction to

A Novelist in the flaking, "a self-centredly boyish book, earnest

about morality and gentlemanly standards, and tinctured with a

13patronising juvenile snobbishness". The hero, Condy, is a 

reporter and aspiring novelist who appears to share Norris's 

admiration for the original, "Original - why it’s new as paint!

It’s - it's - Travis, I ’ll make a story of this that will be copied

14in every paper between the two oceans”. He spends his days

searching for 'background' and 'good yarns' with which to

manufacture copy or stories, finding time in between to fall in

love with a fine young woman who is spirited enough to give up

society and all its wiles in favour of adventuring about the

countryside and studying medicine, and also to indulge in some

of his baser instincts, notably a passion for gambling which

'rides him like a hag' until he changes mounts, in favour of

the superb Blix, discovering that "the love of her had made a

man of him. ...In those two months he had grown five years» he
15

was more masculine, more virile".

We are, undoubtedly, intended to take Condy seriously, although 

when he goes into paroxysms of delight over the very literary
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techniques which are at the same moment being used to describe his 

delight, we may find it difficult. The thing verges on parody. 

There is little to suggest that either Blix or Condy possesses 

a private world, for throughout the book Norris employs a highly 

descriptive, didactic narrative which renders people and the 

objects around them of much the same order. Indeed, we are 

specifically told that Blix has no private world:

You did not expect to find her introspective. You 
felt sure that her mental life was not at all the 
result of thoughts and reflections germinated from 
within, but rather impressions and sensations that 
came to her from without.16

Condy is similarly constituted, distinguishable from Blix only in 

his tendency to depravity. In the end, the pair are transformed 

into comprehensive Emblems, in a passage which again denies them 

any claim to private, 'mental lives':

All unknowingly, they were a Romance in themselves.
... They were all for the immediate sensation: they 
did not think - they felt. The intellect was dormant. 
...Just to be young was an exhileration; and everything 
was young with them; the day was young, the country was 
young, and the civilisation to which they belonged, 
teeming there upon the green. Western fringes of the 
continent, was young and heady and tumultuous with 
the boisterous, red blood of a new race. ...Life was 
better than Literature.17

It seems that the reader is intended to abstract from the fall and

redemption of Condy, and from his ultimate exuberance, a Moral,

applicable not only to himself but, after the fashion of Gatsby,

to the nation, "they turned their faces...to a new life, to the

18East where lay the Nation". Unlike Gatsby, however, Condy does 

not emerge from the book as part of a carefully constructed fictional
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reality and the phrase is unrelated to what has gone before.

Throughout the novel, the central figure exists in a sort of no-man’s 

land between character and symbol, alternately loaded with significance, 

in such passages as the above, and stripped of it in those parts 

where, his private world being denied existence, he becomes much 

like any other aspect of the environment. He does not have the 

ability to re-structure the public world according to his private 

lights. The 'colloquial' dialogue is more evidence of Norris’s 

'going in for' accuracy of details than a reflection of the operations 

of Condy’s sensibility and, on the few occasions when he does 

experience intense emotion, the emphasis is shifted from the 

emotion itself to the underlying physiological activity:

Then, as his tired eyes closed at last, occurred the 
strange trick of picture-making that the over-taxed 
brain plays upon the retina. A swift series of 
pictures of the day’s doings began to whirl through 
rather than before the pupils of his shut eyes.ty

Private worlds being relegated to an inferior position, the public 

world in this and other works, becomes paramount. It is not, however, 

treated in such a way as to make it warrant its dominating role. There 

are many excellent passages of description in Blix; the dockland and 

Chinatown are realised in minute detail, so that reader and character 

'see' the same scene: but neither, in terms of the overall fictional 

reality, derives anything from it. In NcTeague the public world is 

used to greater effect, the constantly changing scene in Polk Street 

giving substance and meaning to the simple life of the dentist. When 

he gazes out of his window we are aware that he is a part of the scene, 

as likely to be in the midst of the throng as watching it from the

sidelines.
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Day after day, McTeague saw the same panorama unroll 
itself. The bay window of his Dental Parlor was for 
him a vantage point from which he watched the world go 
past. On Sundays, however, all was changed. As he 
stood in the bay window after finishing his beer, 
wiping his lips and looking out into the street, 
McTeague was conscious of a difference. Nearly all 
the stores were closed. No wagons passed. A few 
people hurried up and down the sidewalks, dressed 
in cheap Sunday finery.20

Character and descriptive passages are more successfully linked here. 

Being a man of very limited intelligence, McTeague responds to his 

environment in a rudimentary fashion, neither abstracting meaning 

from or generalising about it, and we can accept ’McTeague saw' 

as an adequate evocation of his none-too-active private world 

responding to an equally restricted public one. It is, perhaps, 

to this element of restriction that one may attribute the greater 

success of NcTeague in literary terms. The public world of Polk 

Street is not merely described but it is peopled with various figures 

which, although individually ludicrous and often cliched, collectively 

complement the activity of the street and give the whole picture 

greater depth. They lend a coherence to the structure of the overall 

fictional reality which is sorely lacking in Blix.
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becomes a sort of fugitive animal, taking some solace from a renewed 

contact with Nature but finally suffering a suitably melodramatic 

fate. The manner in which Norris chooses to express the themes of 

cupidity and bestial lust is sorely at odds with the minutely 

realised portrait of Polk Street. Although one appreciates that 

he is intent on emphasising the disparity between the ordinary 

life of the streets and the forces of degradation at work in man, by 

making his thesis so obtrusive, he disintegrates his fictional 

reality. As McTeague works on the teeth of the unconscious Trina, 

the animal in him is aroused and the reader is faced with the 

following:

It was a crisis - a crisis that had arisen all in an 
instant: a crisis for which he was totally unprepared. 
...Within him a second self, another better NcTeague 
arose with the brute) both were strong, with the 
huge, crude strength of the man himself. The two 
were at grapples. There in the cheap shabby Dental 
Parlors a dreadful struggle began. It was the old 
battle, as old as the world, wide as the world - the 
sudden panther leap of the animal, lips drawn, fangs 
aflash, hideous, monstrous, not to be resisted, and 
the simultaneous arousing of the other man, the better 
self that cries, 'Down, down’, without knowing why) 
that grips the monster) that fights to strangle it, 
to thrust it down and back.21

The epic overtones of this supposed mental struggle combine with 

reminders of the mundane background to produce an effect bordering 

on the comic. Norris’s technique is counter-productive. By so 

inflating the language he divorces the psychological battle from 

the character, dislocating it from the private world so far 

successfully portrayed and isolating it on the high and windy 

plain where his thesis resides. Lest any vestige of ambiguity 

should survive, Norris puts the events into their theoretical

context a few lines farther on:



18

Below the fine fabric of all that was good in him ran 
the foul stream of hereditary evil, like a sewer. The 
vices and sins of his father, and of his father's father, 
to the third and fourth and five hundredth generation, 
tainted him.22

Not content with allowing the actions of his characters to stand as 

dramatic embodiments of hereditary evil, not content with even 

descriptions of these actions in terms which leave no doubt as to 

their theoretical basis, Norris seems to feel impelled to state the 

theory itself. The effect of all this on the structure of the 

overall fictional reality is immediately apparent. It is unfortunate 

that Norris is so enrapt with the theory, for in the spaces between 

the rhetoric there are a few undeveloped suggestions that the 

characters have private worlds more profound than those demanded 

by their passive roles. We see that NcTeague desires Trina and 

wishes to marry her, but we also glimpse an uncertainty in his mind 

as to whether, having got her, he really wants her; when she ceases 

to be an unattainable ideal, she loses a little of her attraction 

and gradually becomes anathema to him, "She was a perpetual 

irritation to him. She annoyed him because she was so small and 

so prettily made, so invariably correct and precise. Her avarice

incessantly harassed him. Her industry was a constant reproach to

23him." In this observation are the seeds of a profound analysis 

of close relationships, and analysis more profound and telling 

than any relying on pseudo-scientific theory for insight. But, 

because McTeague and Trina are intended to exemplify hereditary evil, 

such promising imaginative ideas are neglected. Trina, too, has 

unexplored complexitiesj her affection for McTeague positively 

deepens when he is brutal with her, her love of money takes a curious 

and sensual form, driving her to roll about amongst her gold on a 

bed, and it is hinted that her feelings on turning the starving McTeague
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away for the last time are exceedingly mixed. Again, these touches, 

'nice and realistic' had Norris but realised it, are left far in the 

wake of the main, didactic purpose. The balance between public and 

private worlds is but slightly redressed by these glimpses of 'mental 

life'; ultimately it hovers about that point where environment and 

hereditary evil coincide. That this point is supposedly situated 

within a private world seems scarcely relevant, for the aim is to show 

that such private worlds are the creation of the public one, the direct 

results of environmental influences acting on psyches passive not only 

in their confrontation with their surroundings, but in their subjection 

to baser instincts.

Only in the closing chapters does the fictional reality escape from 

the theoretical straight-jacket. Fine flights of rhetoric become fewer, 

descriptive passages, freed from the restrictions of Polk Street and 

now relating to rapidly changing scenes, take on a new subtlety; 

symbolic overtones become implicit rather than baldly stated and the 

dentist himself, divorced from his shaping environment, becomes more 

articulate and more credible. Against the backdrop of a searing, 

white, waterless no-man’s land, the figure of McTeague, surrounded 

by ill-gotten and now irrelevant gains, alone save for the mule and 

the canary, stands out in high relief. Greed and bestiality are of 

diminished importance in the face of death. Character and symbol 

transcend at last their Darwinian limitations and take on a universal 

significance. McTeague is the archetypal outcast, fleeing from a fear 

he cannot define across an unpeopled landscape to come face to face 

with his Nemesis. The success of these closing scenes may in part 

be attributed to the absence of underscoring. Norris leaves us with 

a vision in which everything is implicit, a vision perhaps at odds 

with the rest of the novel and unwarranted by the structure of the
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overall fictional reality, but which is nevertheless telling:

As McTeague rose ot his feet, he felt a pull at his 
right wrist: something held it fast. Looking down, 
he saw that Marcus in that last struggle had found 
strength to handcuff their wrists together. Marcus 
was dead now; McTeague was locked to the body. All 
about him, vast, interminable, stretched the 
measureless leagues of Death Valley. McTeague 
remained stupidly looking around him, now at the 
distant horizon, now at the ground, now at the 
half-dead canary chittering feebly in its little 
gilt prison.24

This piece of ironic symbolism shows that, on the few occasions 

when the narrative eludes the clutches of Norris’s broad, theoretical 

preoccupations, it may achieve considerable merit.
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remained stupidly looking around him, now at the 
distant horizon, now at the ground, now at the 
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gilt prison.24

This piece of ironic symbolism shows that, on the few occasions 

when the narrative eludes the clutches of Norris’s broad, theoretical 

preoccupations, it may achieve considerable merit.

Such occasions are few in McTeague and even fewer in The Octopus, the 

novel in which Norris took breadth of significance as his major aim. 

Individual passages may be singled out as examples of excellent 

writing, but the overall structure of the book works against 

artistic achievement. When Norris conceives of a theme in terms 

of its social relevance, he seems to abandon literary concerns 

in pursuit of that relevance, ignoring any demands imposed on him 

by his chosen form in his desire to make the wider concern absolutely 

explicit. The Octopus was designed as the first of a trilogy centred 

around Wheat, its production, its distribution and its consumption.

The subject was topical, a hybrid of the old agrarian and the new 

industrial elements, the source of many a fortune made on the stock- 

market and the focus of several contemporary magazine articles.

There is a marked similarity between Norris's handling of the theme 

and that of Ray Stannard Baker who, writing in 'McClure’s Magazine' 

of November 1899, also divided the matter into 'The Sources and Volume
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of Production’, 'The Machinery and Methods of Distribution’ and ’The 

Rapidity of Consumption’. It may be idle to speculate whether or 

not Norris was indebted to Baker for the original idea and the basic 

design of his trilogy, although, from his criticism, one gathers 

that the act of ’making a subject one’s own’ does not rule out 

cribbing from other sources.

o
Lars Ahnebrink, in his book, goes a long way towards establishing that 

Norris's debt to Zola went far beyond the theoretical realm into that 

of literal transcription and the replication of characters and 

incidents, "In the quotations we recognize the same rhythm, the same

seething and rearing life of the placej both authors use similar

25phraseology and metaphors". He suggests too that the resemblance 

between The Octopus (1901), based on the struggle between the railroad 

and the California farmers which culminated in the Mussel Slough 

incident of 1880, and Zola's novel Germinal (1885), dealing with the 

struggle between mine workers and owners, have a great deal more in 

common than the theme of the oppressed minority confronting a 

formidable opponent. Presley and Etienne, both young, observant 

outsiders, open their respective books by travelling about talking 

to the workers, both are influences by anarchists and both finally 

leave as disappointed menj each novel contains a splended dinner 

party scene which contrasts sharply with the plight of poorer 

characters and both books open with a dramatis personae and a map

Other similarities include the observation that the ranches were 
made to feel a part of the whole by the introduction of the ’ticker- 
tape’ (The Octopus, p.38), an observation, like that about the 'rice- 
sating Chinamen’ acquiring a taste for wheat, phrased in an almost 
identical way. Both Norris and Baker talk of ’tides of wheat’, Annixter 
seems to embody the sort of wheat farmer described by Baker, "a wide 
reader, sometimes a thinker, always a politician", and the illustration 
accompanying the article, of a man in the hold of a grain-ship, is 
strongly reminiscent of S. Beherman's unlovely end in just such a hold.
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o
of the area. Ahnebrink’s arguments are convincing and Norris’s 

desire to 'model' himself so closely on Zola may, when coupled with 

his attempt to make the novel into a 'preaching' instrument, largely 

explain why the fictional reality is so lacking in coherence and 

integrity.

The book’s 'epic' aspirations lead it into gross inflations of language 

and shallow characterisations, whilst the underlying literary theory 

demands much 'realistic' detail and technical terminology. Wheat 

is translated into a vast, Homeric metaphor for and resounding 

symbol of all manner of things, so that even at the symbolic level 

there is a marked lack of coherence and control. Norris's choice 

of the epic mould is scarcely surprising, for in another of his 

collected essays, 'A Neglected Epic’, he has already, as it were, 

prepared the ground by deploring the fact that no epic has emerged 

from the conquest of the West, something he regards as the last 

'lurch of civilisation’, the completion of a circle begun centuries

before in China, "Civilisation has circled the globe and come back

27to its starting point, the vague and mysterious East". He goes 

on to say that every other step along the way has been marked by 

the 'production of literature, peculiar, distinctive, excellent’, 

but that the sole monument to this last movement is 'the dime novel 

and nothing better'.

Norris's awareness of what he considered to be a 'public' need for an 

epic does as great a disservice to his structuring of The Octopus as 

Darwinian theories do to his other works for, in every case, the 

non-literary preoccupations work against the creation of a coherent 

fictional reality. In so far as this epic may be said to have a 

central figure, then it is that of Presley, himself the would-be



writer of an epic who, like Condy, shares a number of opinions about 

literary craft with his creator and is put in the situation of a 

character in an epic who is writing an epic. His wish to portray 

life just as he sees it, "through no medium of personality or
2q

temperament", mirrors the reportorial accuracy evidently attempted 

in the novel itself. Such correlations between character and author 

are not exploited in a meaningful way, save that any autobiographical 

implications may be assumed to reflect to Norris's credit. The 

reader of American literature will have to wait some time before 

such coincidences become clever, witting devices affecting the 

nature of the reader’s role in relation to the book in which they 

occur.

One expected to find him nervous, introspective, 
to discover that his mental life was not all the 
result of impressions and sensations that came to 
him from without, but rather of thoughts and 
reflections germinating from within. Though 
morbidly sensitive to changes in his physical 
surroundings, he would be slow to act upon such 
sensations, would not prove impulsive, not because 
he was sluggish, but because he was merely 
irresolute. It could be seen that he was of 
that sort who avoid evil through taste, lack 
of decision, and want of opportunity. His 
temperament was that of the poetj when he told 
himself that he had been thinking, he deceived 
himself. He had on such occasions, been only 
brooding.29

'One' would have needed to be a quite remarkable observer to have 

gleaned all this from merely looking at the man. When we recall how 

Henry James, in introducing us to Christopher Newman, uses the 

conceit of an observer to show how inappropriate ideas of character 

born of the casual glance may be, we realise Just how unsubtle Norris 

is in his use of the same conceit. Where James, as we shall see in 

the next chapter, employs the appearance of the character as a means
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to guiding the reader away from assumption based on notions of 'type' 

and into the deeper levels of the private world, Norris, in his 

eagerness to give us the clue to Presley’s sensibility, makes 

unrealistic assumptions about the eloquence of his appearance, 

substituting explicit narrative statements for James's subtle 

implications.

This is, however, at least an attempt to delineate the private world 

of Presley, a world which is given a vital role in the structure of 

the overall fictional reality. Presley, the outsider and the poet, 

is the only character in the novel who goes any way towards re

structuring the public world according to his personal lights. It 

is unfortunate, therefore, to find Norris once again resorting to 

what can only be described as a 'formula' for characterisation, 

namely, 'people who react to their surroundings are not introspective 

and those who do not so react are introspective'. We may recall that 

Condy and Blix were described in this way. This reduction of 

psychological insights to slight, formulaic patterns of words is 

eloquent only of the low priority Norris attaches to such matters, 

and of the high priority he allots to environment. As the book 

progresses, we are increasingly aware that the interaction between 

Presley's private world and the public one is far less important 

than the attendant mass of words. Thus, Presley the poet and 

Norris the narrator at various points in the book use identical 

images and the author, who initially gives us an at best equivocal 

portrait of Presley’s potential, later comes to identify with his 

perspective, a fusion which is scarcely calculated. Were we to 

accept as justified Presley’s ultimate rejection of the 'epic' 

then, by extension, we should be forced to see Norris’s novel too
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as an exercise in futility. The coincidence of points of view 

is clearly unintentional and is but one example of a marked strain 

of laxness in Norris’s approach to the business of writing.

It was noted above that identical phrases were used to describe 

the states of mind of two characters. Whilst this repetition 

might be justified by devious argument, it would be more difficult 

to explain away the following ’coincidences':

In the absence of June, Victorine the cook went through 
the agony of waiting on the table, very nervous and 
embarrassed in her clean calico gown and her starched 
apron. ...She stood off at a distance from the 
table making sudden awkward dabs at it. ...In her 
excess of politeness she kept up a constant murmur 
as she attended their wants. ...At last when she 
had set the nerves of all of them in a jangle, she 
was dismissed to the kitchen and retired with a 
gasp of unspeakable relief.30

and:

In the absence of Victorine, Maggie waited on the table, 
very uncomfortable in her one good dress and stiff 
white apron. She stood off from the table, making 
awkward dabs at it from time to time. In her excess 
of deference she developed a clumsiness that was 
beyond all expression. ...and, at last, when she had 
set even Travis's placid nerves in a jangle, was 
dismissed to the kitchen and retired with a gasp 
of unspeakable relief.31

The first passage occurs in Vandover and the Brute, written whilst 

Norris was at Harvard (1890-4) but published posthumously in 1914, 

and the second is from Blix, published in 1899. The following 

passages occur in Vandover and McTeague (1899) respectively:



25

as an exercise in futility. The coincidence of points of view 

is clearly unintentional and is but one example of a marked strain 

of laxness in Norris's approach to the business of writing.

It was noted above that identical phrases were used to describe 

the states of mind of two characters. Whilst this repetition 

might be justified by devious argument, it would be more difficult 

to explain away the following 'coincidences':

In the absence of June, Victorino the cook went through 
the agony of waiting on the table, very nervous and 
embarrassed in her clean calico gown and her starched 
apron. ...She stood off at a distance from the 
table making sudden awkward dabs at it. ...In her 
excess of politeness she kept up a constant murmur 
as she attended their wants. ...At last when she 
had set the nerves of all of them in a jangle, she 
was dismissed to the kitchen and retired with a 
gasp of unspeakable relief.33

and:

In the absence of Victorine, Maggie waited on the table, 
very uncomfortable in her one good dress and stiff 
white apron. She stood off from the table, making 
awkward dabs at it from time to time. In her excess 
of deference she developed a clumsiness that was 
beyond all expression. ...and, at last, when she had 
set even Travis's placid nerves in a jangle, was 
dismissed to the kitchen and retired with a gasp 
of unspeakable relief.31

The first passage occurs in Vandover and the Brute, written whilst 

Norris was at Harvard [1890-4] but published posthumously in 1914, 

and the second is from Blix, published in 1099. The following 

passages occur in Vandover and McTeague (1899) respectively:



Mrs Wade, Ida’s mother, who gave lessons in hand 
painting, had an exhibit there they were interested 
to findj a bunch of yellow poppies painted on velvet 
and framed in gilt. They stood before it some little 
time hazarding their opinions and then moved from one 
picture to another; Ellis bought a catalogue and made 
it a duty to find the title of every picture.32

Trina's cousin Selina, who gave lessons in hand-painting 
at two bits an hour, generally had an exhibit on the 
walls which they were interested to find. It usually 
was a bunch of yellow poppies painted on black velvet 
and framed in gilt. They stood before it some little 
time hazarding their opinions, and then moved on 
slowly from one picture to another. Trina had 
McTeague buy a catalog and made a duty of finding 
the title of every picture.33

It would appear that not only characterisation may be reduced to a formula

Figures belonging to the middle-class must take part in one sort of

vignette, those of the lower in another. The above passages are

sufficiently dissimilar, even in their spelling, to suggest that

Norris was aware that he was using the same material in different

contexts. Such repetitions of peripheral scenes may seem a slight

matter, but it is symptomatic of an approach in which nice

touches are used to fill out a framework supplied by naturalistic

philosophy, Zola and Social Determinism. In spite of his repeated

emphasis on the endless variety of life, and hence of subject-matter 

Norris's writing is prone to repetitions, thematic and stylistic, 

which leave the reader with an impression of hasty disregard for 

the niceties of 'good* writing in the pursuit of various theses.

The 'epic' pretensions of The Octopus lead to an exaggeration of tl 

faults evident in works of more restricted scope. S Beherman, for

example, is described no less than three times in identical terms

l U  _Frank Norris, The Octopus, Riverside Press (Boston, 1958), p.46-47 
P.236 and p.444.



Other repetitions, especially those relating to the Wheat and the

Octopus, may be justified on the grounds that they mark the

continuation and development of the symbolic structure in the book.

As we shall see, however, even in this area there is a lack of

coherent patterning. Characters, in this epic, are drawn with even

broader sweeps of the pen, 'types’ become archetypes and the

dramatis personae resolves itself into an all-too predictable

pattern. S Beherman, caricature capitalist complete with devilish

glint and dirty laugh, comes to a suitably sticky end after much

machination» Hilma Tree is, of course, the innocent earth-mother,

her plenitude and fecundity so marked that they even make an

impression on the misogynistic Annixter, and Shelgrim, the railway

boss, emerges as, "a gigantic figure in end-of-century finance, a

product of circumstances, an inevitable result of conditions,
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characteristic, typical, symbolic of ungovernable forces".

This description is a perfect example of the forces at work in 

the novel as a whole. Norris is trying to cope with characters 

who must be shown not only as products of their environments, but 

also as emblems of a drama being enacted in the wider, 'public' 

world, the clash between the individual and the forces of capitalism. 

When these needs are coupled with the desire to portray the public 

world in poetic terms, in terms of the cycle of the seasons and 

the powers of the elements, one can appreciate why the characters 

are individually lacking in private worlds, why, in spite of many 

excellent passages of realistic description, the structure of the 

overall fictional reality is so sorely lacking in coherence and 

why the ultimate resolution is so ambiguous.
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Only three characters make any Impact on the reader. Although

Annlxter belongs with the rest, he is singled out for deeper

treatment, both in his relationship with Hilma and in his reactions

to the injustices of the railroad. We see him as a man morbidly

obsessed with the state of his stomach, given to eating prunes and

patent medicines, an admirer of Dickens who respects Presley

his literary mentor, a hard-headed economist and inveterate arguer

and a character singularly alive by contrast to the rest. The

flowering of his love for Hilma, itself realised in excessively

sentimental terms, makes his demise more telling than that of the

other mere cyphers

Vanamee, the focal point of a semi-mystical strain in the book, is

also remarkable, not so much as the result of careful characterisation

but of his eccentricity. He hovers on the edge of the narrative

apparently in the throes of some metaphysical crisis, rounding up

his sheep and his thoughts with the help of Presley and a priest

until at last we see that this Ishmael has strayed into the text

in order to carry its final message

Life out of death, eternity rising from out dissolution 
There was the lesson. Angele was not the symbol but 
the proof of immortality. The seed dying, rotting and 
corrupting in the earthj rising again in life unconquer 
able, and in immaculate purity. ...Why had he not the 
knowledge of God? Thou fool, that which thou sowest 
is not quickened except it die.^4

Not only is this 'lesson' an awkward admixture of the Christian and 

the pagan, it is also very difficult to relate to the rest of the 

book. How does this bear upon all the dirty double-dealing that 

has gone on between farmers and railroad? The sordid politicking 

that has dominated the story is neither excused nor justified by



this, and the imaginative leap required to make any meaningful 

connection between all the characters lying slaughtered and the 

re-birth of the wheat, which will presumably drive subsequent 

generations to similar profit seeking self-destruction, is too 

great. That so peripheral and so fey a character should be cast 

as the unifying link between the multitude of threads which go to 

make up this loosely-woven epic seems ill-judged. Vanamee's leap 

from wings to centre stage is as sudden and as unconvincing as the 

transformation of Blix and Condy into symbols. Both events point 

to a less-than-sure grasp of where the fictional reality as a 

whole is going.

In a way, the third outstanding character, PreslBy, has prepared 

us for Vanamee’s lesson. As puissant poet, he is all-too ready 

to translate everything he sees into epic terms and is very much 

alive to the huge symbolic signifiance of the wheat:

The whole gigantic sweep of the San Joqquin expanded. 
Titanic, before the eye of the man, flagellated with 
heat, quivering and shimmering under the sun's red 
eye. ...It was the season after the harvest, and the 
great earth, the mother, after its period of 
reproduction, its pains of labour, delivered of 
the fruits of its loins, slept the sleep of 
exhaustion, the infinite repose of the Colossus, 
benignant, eternal, strong, the nourisher of 
nations, the feeder of the entire world.

Ha! There it was, his epic, his inspiration, his 
West, his thundering progression of hexameters.
A sudden uplift, a sense of exhilaration, of 
physical exaltation appeared abruptly to sweep 
Presley from his feet. ...He was dizzied, stunned, 
stupefied, his morbid, super-sensitive mind reeling, 
drunk with the intoxication of mere immensity. 
Stupendous ideas for which there were no names 
drove headlong through his brain. Terrible, formless 
shapes, vague figures, gigantic, monstrous, distorted 
whirled at a gallop through his imagination.35



As the earth appears to be alternately male, a Colossus with loins, 

and female, the other, one fears that Presley was not alone in being 

drunk with words. The passage is quoted at length because it is 

rather typical of the sort of hyperbolic tirades recurrent through

out the novel. The language used to describe the scene and that 

used to describe Presley's reactions are the same, illustrating how 

Norris tends to portray public and private worlds as if they were 

of the same order. Presley is repeatedly engulfed by emotions 

such as those listed above. He, we are told, is a poet by training 

whilst Vanamee is a poet by nature and, although the distinction is 

never made clear, the two do seem to enjoy an empathy enabling them 

to understand feelings in each other which remain obscure to the 

reader. But while Vanamee is set fair on the path to his apocalyptic 

moment, Presley's is a less happy journey, for he comes across the 

insurmountable obstacle of Reality, "the romance seemed complete

up to that point. There it broke, there it failed, there it became

36realism, grim unlovely, unyielding”. These 'material, sordid 

and commonplace’ elements throw Presley completely off-balance for, 

with Norris, he believes in the necessity of accurately reporting 

on life and adheres more strictly to the code than his creator.

It is difficult to see how the demand for reportorial accuracy 

may be reconcile^ with the desire to cast the whole in an 'epic' 

mould. The latter does, after all, demand a certain re-structuring 

of actuality in the interests of art. Norris is not unduly troubled 

by such theoretical niceties and goes ahead where Presley draws 

back, writing a novel in which the grandiose, epic aspirations 

lie uneasily alongside the accurate picture of petty, sordid 

politicking. Like many a liberal idealist, Presley abandons Art 

for Life, deciding to throw a bomb at S Beherman but, predictably, 

missing his mark.



Otherwise, there are striking similarities between Norris and Presley

Like Condy, Presley is used to propagate Norrisian literary theory

especially the notion that an epic is needed to commemorate this

'last lurch of civilisation’. His desire for realism is at war

with his desire to see the world in terms amenable to epic treatment

He abandons the attempt in face of this conflict, leaving Norris to

toil on, trying to gloss over the discrepancies with the sheer

weight of words, confusing the narrative point of view with that of

the character and so dissipating the overall fictional reality

Presley’s uncertain grasp of his own perspective is a no doubt

unwitting but nevertheless accurate reflection of the uncertainties

affecting the author. This is not to say that everything in the

novel is a failure. The manner in which the trains are portrayed

implacable, insatiable, huge' as they and the organisation

supporting them tear the heart out of the men and the earth, is

a success, as is the conceit of the Southern Pacific Railroad as

an 'octopus’ (Ahnebrink points out that this was a popular name for

the railroad, but this does not detract from the use Norris makes of

it). Some passages have a force reminiscent of Faulkner's evocations

of the locomotive in Go Down, Moses

... the symbol of vast power, huge, terrible, flinging 
the echo of its thunder over all the reaches of the 
valley, leaving blood and destruction in its path, the 
leviathan, with tentacles of steel clutching into the 
soil, the soulless Force, the iron-hearted monster, 
the Colossus, the Octopus.̂

Had Norris but used such crescendos more sparingly and restricted

the 'monster' imagery to that symbol of Evil, the Octopus, then 

the excellence of many such passages would not have become lost in 

the incoherence of the overall fictional reality. The contrast
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between the grim, iron monster and the gentle, natural earth is only 

fitfully exploited as the wish to give a 'fair presentation of 

results' wars with more artistic considerations.

It is regrettable that Norris, towards the end of the book, character

ises the people in the same way as he characterised the railroad:

This living, breathing organism - the People - (from 
whom] there rose a terrible, droning note. It was not 
yet the wild, fierce clamor of riot and insurrection, 
shrill, high-pitched, but it was a beginning, a growl 
of the awakened brute, feeling the iron in its flank 
heaving up its head with bared teeth...39

The conceit of a mass of people resembling an animal is not without 

artistic merits the crowd in Nathanael West’s The Day of the Locust 

(1939) exhibits the same destructive potential and, in Jack London's 

The Iron Heel (1908), the mob which ravages its way through the 

streets of Chicago is portrayed in just this way. It is by using 

the same language to describe both crowd and railroad, without in 

any way intending to suggest the two are synonymous, that Norris 

lessens the effectiveness of his descriptions. One recognises that 

Norris wishes us to deplore institutional greed, the large-scale 

economic imperatives which ride rough-shod over all humane 

concerns and individual achievements but, because the opposing 

forces are embodied in characters with ordinary frailties as well 

as in vast metaphors, the point becomes immeasurably complex and 

is not made any more accessible by the mock-Christian message 

purveyed by Vanamee. The balance between public and private worlds 

is weighted in favour of the public: the powers of the railroad far 

transcend those of the men. In McTeague, the public world contained

little that tended to foster good and so the issues were much clearer.
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the effect of environment could be traced in a simple, deterministic 

line. The environment in The Octopus, however, encompasses 'gigantic' 

forces for good as well as for evil and the fact that the clash is 

seen through the eyes of one who shares the author’s epic bent 

does nothing to enhance the clarity with which the issues are 

presented. Symbolic and thematic inconsistencies survive, and 

indeed thrive, in this shaky soil. The need to inflate language 

and theme in order to achieve 'epic' status runs counter to the 

demands of 'reportorial accuracy’ and characterisation suffers 

doubly because Presley, who could give the reader the clue to 

individual figures, is as intent as Norris on casting them in 

the wider, epic drama.

Norris is constantly creating situations in which considerable 

dexterity is required if any sort of logical, thematic or fictional 

balance is to be maintained. His brand of naturalism relies, 

theoretically, on a full-square, unflinching look at reality and the 

seamier side of life, but he is unwilling to condemn the society 

which countenances such poverty, or the institutions which produce 

the unhappiness he exposes. In The Octopus the elsewhere, the 

materialistic ethic which makes financial success a desirable end 

remains unquestioned, as does the social order which holds wealth 

in such high esteem. The apparent attack of The Octopus thus 

becomes retreat in face of the enormous implications, much as, in 

the Dickensian novel, the status quo rises intact above the most 

virulent assaults on its implications for humanity. To expect 

Norris to follow the path he has embarked upon to its logical, 

albeit blasphemous and revolutionary, conclusions, is not unreasonable. 

As we shall see, others, notably Jack London, were less faint-hearted.
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Equivocations also prevail in Norris’s treatment of hereditary evil 

and environmental influence. Neither McTeague nor Vandover are 

personally responsible for their behaviours we see both engaged 

in futile struggles with the 'bestial' levels of their being.

Were we, therefore, to generalise from these two particulars, 

we should conclude that, according to Norris, man is passive in 

face of heredity and environment. But this would call into question 

the relevance of any ethical code to the plight of mankind, so Norris 

neatly side-steps the whole Darwinian/Christian controversy, 

exploiting the former to structure his novels and the latter to 

sell them and ignoring all intervening inconsistencies. There 

must be infinite satisfaction to be gained from the contemplation 

of chaos and degradation when one is oneself in a comfortable, 

well-regulated niche. This is the satisfaction Norris offers his 

readers. His talent lies, perhaps, not so much in creating 

fictional realities as in suggesting a fictional 'reality' for 

the delectation of a certain class of readeri this 'reality' 

consists of that proportion of seaminess which is neither so 

great as to give offence, nor so small as to suggest that the 

author is trying to paint the scene in rosy tones. This 'craft' 

is described by Richard Chase in The American Novel and its 

Tradition when, talking of Norris, he says:

...(he is) a classic case of the modern low-brow 
novelist, something of an intellectual himself to 
be sure, and yet low-brow because of his nature, 
temperament and conviction - but also because, 
let us not fail to add, lowbrowism is one of the ^  
most successful literary poses in modern America.
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In spite of many apparent similarities, this charge could not be 

levelled with equal effect against Stephen Crane. Three of his 

novels. The Red Badge of Courage [10941, Maggie, A Girl of the 

Streets [16931 and George’s Mother [18941 may be described as 

naturalistic, for they are structured in such a way that the private 

worlds of the characters emerge as passive creations of the public 

world, following the pattern suggested by Social Determinism, and 

as subject to ’baser' instincts. The last two books also bear the 

thematic stamp of Naturalism. Maggie focusses on prostitution and 

George’s Mother on drink. Prone to a Norrisian lexical crudity, 

believing in reportorial accuracy and writing novels whose prime 

purpose is propagandist rather than artistic. Crane nevertheless 

deploys the form of the novel more effectively than Norris. For 

his expose of the effects of alcohol, Norris chose a middle-class 

protagonist, Vandover. This entailed a prolonged process of 

degradation and shifted the emphasis from the influence of 

environment to that of drink and inherent depravity. In order to 

make the whole a masterpiece of high drama, he introduced, as in 

McTeague and The Octopus, a ’beast'; in Vandover the ’brute’ is an 

alter ego, stimulated by alcohol and capable of forcing the man down 

on all fours in imitation of a wolf.

Crane is more subtle. 'Baser' instincts and environmental pressures 

are not heavily underscored, or explicitly named, but are implicit 

in a portrait which allows the private world of the character some 

life of its own. Indeed, because George Kelcey is aware of a conflict 

between the religious and moral principles of his mother and the 

alcoholic camaraderie of his friends, it might be argued that he 

does not embody deterministic theory but is, in fact, a free agent
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making his choice on the basis of personal weakness. However, this 

freedom is limited in ways directly attributable to the environment 

or, more accurately, the public world. The pressures acting upon 

George are not so abstract as those bedevilling Vandover. They 

are embodied by the characters around him, affecting him in immediate, 

personal ways. Most potent of all is his mother, a God-fearing and 

dependent person who tries to create for her only surviving child a 

’genteel' and moral home, in the midst of poverty and squalor.

It was a picture of indomitable courage. And as she 
went on her way her voice was often raised in a long 
cry, a strange war-chant, a shout of battle and 
defiance, that rose and fell in harsh screams and 
exasperated the ears of the man with the red, 
mottled face.

It is regrettable that Crane’s subtlety in handling the issues involved 

does not extend to his use of language. The man with the 'red, mottled 

face' appears no less than three times in the space of a page, intended, 

no doubt, to symbolise the depths of debauchery threatening George, 

and the mother, always seen through a positive mist of sentimentality, 

is forever being likened to a frail, lone warrior pitching battles in 

the vain pursuit of respectability, pathetic in her dependence upon 

the moods of her son.

What survives such hazards of execution, however, is a complex and 

profound analysis of George's situation, an analysis in which the 

forces of environment are not allowed to strip the characters of 

their individual responses. There is no doubt that the mother 

stands for the good life and the straight path, nor that George 

is aware of this. But, because she so burdens him with her 

expectations, expectations incompatible with the surrounding world.
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and because he is so alive to the duty he owes her as the last of

her surviving children, George feels trapped. He too has his dreams,

full of hackneyed images of knights and white chargers, as

inappropriate, in their third-rate romanticism, as the naive, pure

ideals of the mother. Thus their relationship, although full of

love and mutual involvement, tends, like that of Trina and McTeague,

to lead to the exacerbation of faults. The more caring, and hence

over-protective, the mother, the more rebellious and desperate

George becomes. It is at this crucial point that the environment

makes its presence felt, offering George only one escape from his

human problems and the sordid actuality, drink, "drink and its

surroundings were the eyes of a superb green dragon to him. He

followed a fascinating glitters and the glitter required no 

44explanation". George likes neither the taste nor the after

effects of alcohol, is torn by guilt feelings about his indulgence, 

but, because it allows him at least momentary escape into a world of 

eloquence and comradship, he pursues it. He is at an age when the 

opinions of his peers matter a great deal to him, and they all look 

on drinking as a laudable, manly hobby. Feeling that he "was 

perfectly willing to be virtuous if somebody would make it easy 

for him”,̂ "’ yet unwilling to accept the oppressive morality of his 

mother, George is not, in the last analysis, a free agent. He is 

caught, without strong personal resource, between two mutually 

exclusive extremes.

By striking a balance between public and private worlds which does 

not deny the characters any private 'mental life but which, nevertheless, 

demonstrates the tyranny of the environment, Crane integrates his 

fictional and theoretical concerns better than Norris. He does 

not, however, rely totally on the fictional structure to imply

t
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theoretical or general relevance, but makes such inappropriate

comments as "George socially reconnoitred"46 and such incongruous

similes as "the gang Cof drop-outs) were like an army of revenge
47

for pleasures long possessed by others" in an attempt to assert 

the underlying implications. The militaristic bent of the 

narrative voice does little to reinforce the sense of struggle, 

for it is divorced, in its grandiloquent tone, from the ongoing 

events, whilst the vocabulary used to describe the private feelings 

of the characters is limited in a counter-productive way. To 

express joy, George's mother must either perform 'antique capers’ 

or smile in a manner 'reminiscent of a charming girlhood’. The 

time-scale, too, seems at odds with the action and the reader is 

not convinced that George has had sufficient drink to warrant the 

debauched status which is conferred on him, not only by his fearful 

mother but by the narrator himself. Thus, there is much that works 

against the coherence of a fictional reality which relies, for 

effect, on the evocation of the limited perspectives of the 

characters and on the minutiae of their daily lives. Yet, because 

these are given a more prominent place than explicit, theoretical 

statements, one feels that Crane’s novels have a sounder basis than 

those of Norris. He does not sacrifice the 'realism' born of close 

observation of human relationships in the interests of 'preaching’» 

he does not reduce his characters to mere puppets of Fate to further 

the Social Determinist argument, but allows them to play their parts 

in a picture of economic and environmental pressures which loses 

nothing from the active, as opposed to passive, sensibilities of 

the victims.
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The characters in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets play a slightly 

different role, requiring less emphasis on their personal visions 

and more on the attitude of the public world of cramped, communal 

living in depressed circumstances. One can see that the book has 

been designed to exculpate its heroine. By stressing the inherent 

violence and selfishness of Maggie’s world, the lack of interest it 

shows in her welfare and the stuff it provides an inspiration for 

her dreams. Crane effectively shifts the burden of blame from the 

shoulders of the girl who turns to prostitution to those of an 

uncaring society. The public world, complementing and shaping the 

embryonic private worlds in its grasp, becomes more than a 

participant in a pastiche. Although Norris achieved a semblance 

of this with McTeague, Crane integrates his public world with the 

overall fictional reality in a surer and more subtle way. Instead 

of aggrandising his theme in order to give its significance, he 

uses irony to exploit the disparity between the trivial actions 

of his characters and the huge import of his propagandist intention.

The book opens with a mock-heroic battle between two groups of 

urchins:

Causes of retreat in particular cases were magnified.
Blows dealt in the fight were enlarged to catapultian
power, and stones thrown were alleged to have hurtled
with infinite accuracy. Valour grew strong again.

We shift from this battle, with the "two little boys fighting in the 

modes of four thousand years ago”, ^  to a scene of truly malign violence. 

The mother of one of the combatants subjects him to further injury 

under the guise of maternal concern:
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The mother’s massive shoulders heaved with anger. 
Grasping the urchin by the neck and shoulders, she 
shook him till he rattled. She dragged him to an 
unholy sink, and, soaking a rag in water, began to 
scrub his lacerated face with it. Jimmie screamed 
in pain and tried to twist his shoulders out of the 
clasp of the huge arms.50

Brought up in an atmosphere of senseless, and usually alcoholic, violence, 

Maggie clings to her brother, suffering when he is hurt and looking up 

to him for support. When he grows up and becomes hardened by his 

experience, she is lost:

Jimmie's occupation for a long time was to stand at 
street corners and watch the world go by, dreaming 
blood-red dreams at the passing of pretty women. He 
menaced mankind at the intersections of streets. At 
the corners he was in life and of life. The world was 
there and he was there to perceive it.5-*'

Into this dismal life comes Pete, a shallow fraud in the readers' eyes, 

but to Maggie, daughter of the neighbourhood drunk, a man of romantic 

proportions. He takes her to the theatre where she reacts with naive 

wonder at the tawdriest of spectacles, feeling within her a longing 

to escape from the shirt-factory, her mother and the tenement. When 

she leaves a house reduced to chaos by her drunken mother. Crane 

has already prepared the reader for the next step, showing that Pete 

expects favours in return for his company, that Jimmie is involved 

with women and that the whole of Maggie’s environment has combined 

to push her in the inevitable direction of prostitution.

However, in spite of this obvious attempt on the part of Crane to 

broaden the attitudes of his readers, his own sympathies are not 

above suspicion:
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In the mingled gloom and light of the adjacent park, 
a handful of wet wanderers in attitudes of chronic 
dejection were scattered among the benches.

A girl of the painted cohorts of the city went along 
the street. She threw changing glances at the men 
who passed her, giving smiling invitations to those 
of rural or untaught pattern and usually seeming 
sedately unconscious of the men with a metropolitan 
seal upon their faces. Crossing the glittering 
avenues, she went into the throng emerging from 
the places of forgetfulness. She hurried forward 
through the crowd as if intent upon reaching a 
distant home...5^

As in George's Mother, the language seems to be working against what, 

in its fundamental idea, is promising material. To talk of the 'painted 

cohorts’ is to risk the charge of prudery, a charge sorely at odds with 

what appears to be Crane’s basic intention of expanding sympathies.

The above passage is an exercise in compression. The various men 

Maggie invites to bed embody a social scale, as do the districts 

through which she passes in this journey to her suicidal end. It 

would seem that here, as elsewhere in the book. Crane's aspirations 

towards a genteel and 'literary' language have led him to use words 

which, no matter how fitting they may sound to him, in fact express 

the middle-class piety he is intent on overthrowing. Again, language 

interferes with the otherwise effective deployment of the form of 

the novel as an instrument of propaganda and does disservice to 

insights based on a close observation of humanity and human failings.

He may avoid the laboured, underscored and excessively didactic 

narratives of Norris, but his forays into dialect merely serve to 

heighten the, at times ludicrous, and often uncontrolled, tone he 

adopts as the narrative voice. The irony implicit in the mock-heroism

of the battle and the artistic inspiration underlying the above 

symbolic journey show that here, as in George's Mother, Crane is not
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abusing the form of the novel in the interests of propaganda but is, 

in fact, trying to merge the preaching element with the fictional in 

such a way that the message is implied by the overall fictional 

reality, not merely grafted on to it. Viewed in this light, Maggie’s 

lack of a private world and her brief appearances in the text seem 

calculated to underline her role as victim. Her passivity itself 

is a product of her environment.

The public world of the book is painted in lurid hues. Replete with 

'gruesome doorways’, dead babies, gangs of urchins, dirt, drunkards 

and nosy, noisy neighbours who seem to feed like vultures on the 

misfortunes of others, the picture is again blurred by the language. 

Repetitions intended to heighten the claustrophobic atmosphere serve 

only to make it tedious. Jimmie and his mother are perpetually at 

loggerheads, throwing the same insults at each other in alternate 

chapters in a way which does nothing to further the plot. Again 

one can discern the seeds of an artistically sound idea destroyed 

by clumsy execution; the contrasts between the tenement, the streets, 

the bars and the factory where Maggie works are lost amid a welter 

of grandiloquence and repetition.

It is, perhaps, in his short stories that Crane is at his best. 

Unencumbered by the need to persuade his readers, he is free to 

exploit the awareness of ironic possibilities and latent, grotesque 

humour which we glimpse in his novels. The lurid expectations of the 

Swede, in 'The Blue Hotel’, are confirmed, not because the West is 

so wild as he imagines but because his behaviour, born of the 

anticipation of danger, strikes the other guests as sinister. The 

Sheriff in ’The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky’ is another excellent 

example of Crane's ability to pinpoint the comic elements; the man is
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acutely self-conscious of his newly married state, alert for any hint 

of mockery from his fellow townsmen, yet finds that the enemy with 

whom he has continued hostilities more through habit than emnity, 

refuses to fight him as a married man. The strength of these short 

stories lies in their brevity. Crane is tempted neither to be 

grandiloquent nor repetitive, sticking to the point and giving his 

readers a picture of the public and private worlds commensurate with 

his topic. The flaws in both Maggie and George's Mother would appear 

to be aggravated by the desire to ensure that the underlying 

implications are immediately apparent. Even in The Red Badge of 

Courage, a novel dealing with pressures of a different kind, the 

repeated animal imagery obstructs the flow of the narrative and 

tends to detract from the portrait of Henry Fleming's private, 

emotional reactions to his situation.

Crane is not, however, so bedevilled by theoretical preoccupations as 

either Norris or Dreiser. In 1900, Frank Norris was instrumental in 

the publication of Sister Carrie, a work by Theodore Dreiser whose 

ostensible aim was also the enlargement of public sympathies towards 

the 'fallen' and which enjoyed a thematic similarity with Norris’s own 

Vandover and the Brute. A reader for Doubleday and Page , Norris

The attitude of the publishers may be gauged from the following 
remark, taken from an editorial written to mark the brief partnership 
between Doubleday and McClure, "We shall endeavour, in our book 
publications, as we always have, to cover the entire field of wholesome 
and intelligent human life" (McClure’s Magazine, November 1899). The 
editor, S S McClure, goes on to list the many authors who have contributed 
to the magazine and who have been published in the past, concluding wj.th 
the Insistence that it is not the name of the author but the 'worth' of 
the text which is the sole guide to selection. The policy of the 
magazines and their effects on authors of the day is discussed later 
In this chapter.
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liked the book and pressed for its publication against the wishes 

53of Ooubleday himself. Crane did not initially experience this

54difficulty with Maggie, having it published at his own expense, 

but found, in 1896, that he was forced to delete many expletives 

in order to have it accepted by another publishing company,5^

Carrie Meeber, heroine of Sister Carrie, has quite a lot in common 

with Maggie Johnsons both come from economically depressed backgrounds, 

both are forced into employment which is demanding but unrewarding, 

both are exhilarated by the sort of life they see in plays and both 

end up as 'kept' women. But, where Maggie's story is compressed, 

Carrie's is laboriously detailed, intertwined with the story of 

Hurstwood’s fall, and depends, for momentum, on a series of 'unrealistic' 

but happy accidents. Dreiser has a marked tendence to mount pedagogic 

pedestals from whose heights he addresses the reader in a manner 

designed to educate him, so that he may better comprehend the 

psychological, biological and sociological import of the story. We 

are presented, by this omniscient narrator, with a procession of 

characters reduced to ’types', directed by and responding to certain 

basic laws in a limited number of ways, and we are left in no doubt 

that they are representative samples of universal laws, partaking in 

a work of global significance. However, convenient it may be for an 

author to conceive of the world in terms of types and classes, however 

conducive to ease of narration and development of theme it may be to 

have laws to which these types respond, the effects upon the overall 

fictional reality of starting from an explicitly theoretical stand

point and then particularising via the characters are to be deplored.

Like Norris, Dreiser drives himself into logical corners, destroys 

the coherence of the narratice and dispels any conviction his 

characters might have hoped to carry.



To those who have never wavered in conscience, the 
predicament of the individual whose mind is less 
strongly constituted and who trembles in the balance 
between duty and desire is scarcely appreciable, 
unless graphically portrayed. ...Not alone in 
sensitive, highly organised organisms is such 
mental conflict possible. The dullest specimen 
of humanity when drawn by a desire towards evil, 
is recalled by a sense of right, which is 
proportionate in power and strength to his evil 
tendency. We must remember that it may not be 
a Knowledge of right, for no Knowledge of right 
is predicated of the animal’s instinctive recoil 
from evil. Men are still led by instinct before 
they are regulated by Knowledge. At Bvery first 
adventure, then, into some untried evil, the mind 
wavers. The clocK of thought ticKs out its wish 
and its denial. To those who have never experienced 
such mental dilemma, the following will appear on 
the simple ground of revelation.5“

The above (abridged) passage occurs at the most crucial moment in

the booK. Hurstwood is tempted by the money, which could lead to a

life with Carrie as his mistress, and horrified by the thought of 

the repercussions the theft will have on his former way of life.

The dilemma is fortuitously resolved when the safe door clicKs 

shut, leaving Hurstwood, willingly or not, in the position of a 

thief. The accident has many reverberationsi Hurstwood departs with 

Carrie to embarK on a path which leads directly to his downfall and, 

indirectly, to Carrie’s rise. Because this event is so crucial, 

the reader is left in an ethical dilemma, wondering whether the man 

should be censured for the theft or excused it on the grounds that 

it was an accident brought about by malignant fate. It leads to a 

degree of suffering and hardship which might have been 'justified'

had Hurstwood chosen to steal, but the intervention of the door,

coupled with the fact that he returns a large part of the cash shortly 

afterwards, maKes the aftermath seem excessively cruel. The lengthy 

discourse on morality and instinct preceding the act is rendered 

somewhat redundant by the interruption of Fate. Here, as elsewhere.
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chance comes into conflict with the theme of pre-determination, a 

conflict unresolved by either author or reader.

To turn from the implications to the passage itself, the promised 

’revelation' is nowhere apparent. We are given a brief glimpse of 

Hurstwood fumbling with the money, alternating between 'ease and 

daring’ of nature and a longing for Carrie, unaware that he is facing 

an ethical dilemma and still being fussed over by a narrator who, 

one suspects, realises that he is not portraying the thing at all 

well, for he says, "The wavering of the mind in such circumstances 

is an almost inexplicable thing, and yet it is absolutely true’’.57 

Perhaps it would be cynical to suspect so many protestations of 

veracity, but one cannot help but wonder whether the suggestion that 

his readers will, of course, find moral dilemmas a novelty is not 

an attempt by Dreiser to achieve by direct flattery what he so 

singularly fails to achieve by good writing, namely conviction.

This stratagem is doomed to fail, as is the one which relies on the 

theoretical discourse to paper over the cracks in the narrative.

Dreiser seems almost unaware that, whilst he is intent on portraying 

Carrie as the victim of various social and psychological pressures, 

dressed appealingly in the rags of moral and social orthodoxies, he 

is at the same time creating a woman whose throughgoing selfishness 

no theory can excuse. In his eagerness to grasp the scientific 

insights of his day, he fails to allow that people are not conceived 

in terms of biological predeterminants and conditioned impulses alone. 

He is so dominated by the novelty of the ideas that his fiction becomes 

but a pale shadow of the sort of 'reality' with which the reader is 

familiar.
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Like Norris, Dreiser shows an admirable willingness to tackle the most

complex of tasksj in Sister Carrie we find psychological, biological,

philosophical, sociological and ethical problems being raised and

discussed at length in a manner reminiscent of Moby Dick, or even of

Norman Mailer’s Marilyn. In both this book and the latter, the

ostensible heroine loses her central position in the fictional

reality and becomes the excuse for much diffuse speculation. Carrie's

mind, we are informed, is "rudimentary in its powers of observations 

50and analysis”, that "self-interest with her was high but not strong”

58although "it was her guiding characteristic”. The conscience of 

this 'fair example of the American middle-class' is described as 

follows:

Her conscience was no just and sapient counsellor, 
in the last analysis. It was only an average little 
conscience, a thing which represented the world, 
her past environment, habit, convention, in a 
confused way. With it, the voice of the people 
was truly the voice of God.^9

Carrie’s actions and her theoretical moral being never meet. The cause 

and the effect are widely separated by the obtrusive narrator, whose 

windy prose never ventures to fuse the two. It is because Carrie is 

so far removed from what are meant to be the wellsprings of her 

actions that she emerges as a heartless, nasty specimen, a shallow 

social climber who will take but never give. As we see her absenting 

herself from Hurstwood's bed at the point where his economic downfall 

becomes apparent, we cannot help but feel she is cold-blooded in her 

assessment of the trading position - no money, no sex. Dreiser, 

meanwhile, is frantically trying to suggest another perspective:
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In the light of the world's attitudes to woman and 
her duties, the nature of Carrie’s mental state 
deserves consideration. Actions such as hers are 
measured by an arbitrary scale. Society possesses 
a conventional standard by which it judges all 
things. All men should be good, all women 
virtuous. Wherefore, villain, has thou failed?
For all the liberal analysis of Spencer and our 
modern Naturalistic philosophers, we have but an 
infantile perception of morals. There is more 
in the subject than mere conformity to a law of 
evolution. It is yet deeper than conformity to
things of the earth alone. It is more involved

finthan we, as yet, perceive. u

As with the passage preceding Hurstwood's crime, this raises more 

questions than it answers. Dreiser suggests that the conventional 

moral outlook is too arbitrary, but he makes no constructive comment 

nor does he statB his position. It remains for the reader to decide 

whether or not the material comforts which Carrie gains through her 

prostitution are sufficient justification, exculpating her from 

moral blame. Clearly, the conditions in the shirt-factory are 

intended as an argument in favour of her new choice of trade; but 

her expertise in the game of extortion, her lack of any real feeling 

for the men with whom she lives, her hard-headed pursuit of a career, 

her general indifference to the needs of others and her pronounced 

ability to pinpoint the pre-requisites of social standing all make us 

view her not so much as the victim of circumstances and more as 

their mistress. In spite of all Dreiser’s expositions on her private 

world, we really know little about it in a personal way. In the 

above, her 'mental state’ is abandoned with almost unseemly haste 

in favour of theoretical proscriptions.

The roots of Dreiser’s theoretical pereorations are immediately 

apparent. If he does not merely transcribe passages from the source 

book, then he uses its vocabulary. The influence of Herbert Spencer
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is visible not only in the deterministic bias common to Dreiser,

Norris and Crane, but in more particular ways. Arguing from Darwin, 

Spencer had formulated the notion of the ’survival of the fittest',

of the inherent animality of man and of the influence of environment.

61
In First Principles (1662), he suggested that, as man is matter 

and as all matter is subject to chemical force, then man too must 

be subject to chemical force. Hence, we find Dreiser talking of 

'chemical reactions’ in the brains of his characters causing them 

to act in certain ways:

Now, it has been shown experimentally that a constantly 
subdued frame of mind produces certain poisons in the 
blood, called katastates, just as virtuous feelings 
of pleasure and delight produce helpful chemicals 
called anastates. The poisons generated by remorse 
inveigh against the system, and eventually produce 
marked physical deterioration. To these Hurstwood 
was subject.62

Adopting the Spencerian notion that every action entails an equal and 

opposite reaction, he structures Sister Carrie in such a way that
Cq

as the heroine rises, so Hurstwood falls an equivalent amount.

Whilst this use of scientific theory is quite acceptable, in that 

it successfully merges the fictional element with the theoretical, 

such use as we see in the above passage is clearly unacceptable, 

creating an awkward amalgam in which the character loses all 

conviction, because the author wishes us to look at him in an objective 

way, unrelated to any sort of fictional reality, public or private 

world.

Dreiser's delineation of the public world too suffers from generalisations 

which do nothing to deepen our understanding of the characters. Indeed, 

in the case of Carrie, these generalisations appear to contradict each



other. Described to us at one point as ”a fair example of the American 

64middle-class” and at another as having sympathies "ever with the

65world of toil from which she had so recently sprung", Carrie is 

something of a social anomaly. Her lacK of social polish, her flight 

from the country in search of work and the social position of her 

sister, all savour of distinctly working-class origins and, if one 

has understood it aright, one of the reasons Dreiser uses to 

exculpate her from blame is her down-trodden social and economic 

position, her lack of education and her scant moral sense. Hurstwood 

is more easily ’classed’. This 'very acceptable individual of our 

American upper class’ comes to us complete with the appropriate 

wardrobes of clothes and friends, is carefully placed in a hierarchy 

which is itself set out in great detail and is the master of a 

variety of social roles. His home life, 'very much a matter of 

convenience and public show’, is in large part responsible for 

his flight with Carrie. From the sociolocal standpoint, the book 

might be seen as a Londonesque attempt to show the emergent middle 

or lower classes rising at the expense of their betters and draining 

their upper-class blood. Certain passages in the book strongly 

suggest this 'social' message:

The great create an atmosphere which reacts badly 
upon the small. This atmosphere is easily and 
quickly felt. Walk among the magnificent residences, 
the splendid equipages, the gilded shops ... and you 
shall know of what is the atmosphere of the high and
mighty.66

Such a passage would, one feels sure, have earned the applause of 

the socialists of the day for it appears to re-iterate their theme, 

to harp on the ill-effects of social inequalities and to support the 

idea that environment is important.
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Yet elsewhere the magnificent residences, here viewed as disruptors 

of social happiness, become forces productive of all that is 

praiseworthy:

A lovely home atmosphere is one of the flowers of 
the world, than which there is nothing more tender, 
nothing more delicate, nothing more calculated to 
make strong and just the natures cradled and 
nourished within it. Those who have never 
experienced such a beneficent influence will not 
understand wherefore the tear springs glistening 
to the eyelids at some strange breath of lovely 
music. The mystic chords which bind and thrill 
the heart of the nation, they will never know.6'’

There is, in this mellifluous gem, no hint of regret that ’they’ 

will never know. It would appear to contradict the sentiments 

expressed in the preceding extract, although, of course, it would 

be only too easy to overlook any socialistic bias in so 

sentimental and vague a statement. Cine cannot help but wonder 

whether Dreiser is not trying to compensate for so much cold, 

scientific terminology by peppering the text with such 'literary' 

excresences. However, his problem of style differs from that of 

Crane; where the former’s artistic inspiration was hindered by 

crudities of language, Dreiser’s multiple mixtures reflect 

precisely the underlying confusions and the basic inability to 

structure the work as a whole in fictional terms.

Sister Carrie is, by virtue of its deterministic view of man, its 

emphasis on the effects of environment and its desire to tackle the 

’less acceptable’ side of life, a naturalistic novel. That Carrie 

succeeds through prostitution, coming, by means of an extremely 

fortuitous frown, to enjoy a reputation as an actress, presents the



reader with an interesting problem. The difficulties we experienced

in believing that this self-possessed young lady was a victim of

circumstances are re-doubled by the vision of her ultimate success.

In spite of Dreiser's repeated explanations of why she is not

responsible for her actions, of why she lacks moral sense and humane

feelings, we are left with an impression quite contrary to this, one

which even suggests that immorality pays. This is proof of how far

Dreiser has lost control of the perspectives in the book. Theoretical

explanation and character motivation never merge but exist independent

of each other. Having only grasped the theories by their externals,

Dreiser replicates them instead of embodying them in his characters.

The balance which is struck between a public world consisting of

rigid class divisions and private worlds consisting of chemical

reactions is superimposed upon a public world of desirable 'things’

and private worlds of selfish insensitivity in such a way that the

fictional reality of the novel is totally destroyed. One comes to

see Dreiser's repeated discourses on the slight ability of words to

convey meaning as an ironical comment on his own failure, "(words) are

the shallowest portion of all argument. They but dimly represent the

68
great surging feelings and desires which lie behind”.

That such a family ... might have a different and somewhat 
peculiar history could well be anticipated, and it would 
be true. Indeed, this one presented one of those anomalies 
of psychic and social reflex and motivation such as would 
tax the skill of not only the psychologist but the chemist 
and physicist as well to unravel.69

The above, taken from An American Tragedy, shows that, as late as 1920, 

Dreiser was pursuing his scientific bent in the same infelicitous style. 

Like Carrie Meeber, Clyde Griffiths comes from a depressed background, 

is filled with a longing for a better material existence, works in a



53

shirt factory en route to achieving his aim and has a measure of 

success. He is as ruthless and unscrupulous as she, abusing and 

eventually murdering his mistress so he may continue his social 

ascent. At least, he is accused of murdering her. Whether he 

did no or not is as debatable as Hurstwood’s responsibility for 

the theft, for Fate again intervenes at the last moment. The style 

of the book is very similar to that of Carrie, with the characters 

once more being seen as theoretical playthings rather than as people 

and again the arguments based on early environment fail, in the 

readers’ eyes, to absolve them from blame. It is interesting that 

Dreiser continued so long in the naturalistic vein, apparently 

impervious to the changes being wrought by writers such as Sherwood 

Anderson who were fusing psychological insights with their fictional 

realities in a wholly satisfactory way.

As early as 1909 Jack London, in his novel Martin Eden, used a technique 

which facilitated this fusion and enabled him to make current ideas an 

integral part of his fictional reality. His protagonist, a Nietzschian 

superman-cum-comic-book-hero, abandons adventuring on the open seas 

to explore the uncharted waters of the intellect His sole aids are 

an indomitable will and a penchant for the cerebral, repressed by 

early environment but capable of astonishing rapidity of growth.

After a long, hard struggle, Eden wins public recognition, but it 

comes too late. Not only has he outstripped his early mentors, 

including his fiancee, but he is embittered by the treatment he 

received at the hands of the 'middle-class’ characters prior to his 

success. His suicide by drowning is ambiguous, possibly pointing to 

the untenable position of the intellectual who, having penetrated 

to the heart of things, can see no hope nor brook any sort of contact



Eden bears a strong resemblance to the heroes of the Dime Novel or 

Penny Dreadful variety but, insofar as his masculinity and his 

adventures make him a cliche, he is a cliche with an interesting

twist. Where others struggle with physical monsters, he strides 

through an abstract jungle, menaced by a multitude of perspectives 

on the human condition and to the nature of man, overcoming the 

obstacles in his path through mental rather than muscular effort.
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with those less penetrating that he or, equally possibly, suggesting 

that there was some unsuspected flaw in his apparently impeccable 

vision of reality. The reader is left to wonder whether Eden is 

an admirable or an admonitory figure, an inspired visionary whose 

death is a sacrifice to the gods of conventional hypocrisy or as a 

warning against intellectual elitism. London himself complained 

that the book had been misunderstood:

This is a book that missed fire with a majority of 
critics. Written as an indictment of individualism, 
it was accepted as an indictment of Socialism; written 
to show that man cannot live for himself alone, it was 
accepted as a demonstration that individualism made for 
death. Had Martin Eden been a socialist, he would not 
have died.^0

It is an indictment of so propagandist a work that its message should 

have been open to such misinterpretation. The ambiguity is rooted in 

the volte face performed by Eden who, admirable in all his parts, at 

the last moment behaves in an uncharacteristic fashion, at odds with 

his previous conduct. In spite of this ambiguity, London demonstrates 

a firmer and more thorough grasp of the ideas with which he flirted 

and is so able to translate them into terms consistent with a 

fictional framework.
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He is not a new, fey type, pale and consumptive like Brissenden, 

specially created to match the new terrain, but he carries the 

orthodox qualities of resourcefulness and courage with him in a way 

that reflects well on the ground he has chosen for combat. He, like 

Condy and Presley, is an aspiring writer and he is, in many ways, the 

spokesman for London, more concerned with the 'cosmic' and 'universal' 

implications of what he writes, with their intrinsic beauty, than with 

the 'superficial motifs' and is quite capable of distinguishing between 

the 'machine-made storyettes’ and what he considers good writing. This 

ability to discriminate distinguishes him from Condy and Presley, for 

where they always looked to the immediate physical world for stimulus 

and allowed it to be the prime shaper of their works, Eden tends to 

look back to personal experiences in terms of the emotions he felt, 

structuring his stories around these rather than round ’objective' 

reality, although, of course, minute details about the physical 

environment are given an important place.

There is a closer autobiographical link between Eden and London than 

between Norris and his heroes. One finds, on reading John Barleycorn 

(1913), London’s autobiographical condemnation of alcohol, that he 

himself underwent all the experiences attributed to Eden, "Critics 

have complained about the swift education one of my characters, Martin 

Eden, achieved. ...Yet I was Martin Eden".^ London clearly shared 

Norris’s belief that one wrote best of what one had personally 

experienced arid, to this extent, partook of the 'reportorial accuracy' 

dogma, whose insistence on minute detail and correct technical 

terminology may be traced to the influence of the magazines, with their 

esteem for journalistic truth. The magazines and the publishers behind 

them had a virtual monopoly over printed matter at this period. Eden,



and, one assumes, London, suffered much at their hands, finding 

either that work which he valued was rejected or being cheated of 

his fees. It is significant that he should turn to the magazines 

when he wished to get into print and should continue to turn to them 

in spite of many rebuffs.^

In his liberal use of background detail, his extensive inclusion of

technical vocabulary, his unhesitating introduction of the less

pleasant aspects of life and his autobiographical basis, London may

be seen to be writing in the naturalistic tradition. Martin Eden has,

however, a new and better-integrated relationship between the fictional

and the theoretical elements through the private world of its

protagonist. Eden’s active involvement with, rather than passive

subjection to, the 'laws' and theories of the moment means that

his public utterances and gestures, although centred on the social

and the theoretical, are reflections of a private world itself

increasingly cerebral and abstract, "All the life about him was a

dream. The real world was in his mind and the stories he wrote were

72so many pieces of reality out of his mind”. Indeed, the balance 

which is struck between public and private worlds in this novel 

reflects London's stated aim, the portrayal of individualism. It 

is not a formula discovered as the result of profound concern with 

the novel as a form so much as a by-product of the book's propagandist
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The 'policy' of at least one publishing house has already been 
mentioned. Because of the wide variety of magazines in print at this 
time, the influence of the publishers was not so restrictive as one 
might suppose (see footnote, p.59). Authors writing novels which were 
the closest rivals to the magazines could, and did, avail themselves 
of 'fictional' opportunities to attack the latter. Condy, Eden and 
Everhard (in The Iron Heel) are all 'worthy' characters who run the 
gamut of obstructive and insensitive magazine editors.



intention. An active and well-known Socialist, London wrote not only

fiction but many polemics, pamphlets and articles on capitalism and

its effects; he was, therefore, accustomed to using various literary

forms to serve propagandist ends. The Iron Heel (1908) is a complex

piece of Socialist fiction

The bulk of the novel takes the shape of a narration of the events

of 1912-32 by a woman involved in the First Revolution; London poses

as the historian who, some centuries later, is annotating the newly

discovered text. Like Bellamy, in Looking Backward (1888), London

envisages the future as a communal utopia which throws into high

barbaric relief the events of the early part of the twentieth-century

His hero, Ernest Everhard is another of the race of ’blond, Nietzschean

supermen', a proletarian intellectual like Martin Eden, but, because

the aim of the book is to expose the brutality and immorality of the

capitalist oppressors, we do not learn much of Everhard’s private

world. The autobiographical element does not emerge through his

experiences as a worker so much as through his speeches. Everhard's

address to the ’Philomaths’ exactly parallels London's address to a

group of wealthy New Yorkers, even down to the words of the speech

Fiction only enters whenand to the reactions of the audience

Everhard begins to speak of the impending revolution. Evolutionary 

theory is present in the usual shape of frock-coats covering beastly

the token of the bruteinstincts, "It was the forerunner of a snarl

in man, the earnest of his primitive passions. ...It was the growl 

of the pack (of Capitalists), mouthed by the pack, and mouthed in 

all unconsciousness”. Both the Oligarchy and the People indulge 

in an awful blood-bath in Chicago, with the former emerging as the 

victor only after its ruthless and self-seeking nature has been

V 
•



thoroughly explorad. In spite of its sophisticated 'historical' 

conceit, the novel is too concerned with 'proving something' to 

enjoy the same success and Martin Eden.

In spite of the confusions as to its ultimate meaning, the latter 

remains a remarkable book. Beneath the conventional, 'realistic' 

touches, the interminable details of trivial economies and the 

gaudy 'superman' gloss, London succeeds in creating a private world 

broad enough to encompass the public world and all its concerns.

Eden’s relationship to the ideas is active and critical, eloquent 

of the author’s profound understanding of them. The effects of 

Eden’s philosophy on his psyche is implied rather than explored, 

but, with this difference, Martin Eden has a lot in common with such 

works as Herzog. Bellow too uses a gigantic intellect to draw 

observations from other areas of knowledge to within the scope of 

his fiction. Writing at a time when, as Herzog remarks, "The laws 

of psychology are known to all educated people”. Bellow may 

structure his fiction around the thought patterns of his protagonist. 

Writing before the private world was thus laid bare, London uses a 

fairly straightforward, chronological schema and a narrative voice 

quite distinct from that of the character» by making Eden prone to 

public utterance he allows the reader to penetrate the private 

world, for he does not prevaricate in the interests of good form.

Given London's sensitivity to the demands of the novel as form, a 

sensitivity evident in his deployment of it as an instrument of 

propaganda, it is not surprising to find that Eden is equally sensitive 

This bodes well for the quality of the book in which he appears» the 

omniverous Condy makes only a qualitative distinction between magazine 

storyettes and novels, and this is sadly reflected in the work in
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which he appears

The success of Martin Eden may, in part at least, be attributed to the

fact that, if one accepts the condemnation of individualism as the

underlying aim, this aim does not prevent the author from exploring

the private world of the character. Indeed, it leads to an extensive

and thorough exploration more satisfying than the treatment of

identical material found in London's autobiography, John Barleycorn

Sex and drink, both phenomena tending to arouse the dreaded 'baser

instincts’, have appeared in all the works discussed. It is an

indication of how far Americans of this period lived in fear of the

demon drink’ that London should choose to organise his autobiography

around this topic, turning it into a work whose pious tone survives

the revelations of debauch. Crane too had a reputation as a hard

drinker and there is a striking similarity between the observations

he makes in George's Mother and those found in John Barleycorn. Like 

George, London finds that he is eloquent under the stimulus of the

—  Most authors of this period either worked for or “^ t e ^ w o r k ^ o  
magazines such as 'The Dial', 'The Wave’, Scrx ner * d steph8n
'Harper's'. Norris worked for 'The Wave' on eaving
Crane was briefly employed by The New York Tr u"8 other pieces to
selling tales and sketches to 'The Arena' and submitting othsr pieces to
'McClure's'. Dreiser was editor of 'Everymonth and wrote } p°b5ications 
lines) for 'Demorest 's'. London contributed to more radi°»1 
such as 'International Socialist Review' and e PP initiative

'McClure's' and 'Munsey's' were founded by men 
enough to wish to exploit the new advances in low cos
vast, untapped audience. Dealing with such “ g ^ e ü  as thé quality 
experimental psychology and pragmatic philosop y, tlet for and a
of life at factory floor level, they were at once an leneth in
rival to writers of the period. The subject is e*P ° Princeton UP
Harold S Wilson’s McClure's Magazine and The Muckrak---,
(New Jersey, 1970).
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I was the lord of thought, a master of my vocabulary and 
of the totality of my experience, unerringly capable of 
selecting my data and building my exposition. For so 
John Barleycorn tricks and lures, ...flinging purple 
passages into the monotony of one’s days.’6

Unlike Vandover, however, he is not prone to lupine behaviour, merely

finding that the drink makes him see that "the so-called truths of life

are not true. They are vital lies by which life lives, and John

This is the sort of insight whichBarleycorn gives them the lie

leads him to a state of disillusion similar to Eden’s, "How to face

the social intercourse game and the glamour gone? The solution

he suggests is prohibition, blaming the accessibility of alcohol and

not any inherent weakness of his own for his craving for it

What this book demonstrates conclusively is the extent to which an

obtrusive propagandist aim may colour and distort a work. Although

having no pretensions to fictional status, John Barleycorn nevertheless

loses credibility precisely because its author is so intent on

interpreting everything in one way, so that he may prove his thesis

Effective though it undoubtedly was as propaganda, it is not nearly 

so penetrating in its insights nor so satisfying in artistic terms 

as Martin Eden; the restrictions imposed by the basic organising

principle, the condemnation of drink, are everywhere in evidence

destroying the credibility of even this ’factual' exposition. The 

Iron Heel, organised around denunciation of capitalism is, as we have

seen, a less successful novel than Martin Edem hence, one may see

that the influence of the propagandist intention may, in fiction, work 

against the credible structuring of the overall fictional reality.



The propagandist purpose in the naturalistic novel often leads to 

the public world being given a dominating position. Environment 

takes the form not only of other characters and social mores, but 

of asethetically and morally depressing physical surroundings.

In all the works so far discussed, the ’reportorial accuracy1 factor 

in the naturalistic tradition is evinced through the detailed 

description of background. Crane paints a picture of cramped, 

dark and noisy tenements in which there is no privacy, contrasting 

this with the glittering places frequented by Pete. Norris gives 

his readers a very full description of the furnishings in Blix's 

home, evoking comfort and ease, shows Vandover at his lowest ebb, 

trying to recreate a past self by imagining himself to be in his 

former sumptuous setting and scrawling the positions of various 

pieces of furniture on the bare walls of his room, and, as we have 

seen, he goes into great detail about Polk Street, shows us the 

treasured possessions of all the characters and allows McTeague to 

take his dearest things into exile with him. Carrie moves through 

a variety of backgrounds, alive to the implication of 'things'.

Eden in his earliest days is susceptible to physical splendour, as 

susceptible as he is later to the stimulus of ideas. Thus physical 

entities, buildings, golden molars, sofas and silver services, have 

an active role to play in creating the public worlds of the books. 

Collectively they are used to delineate the charactersj McTeague is 

inconceivable outwlth the context of Polk Street and his treasured 

possessions, Carrie's changing social position can be seen only in 

her changing physical locations, not in alterations in her private 

world. This is quits consistent with the social determinist theory. 

These characters have not got active private worlds, they are creatures 

of their environments, and thus the massed detail of that environment 

comes to assume the place occupied, in other works, by the private

sensibility.
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Jay Martin speaks of ’the stable conventions of literary form' as 

providing a path to understanding for the novel readers of this period. 

The works considered in this chapter lead one to question this 

stability for, although possessing an orthodox cast of characters, 

they can be seen more as tentative attempts to find a fictional mode, 

capable of accommodating the new insights offered by science into 

the nature and situation of man, than as a continuation of a stable, 

familiar form. Such insights are, in many cases, present in their 

raw state, obtruding from an undistinguished fictional reality and 

set among characters who are as, if not more, simple than those of 

the popular ’dime’ novel. Baser instincts manifest themselves in 

a manner akin to that of the Devil in older fiction, and no allowance 

is made for the constructions the individual mind may put upon its 

environment, a matter which comes increasingly to the fore in modern 

American literature. This early pessimism about the nature and 

potential of man, born of the undigested ideas thrown up by scientific 

excavations which were themselves crude and over-ready to accept the 

nearest find as conclusive, passes away to be replaced by a perspective 

in which stress is laid on the creative power of man as opposed to 

environmental tyranny, and which gives rise to novels whose fictional 

narrators have sole charge of the perspectives on both the public and 

their own private worlds.

The observation that private worlds are sorely lacking in the novels 

discussed is in no way intended as a condemnation of them. To have 

psychologically complex characters is not a necessary pre-requisite 

of good writing. But what would appear to be reasonable is the demand 

that the book be structured in such a way as to make a meaningful 

whole, and it is in this respect that the naturalistic novels seem
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to be most deficient. Again and again, novels grind to an illogical 

halt, having explored various areas of meaning and toyed with various 

theories, having set things up as symbols only to obscure their 

significance by infinite extension and re-definition, having given 

the public world a dominating place only to reduce it to an 

aggregation of insignificant trivia and, finally, having neither 

fulfilled the propagandist intention particularly well nor produced 

something of worth in literary terms. The attempt to come to grips 

with a complex world through the medium of realistic fiction is, no 

doubt, laudable, but the gap between intention and achievement is 

great, the methods used are, in most cases, self-defeating and 

the quality of the finished works such that it stands as a firm 

rebuttal of Mr Martin’s optimistic assumption that these men were 

givers of shape and direction to their age.



64

NOTES

1.

2 .

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

6 .

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

Jay Martin, Harvests of Change, American Literature 1665-1945 
(New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1962)

Martin, op. cit., p.243

Martin, op.cit., p.119

Martin, op.cit., p.225

Frank Norris, The Responsibilities of the Novelist, Essays written 
for 'The Critic’ and 'World's Work', as well as syndicated newspaper 
columns, 19G1-2. First collected and published with the above 
title 1903, Hill & Wang, American Century Series (New York, 1967)

Norris, Responsibilities, p.214 
o

Lars Ahnebrink, The Beginnings of Naturalism in American 
Fiction. 1891-1903 (New York: Russell & Russell, 1961), p.69
o
Ahnebrink, op.cit., p.9

Richard M Chase, The American Novel and its Tradition, Doubleday, 
Anchor Books (USA, 1957), p. 186
o
Ahnebrink, op.cit., p.vi 

Norris, Responsibilities, p.203 

Norris, Responsibilities, p.215-6

Frank Norris, A Novelist in the Making, ed. James D Hart 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1970), p.35

Frank Norris, Bllx, 1st pub. (New York: Doubleday & McClure,
1899), this ed. in A Novelist, p.106

Norris, A Novelist, Blix, p.265

Norris, A Novelist, Blix, p.108

Norris, A Novelist, Blix, p.227

Norris, A Novelist, Blix, p.277

Norris, A Novelist, Blix. p.152

Frank Norris, McTeague, 1st pub. (New York: Doubleday & McClure, 
1899), this ed. New American Library, Signet Classic, 4th ed.
(New York, 1964)

Norris, McTeague, p.27-8 

Norris, McTeague, p.29



65

Norris, McTeague, p.220

Norris, McTeague, p.340
o
Ahnebrink, op.cit., p.3Q2. Also 'Zola and Norris’, pp.277-308 
o
Ahnebrink, op.cit., p.295 

Norris, Responsibilities, p.217

Frank Norris, The Octopus, 1st pub. 1901, ed. Kenneth S Lynn, 
Riverside Press (Boston, 1958), p.9

Norris, The Octopus, p.7

Frank Norris, Vandover and the Brute, written 1899, 1st pub.
(New York: Doubleday & McClure, 1914), this ed. in A Novelist,
p. 351

Norris, A Novelist, Blix, p.112

Norris, A Novelist, Vandover, p.356

Norris, The Octopus, p.72

Norris, The Octopus, p.269

Norris, The Octopus, p.33

Norris, The Octopus, p.9

Norris, The Octopus, p.374 
o
Ahnebrink, op.cit., p.174 

Norris, The Octopus, p.374 

Norris, The Octopus, p.368 

Norris, The Octopus, p.5 

Chase, op.cit., p.200

Stephen Crane, George's Mother, 1st pub. (New York & London: 
Edward Arnold, 1896), this ed. in The Complete Novels of Stephen 
Crane, ed. Thomas A Gullason (New York: Doubleday, 1967), p.306

Crane, George's Mother, p.303

Crane, George's Mother, p.318

Crane, George's Mother, p.322

Crane, George's Mother, p.336

Crane, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets. 1st pub. (New York: 
Johnston Smith, 1893), this ed. in The Complete Novels of 
Stephen Crane, p.104

I



66

49. Crane,

50. Crane,

51. Crane,

52. Crane,

Maggie, p. 105 

Maggie, p.107 

Maggie, p.112 

Maggie, p.!4B

52. See Philip L Gerber, Theodore Dreiser, Twayne1s United States 
Authors Series (New York: Twayne, 1964), p.72, and Edward 
Wagenknecht, Cavalcade of the American Novel, From the Birth 
of the Nation to the Middle of the Twentieth Century (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1967), p.285 
o

54. Ahnebrink, op.cit., p.89

55.

56.

Gullason, Introduction to The Complete Novels of Stephen Crane,
P-21

Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie, 1st pub. (New York: Doubleday, 
1900), this ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), p.241-2

57. Dreiser, Carrie, p.242

58. Dreiser, Carrie, p.2

59. Dreiser, Carrie, p.87

60. Dreiser, Carrie, p.85

61. Herbert Spencer, First Principles (New York, n.d.)

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.
67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

Dreiser, Carrie, p.302

Richard Lehan, Theodore Dreiser 
ed. (Carbondale & Edwardsville: 
1971), p.71

His World and his Novels, 2nd 
S Illinois University Press,

Dreiser, Carrie, 

Dreiser, Carrie, 

Dreiser, Carrie, 

Dreiser, Carrie,

p. 87 

p. 135 

pp.269-70 

p.78

Dreiser, Carrie, p.110

Theodore Dreiser, An American Tragedy, 
Liverwright, 1925), this ed. (London:

1st pub. (New York: 
Constable, 1926), p.10

Jack London, American Rebel, ed. Philip S Foner (New York 
Citadel Press, 1964), p.104

11Jack London, John Barleycorn, 1st pub. (New York: The Century 
Co., 1913), this ed. The Bodley Head Jack London, Vol.
(London, 1964), p.157



67

72.

73.

jack London, Martin Eden, 1st pub. (London: Macmillan, 1908), 
this ed. The Bodley Head Jack London, Vol. Ill (London, 1965),

p. 106

Philio S Foner, 'Jack London: American Rebel' in Jack_London: 
B . S :  Philip S Foner. 2nd ed. IN- York. «t.d.l

P r e s s ,  1964), p .71

7 4 . Jack London, The Iron Heel in American Rebel. p.lAl

75. Saul Bellow, Herzog, Penguin (Middlesex. 1969), p.198

76. London, Barleycorn, p.32

77. London, Barleycorn, p.34

78. London, Barleycorn, p.167





69

Beyond number are the ways in which the democratic 
example ... sets its mark on societies and seasons 
that stand in its course. Nowhere is that example 
written larger, to our perception, than in 'the new 
novel’, though this, we hasten to add, not in the 
least because prose fiction now occupies itself as 
never before with ’the condition of the people', a 
fact quite irrelevant to the nature it has taken on, 
but because that nature amounts exactly to the 
complacent declaration of a common literary level, a 
repudiation of the most operative even if the least 
reasoned of the ideas of differences, the virtual law 
as we may call it of sorts and kinds, the values of 
individual weight and quality in the presence of 
undiscriminated quantity and rough-and-tumble ’output’ 
- these attestations made, we naturally mean, in the 
air of composition and on the aesthetic plane, if 
such terms have still an attenuated reference to the 
case before us.''

Specifically an attack on ’the state of the novel in England,’̂  the 

above may be applied with equal force to the novels discussed in the 

preceding chapter. In stressing the 'values of individual weight 

and quality’ James pinpoints precisely the fundamental difference 

between his approach to the representation of reality and that of 

the Naturalists. When it comes to striking a balance between public 

and private worlds, James relies as heavily on the latter as the 

Naturalists did on the former. Perhaps the most crucial result of 

this is that, while James, in creating the sensibility of his charac

ters could, through that medium, also create their environment and 

even make the consciousness of the individual become his environment,* 

the Naturalists were bound, by their admiration for 'realism', to 

replicate rather than create public worlds. The only subjective 

colourations to enter their portrayals has nothing to do with the

111 The essay, written in 1914. is entitled ’The New
deals with the works of Lawrence, Wells, C°nra » 0 P sd
and Bennett. It is reprinteo in Selected I terary Cr
Morris Shapira, Peregrine Books (Middlesex, I960), pp.350 d



70

perception of the characters, but merely reflects authorial prejudice 

or theoretical preoccupation. Thus, where the American Naturalists 

gave their readers a detailed picture of an environment and an account 

of the actions of their characters, implying a causal connection 

between the two, James’s audiences were presented with a penetrating 

portrait of that vital link, the intervening sensibility. With the 

private world laid before us in such a way that the public world 

becomes a force capable of a variety of effects and subject to 

numerous interpretations, and not merely something exerting a constant 

pressure on the passive and uniform human psyche, we can see much 

more clearly the relationship of environment to action. Highly 

individual, often extreme and always interesting, Jamesian characters 

enjoy an organic relationship with their backgrounds, moulding them 

according to their personal predilections and preoccupations in a 

manner which reveals their innermost beings as much as it does their 

extraneous situations. Environmental detail is never a stop-gap or 

a space-filler. It is present in any text only because it has 

impressed itself in some way on an intervering sensibility.

James was alive to the importance of intervening sensibility in 

author as well as in character,maintaining that the interval 

between subject and representation should be filled by a mind con

cerned with high aesthetic standards and consciously displaying 

craftsmanship. In ’The New Novel’ he takes issue with those writers 

who dispense with subtlety in their pursuit of 'reality', who choose 

to ignore the variety of human life in their search for behavioural

"No good novel will ever proceed from a superficial mind , is 
but one of many remarks in James % essay 'The Art of Fiction' (1884) 
which point to this fundamental tenet. 'The Art of Fiction' is 
reprinted in Selected Literary Criticism, pp.78-97
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norms and who disregard the need for strict, artistic control over 

material in their enthusiasm for the material itself. The American 

Naturalists were guilty of just such 'errors' and we see in them 

proof of James's conclusions that this sort of approach to writing 

does nothing to further the interest of 'truth' but merely does 

disservice to the mode of expression.

His critical writings never enter the realms of woolly impossibility 

as Norris’s were apt to doj his theoretical prescriptions for the 

writing of fiction^^ and the fictions he wrote form a unified whole 

and, whilst one suspects that only James himself could practise what 

he preached with any degree of success, such consistency is a mark 

of his deep sincerity about and involvement with the art of fiction. 

As all art is the representation of reality, James set out to make 

the representation, as opposed to the reality, as true and aesthe

tically pleasing as possible. In the introduction to The Princess 

Casamassima he says, "But the affair of the painter is not the 

immediate, it is the reflected field of life, the realm not of

application, but of appreciation - a truth that makes our measure of
2

the effect altogether different”. Hence the structuring of his

fictional realities around the perceptions of his characters, with

the insistence that "figures in any picture, agents in any drama,

are interesting only in proportion as they feel their respective

situations) since the consciousness, on their part, of the compli-
3

cation forms for us their links of connexion with it”. This

Much may be learned of James's theories about the writing of 
fiction by reading the prefaces to his novels. In these he not only 
explains the idea inspiring the novel, but the strategies by which he 
translated it into fiction and the criteria he holds to be essential 
to artistic achievement. Otherwise, the comments on James’s literary 
theory made in this thesis are based on the essays reprinted in 
Selected Literary Criticism.



approach scarcely lends itself to didactic or propagandist purposes

The exploration of individual responses is liable to produce personal

insights rather than social generalisations and the effect is the

comprehension, rather than the adoption, of a point of view

To James the doctrine that one should write 'from experience’^  was

a matter for disdain, described as 'squeezing the orange’. Its

suggestion that the subject-matter itself could, without modification,

be transported into a fictional context and flourish there was

anathema to one amongst whose priorities the treatment of any theme

ranked high. Actual experience was, to James, but one half of the

author’s brief, "the other half being of course the application he
4

is inspired to make of them". The very concept of experience was 

subject to rigid definition, "Experience, as I see it, is our appre

hension and our measure of what happens to us as social creatures - 

any intelligent report of which has to be based on that apprehension".5 

One must remark that, with this definition, James is imposing certain 

limitations on the scope of his subject-matter, for the ability to 

articulate experience or even separate 'social' from other forms of 

experience would, in his chronological context, inevitably entail 

membership of a certain social class. Although suggesting that 

apprehension is "a kind of huge spider-web of finest silken threads 

suspended in the chamber of consciousness”, he nevertheless allows 

that ’reality* of a sort is important, "the air of reality (solidity 

of specification) seems to me to be the supreme virtue of a novel 

the merit on which all its other merits helplessly and submissively 

depend’’.7 This is a reality born not of the inclusion of 'facts'

'The New Novel', in Selected Literary Criticism, p.366
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and ’factual detail’ but of the coherent, scrupulous structuring of

the fictional reality, a matter of treatment and not of subject

matter

The treatment, too, is subject to a species of definition, although

James acknowledges that every true artist must approach the writing

of fiction in his own way

I cannot imagine composition existing in a series of 
blocks, nor conceive, in any worth discussing at all, 
of a passage of description that is not in its intention 
narrative, a passage of dialogue that is not in its 
intention descriptive, a touch of truth of any sort that 
does not partake of the nature of incident, or any 
incident that does not derive interest from any other 
source than the general and only source of the success 
of a work of art - that of being illustrative.®

To achieve this unity of structure, James uses the ’centre of cons

ciousness’ as a pivot. Physical environments are always seen

through the veil of a character's perceptions, what he finds salient

reflecting his state of mindj dialogues reveal a great deal about

the nature of those involved, and are as full of suspended or

possible meanings as any occurring in everyday life, while actions 

tend to be recorded through the medium of a character other than the 

actor and so become infused with significance. That James consis

tently forms his fictions around one of the extremes of our dichotomy 

makes him a subject eminently suitable for ’treatment’ under its terms 

As, however, the same dichotomy appears to bear interestingly on a 

far wider range of novels and as so much solid criticism of James 

already exists, the number of his works considered in this chapter

The Europeanshas been curtailed. They are The American (1877)

(1878), The Golden Bowl (1904), The Princess Casamasslma (1886), The

Portrait of a Lady (1881), and The Bostonians (1886)
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the selection of particular texts will, in each case, be given and it 

is hoped that the restriction in the number of works discussed does 

not result in any disservice being done to one who is the recognised 

master of his craft.

The hero of The American (1877)^  seems, at first glance, to be a 

familiar figure. Wealthy, swashbuckling, brash and eager to learn, 

the aptly named Christopher Newman might have come from the same 

stable as Martin Eden, Lyman Derrick and Vandover. It is a tribute 

to James’s treatment of this character that he can possess so many 

of the qualities of the 'popular' hero without ever descending to 

the level of mere 'type'. Indeed, at the very outset of the book, 

James introduces the notion of 'type', only to establish it as purely 

a matter of outward appearance, a cover for more interesting aspects:

An observer, with anything of an eye for national types, 
would have had no difficulty in determining the origin 
of this undeveloped connoisseur, and indeed such an 
observer might have felt a certain humourous relish of 
the almost ideal completeness with which he filled out 
the national mould.9

The passage is more intricate than it would at first appear, a 

quality it shares with its subject, Newman. Our expectations are 

aroused, we expect to find Newman is yet another 'innocent abroad’ 

whose reactions to the subtleties in which Europe abounds bespeak a 

naive, perhaps even an insensitive, vision. Such expectations are 

at first fulfilled and James allows many of the characteristics of

The edition used here is based on the 1879 revision. In 1909 
James 'overhauled* the text before it was printed in the definitive 
New York edition. The earlier rather than the later edition is pre
ferred here for it allows us to see how, even at the outset of his 
career, James was in complete control of his material and permits us 
to trace the development of his style to the late, infinitely more 
complex novels.
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the ever-present narrator:
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... that look ... of standing in an attitude of general 
hospitality to the chances of life, of being very much at 
one’s disposal, so characteristic of so many American 
faces. It was our friend's eye that chiefly told his 
story; an eye in which innocence and experience were 
singularly blended ... and though it was by no means the 
glowing orb of a hero of romance, you could find in it 
almost anything you looked for.^

From the beginning, the narrator enters upon a confidential relation

ship with the reader, persuading him to take a faintly ironical look 

at Newman who has come from the New World with the firm intention of 

seeing the biggest and best of everything and of acquiring a wife 

who is 'the best article on the market'. This irony is initially 

warranted by the character himself and is the clearest way the 

narrator has of pointing out that, for the moment at least, we are 

not intended to take Newman seriously. One of the demands imposed 

on James by his desire to structure his works around the private worlds 

of his characters is that these characters must have sensibilities 

of a certain degree of complexity, capable of relating to the sur

rounding public world in a variety of ways. There is no place in 

Jamesian fiction, at least, no place near the centre of his fictional 

worlds, for such stunted perceptions as those of McTeague. Until 

Newman has had time to orientate himself in his new surroundings and 

to come to grips with the 'new arithmetic' of Titian and Raphael and 

Rubens, as well as with the alien mores of the situation, James 

allows him to react in 'typical* ways and to have 'typical' aspira

tions. To save the book from at this point devolving into popular 

romance, he keeps a firm, ironical hand on the narrative rudder,

Newman's name is an obvious reference to his 'discovery' of the Old
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World, an expedition which comes to consist not so much in the appre

ciation of the aesthetic, a region which he finds particularly obscure, 

as in the growth of his perceptions about people and the novel 

application he makes of techniques learned in the commercial field, 

together with an increase in subtlety which leads one to suspect that 

he is not so innocent as he would have those around him believe.

Newman, of course, never loses the colourations lent him by his back

ground and it is clear that the Bellegardes look on him more as an 

American than an individual* in his presence M. de Bellegarde acts 

as if he were ’holding his breath so as not to inhale the odour of 

democracy'. But the Bellegardes, like the imagined observer of the 

early pages, place too much reliance on European 'myths' about 

Americans in their survey of Newman. Coming from a much more rigid, 

formalised set-up they are, naturally, more accurate reflectors of 

the social pressures acting upon them. Newman's is a more complex 

case. Although he displays a democratic disposition, the sense of 

equality being as 'natural and organic as a physical appetite', such 

a refusal to discriminate is not, from what we see of Mrs. Tristram 

and the Reverend Babcock, a necessary consequence of being American 

and goes, in this instance, with a policy of personal modesty which 

is quite unique. The cultural clash which is sustained throughout 

the novel comes across not as a comparative, social study but as 

something implicit in the behaviour of both sides and what, in 

Newman, strikes the Bellegardes as evidence of 'Americanism strikes 

the reader more as proof of the operation of a very singular private

world.
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His tranquil unsuspectingness of the relativity of his 
own position in the social scale was probably irritating 
to M. de Bellegarde, who saw himself reflected in the 
mind of his potential brother-in-law in a crude and 
colourless form, unpleasantly dissimilar to the 
impressive image projected upon his own intellectual 
mirror.”'”'

Whether this ’tranquil unsuspectingness' is, in the later stages, 

altogether genuine or whether it is a result of Newman’s refusal to 

see the nice discriminations of the Bellegardes as relevant to his 

main purpose is not clear. The 'singular mixture of innocence and 

experience' is quite inscrutable in its proportions and leaves one 

with the tantalising possibility that Newman quite deliberately uses 

the Bellegardes’ expectations of his brashness and crudity as a means 

to forcing his ends. We are, after all, told not only that he is 

eager and willing to learn but also that he is 'capable of a good 

deal of unsuspected imaginative effort (for the sake of his personal 

comfort)’. His vision of Madam de Cintre is romantic for she is 

the chosen embodiment of his ideal and the inspirer of emotional 

responses in one who is otherwise hard-headed and calculating. But, 

if her face is for him 'as delightfully vast as the wind-streaked, 

cloud-flecked distance on a western prairie', that of old Madame de 

Bellegarde is not amenable to translation in American or any terms 

save those which it itself decrees. In other words, Newman's 

romance and naivete are restricted in their reference. When he 

looks beyond Claire or some immediately satisfying set of circum

stances, his penetration is quite remarkable, enabling him to see 

that the marquise is:

... a woman of conventions and proprieties ... Her world 
is the world of things immutably decreed. But how she is 
at home in it, and what a paradise she finds it!



That Newman’s character has uncharted depths is underlined by James's

occasional pretensions to narrative 'ignorance', "What it was that

entertained him during some of his speechless sessions I must, however

confess myself unable to determine Our suspicion that he is in

fact a very cunning operator must, therefore, hinge on a few isolated

actions. Having told Madame de Bellegarde that he intends to marry

Claire, he replies to her observation "I am a very proud and meddle

To make sosome old woman

explicit the 'bargaining' position of each side is a brutal lapse of

taste explainable only as the result of crass ignorance or as the

outcome of a deliberate policy of shock tactics. On receiving

congratulatory telegrams from America, after the ratification of the

treaty' in the form of an engagement, Newman again flaunts the power

of the marquise

The next time he encountered old Madanede Bellegard Che) 
drew them forth and displayed them to her. This, it 
must be confessed, was a slightly malicious stroke» the 
reader must Judge in what degree the offence was venial. 
Newman knew the marquise disliked his telegrams, though 
he could see no sufficient reason for it.1°

This is surely a carefully-calculated piece of effrontery, designed 

by Newman to show that he at least need pay no heed to the marquise's

predilections and, at the same time, a dangerously jocular gesture 

outwardly confirming the family's impression that he is crass and 

vulgar. As we see him taking his ease and even enjoying the tense, 

uncomfortable 'hospitality' of the family, we suspect Newman even 

more of being the possessor of a large, humourous awareness, finding 

food for enjoyment in the tenseness designed to discomfit him. That 

be is prepared, for his private purposes, to submit, apparently 

unwittingly, to the exploitation of others is evidenced by his



attitude to M. Nioche and his daughter. Knowing that he is being

he is willing to comply with their demands in order torooked

enjoy the company of the old man, whilst steering markedly clear of

the girl herself in a manner which suggests that, in spite of the

alien setting, he is not deficient in his ability to judge mankind

Thus, we come to see that the character originally set up as some

thing of a comic ’type' is far from being either comic or typical

Not only do many of Newman's actions contradict the idea that he is

a credulous, unsubtle American, but to have a protagonist unaware

and unresponsive to his situation would also contradict the tenets

so firmly held by James. Our growing vision of him as someone

whose active and profound private world has built a stratagem whereby

it utilises the expectations of the public world in order to gain its

ends would appear to be finally confirmed by the thoughts which go

through Newman's mind after he has been defeated by the Bellegarde's

He saw himself as trustful, generous, liberal, easy, 
patient, pocketing frequent irritation and furnishing 
unlimited modesty. To have eaten humble pie, to have 
been patronised and snubbed and satirised, and have 
consented to take it as one of the conditions of the 
bargain ,..'17

These are not the bitter, martyred constructions imposed in hindsight 

by the offended party but rather the reflections of a failed strate

gist. It would appear that Newman not only saw himself as playing 

a role designed to placate the family but was also aware of the 

covert insults which they assumed he would not perceive. The 

analysis is, naturally, not entirely accurate» we have already 

remarked two occasions on which he quite intentionally went against 

what he knew was their 'taste1 and there are moments when he seems
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not fully aware of their subtle insinuations. The feeling that his 

conduct was motivated by a deliberate plan is, however, inescapable 

and confirms our idea that the ’cultural' element in his behaviour, 

the extent to which he acted as a ’typical American’, was dictated 

more by personal than by social forces.

James’s use of buildings in this and other novels is quite different 

from that of the Naturalists. Where the latter made the environ

ment an oppressive influence and a source of much suffering, James 

makes his buildings reflect the character of their occupants, perhaps 

exploiting the fact that, at the level of society with which he 

almost exclusively deals, people have sufficient money to choose their 

physical situations. In the case of the Bellegardes, the dark, 

cloistered place, full of secret corners and impenetrable to the 

vulgar gaze, can be seen as reflecting their position in society 

and their attitude to the world. It is no accident that it is only 

when they open their house to their friends, giving a reception 

designed to set their seal of approval on Newman, that they realise 

the full implications of the proposed alliance and, unfearful of 

public censure, retract. Such fastidiousness is, of course, self- 

defeating, entailing not only the loss of Newman's eminently desirable 

fortune but also the loss of Madame de Cintre, the bait with which 

their trap was loaded.

Claire's retreat into the even more enclosed sphere of a convent is 

a tribute to the power of her mother. "My power is in my children's 

obedience”1® is no idle boast on the part of Madame de Bellegarde.

She is a ruthless exploiter of the deference due to her as matriarch, 

is heedless of the damage she wrecks on the emotions of her children



81

and is, in her subjugation of personal considerations to the persona 

consistent with her status, the perfect, polished product of her 

society.

In spite of the overt contrasts between modes of life, moralities and 

traditions in which the book abounds, its chief interest lies in the 

growth of Newman's private world, a growth hastened by the need to 

survive in alien soil but which occurs with singularly few concessions 

to the nature of that soil. Early in the book, his ’eye' is charac

terised as:

Frigid and yet friendly, frank yet cautious, shrewd yet 
credulous, positive yet sceptical, confident yet shy, 
extremely intelligent and extremely good-humoured, there 
was something vaguely defiant in its concessions, and 
something profoundly reassuring in its reserve.19

All that one may say, on the strength of this oxymoronic passage, is 

that Newman is, potentially, either a great many things or nothing at 

all, that he may use his diverse nature to enormous effect or succeed 

merely in cancelling himself out through indecision. As we see him 

disposing himself in easy, flexible folds around the monolithic 

rigidity of the Bellegardes, we feel that he is using his potential 

to maximum effect: yet, after he has lost Claire, we see him torn by 

indecision, wondering whether or not to use the evidence he has 

against the marquise.

One gathers that in America the organising ideal of his life has been 

the acquisition of a fortune and, in coming to Europe, the organising 

ideal is the 'purchase' of a wife. Although these ideals may be 

typically American, the person who sets out to fulfil them is unique 

and owes little to his native, public world. The portrait of Newman s

- ,
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private world is so penetrating and profound that not only does he 

soon outstrip the 'swashbuckling’ element already noted, but the book 

as a whole survives what, handled less skilfully, has the makings of 

faded, hackneyed romance. Despite its titled ladies, its wicked 

mother, its murder and its duel, the book is written with the firm 

conviction that it could never be consigned to the realms of fairytale 

any more than its protagonist could be placed in any gallery of 

'types'. Such confidence is shown by the inclusion of a discussion 

on types and by the mention of fairytales on more than one occasion.

As Claire tells the story of Florabella and the prince, the only 

parallel the reader makes is that intended by the author, certainly 

not any which might reflect to the detriment of the book itself.

This is a tribute to James's control over his material, showing that 

the finished product does not depend on its ingredients for its shape 

but on the treatment of those ingredients. The diverse public world 

which underlie Newman and Madame de Bellegarde are, as we have seen, 

present in the novel as nuances in conduct and subtle differences in 

outlook, completely integrated with the structure of the overall 

fictional reality through the medium of their embodiments.

In the context of a discussion of The American it is worth making 

brief mention of a book which is, in many ways its mirror image.

The Europeans, written in 1878, was James’s response to public demand 

for a novel with a happy outcome.^ Given in outline, the plot of 

any Jamesian novel sounds rather thin and melodramatic, for it is 

without that vital consideration, the treatment. To say that a 

Baroness and her brother come to America to seek their fortunes, 

hoping to use to advantage their sophistication and worldly knowledge 

and relying on the lack of such things in their American cousins.
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that the brother succeeds in winning the hand of one daughter but 

that the Baroness finds herself defeated by people so apparently 

simple and malleable, is to give no hint of the comedy or the incisive 

narrative flavour of this short novel. Coming to trade their social 

cachet for a fortune, much as Newman went to trade his fortune for 

the ’best', the Baroness and her brother are, again like Newman, 

unfortunate in running up against one of the more resistant native 

'types'. Although the reader may suspect that, in crossing the 

Atlantic to pursue their fortunes, these particular Europeans may be 

attempting to avoid those knowing enough to fairly assess the quality 

of their 'cachet', their cousins, the Wentworths, have no standards 

by which to make such Judgements. They are, however, equipped with 

a vast reserve of natural suspicion which proves, in the end, as 

effective as any real insight.

James is broadly comical at the expense of his Americans, making them 

not merely American but New England Puritan and so the possessors of 

attitudes, perhaps less venerable, but no less ingrained than those 

which informed the conduct of the Bellegardes. Unlike the latter, 

they are not presumptive or proud, they do not present to the world 

an implacable, impenetrable face, but their house, airy, symmetrically 

arranged and painted in moderate tones, reflects a deeply rooted sense 

that the world ought to be organised along certain overt, moral lines. 

In judging them to be 'all foreground' the Baroness is as mistaken as 

Newman was in believing that he had imposed his terms on the Belle- 

gardes. In her presumptive judgement, _she fails to realise that, 

innocent though the Wentworths may be, they are solidly united in 

defence of the simple order they expect in their world, perhaps even 

more solidly united than the Bellegardes because what they defend is 

newer and less firmly established. Comedy is born of the sources
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of their moral alarums; the Baroness’s 'morganatic' marriage reminds

Mr. Wentworth of "a certain Mrs. Morgan whom he had once Known, and

21who had been a bold, unpleasant woman”; they associate the idea 

of a French maid with that of a theatrical soubrette and, as a group, 

generally take fright at the new and the strange. Ironically, 

although the logic underlying their Judgements is usually laughable, 

the conclusions they reach do, in themselves, savour of the truth.

On first encountering her cousins, at a meeting carefully stage- 

managed by the Baroness to produce maximum effect, we are told that, 

"Their attitude seemed to imply that she was some kind of conversa-

22tional mountebank, attired, intellectually, in gauze and spangles".

As Eugenia gives way to 'one of the most genuine emotions she had 

ever known', feeling that at last she has found a secure family niche, 

the Wentworth's emotions are far from simple, their sense of duty 

impelling them to make their cousin welcome whilst their inborn fear 

of the new and the strange suggests caution, if not flight. Unaware 

of the reactions which her 'calculated' charm produces in her cousins, 

the Baroness sets up camp in their guest cottage, festooning it with 

pieces of material and pink silk blinds whose aesthetic appeal is 

lost, for the Americans, amid considerations of hygiene and usefulness. 

Eugenia fails to penetrate to the heart of their vision, content with 

her notion that they have 'the trustfulness of the golden age':

...she knew that she had never been so real a power, 
never counted for so much as now, when, for the first 
time, the standard of comparison of her little circle 
was prey to vagueness. The sense, indeed, that the 
good people about her had, as regards her remarkable 
self, no standard of comparison at all, gave her a 
feeling of almost illimitable power.

One might have supposed that, were the Baroness truly as remarkable
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as she appears to believe, then the lack of a standard of comparisons 

would lead to an underestimation of, rather than an expansion in, her 

power. Our early suspicion about the motives underlying her trans- 

Atlantic expedition are here confirmed.

Operating without the benefit of such privileged information, the 

Wentworths nevertheless succeed in ousting the Baroness. She, like 

Newman, gains her early advantage from her novelty; but, as the 

Bellegardes feel justified in excluding Newman when they recognise 

him as a ’commercial type’, so the Wentworths close ranks against her 

once she has been proved guilty of deliberate lies, or at least of 

what, for her, is a customary approximation to the truth:

There were several ways of understanding her: there 
was what she said, and there was what she meant, and ^  
there was something between the two, that was neither.

25Although James tells us the 'chief interest’ in this short novel 

resides in the consciousness of Gertrude and in her reactions to the 

advent of the Europeans, this aspect, culminating in the marriage of 

the best of the old world, in the shape of Felix, to the best of the 

new, Gertrude, is not the book’s chief recommendation. The visit 

of the Europeans shows that what the community had taken for a 

vexatious ’peculiarity’ in Gertrude's outlook was no more than the 

manifestation of a freer, though still moral, spirit, which, one feels, 

will flower once removed from the repressions of the Wentworth home 

and which will happily compliment Felix's easy attitude to the world. 

Those whose private worlds reflect more directly the influences of 

the public, who have less individuality and whose 'faults' are more 

manifest, are, however, more interesting. In taking this gently
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James subtly infuses the entire novel with an appropriate clarity.

Even the Baroness, of all the characters the most complicated, feels

that "her power, in the American air, seemed to have lost its prehen- 

26sile attributes” and that her motives become (relatively) 'pure', 

perhaps because the complex strategies with which she is used to 

operating would be completely inappropriate and unappreciated in the 

context. The Wentworth regime is too tentative and fearful to produce 

martyrs such as Claire de Cintre. Expressly designed to avoid suffer

ing and complexity, the worst effect it may have is mild dissatisfaction 

and comedy is born of its inability to cope with anything beyond its 

customary field of operations:

The sudden irruption into the well-ordered consciousness 
of the Wentworths of an element not allowed for in its 
scheme of usual obligations, required a re-adjustment of 
that sense of responsibility which constituted its 
principle furniture.22

As the head of the family, Mr. Wentworth, like Madame de Bellegarde, 

is the most outstanding representative of the attitudes of his micro

cosm, his 'scrupulously adjusted, consciously-frigid' vision setting 

the tone for the others, even the reprehensible Clifford. As James 

declares 'rather brutally', the Baroness sees herself as using Clifford 

in order to make Mr. Acton jealous, persuading herself that he is 

'crude' and in need of the gloss which only intercourse with an older 

woman may provide and assuming that close contact with her will make 

him react like any European youth by falling a little under her spell. 

Again she is guilty of misconstruing her New Englanders, "He exaggera

ted her agej she seemed to him an old womanj it was happy that the

Baroness, with all her intelligence, was incapable of guessing this”.
28



Thus, when she tells Acton that Clifford is in love with her, she is

comically unaware of haw patent a lie this appears in the context;

what to her is quite probable is to the Americans inconceivable

Their system is such that passion of any sort is ruled out. Even

the 'worldly' Acton is subject to this limitation

If this was love, love had been overrated. Love was a 
poetic impulse, and his own state of feeling with regard 
to the Baroness was largely characterised by that 
eminently prosaic sentiment - curiosity.

Because the book is designed as a gently ironic look at the attitudes

of a group of characters who carry through the precepts of their

public world in a logical and conscientious manner and because it is

romantic' in its outcome, its humour, the issues involved and the

private worlds of the individual participants are far more accessible

than they were in The American. As James shows in a later novel. The

Bostonians, similar frigid. Puritanical attitudes can be the cover

for much psychological complexity and inspire a work of considerable

depth. Thus, the simplicity of structure in The Europeans is the

result of a deliberate, artistic choice and not the inevitable outcome

of portraying characters who are, in their relationship to the public 

world, essentially naïve. Such stringent, artistic control over 

material could, as we shall see in a later chapter, well have been 

taken as a salutory lesson by both Sinclair Lewis and Edith Wharton.

Vet, whilst structuring the overall fictional reality around a private 

world does not necessarily produce great psychological complexity, it 

is only when the central private world ij3 deep and devious that the 

outstanding artistic merits of James are revealed and tested to their 

uttermost. As Americans abroad, Maggie Verver and her father
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naturally have certain attitudes and experiences which link them with 

Christopher Newman, Rowland Mallet, Isabel Archer and other such 

temporarily expatriated characters. The Golden Bowl (1904) is, how

ever, structured in such a way that the ’American’ aspects of the 

characters become inseparable from their individual private worlds and 

to attempt to analyse the latter in isolation from the former would 

require considerable distortions. Only to the European characters 

in the novel are the Ververs possessors of ’fabulous’ or mythical 

qualities born of their cultural, as opposed to their personal, back

grounds. What, in this limited interpretation, is overlooked is the 

fact that between the official and the actual purpose of the Ververs’ 

joint enterprise there lies a gulf filled by unspoken, personal 

desires and intentions. The ambition to furnish the New World with 

some of the best spoils of the Old is, to both American and European 

eyes, comprehensible and even praiseworthy. But, as James shows in 

this late, high-water mark of complex craft, the Ververs, unlike the 

Wentworths, are not susceptible to accurate analysis on the basis of 

their overt behaviour and, indeed, as the novel unfolds, we see that 

Maggie Verver was initially unaware of why the microcosm consisting 

of her father and herself operated as it did. Throughout the novel, 

James uses Images of water to reflect the state of this Joint 'private' 

world. At the outset, these images are suggestive not only of warmth 

and ease but also of an environment somehow muffled from all the 

harsher aspects of the ’real’ world, distorted, beautiful and unreal. 

The Prince, whose perceptions structure the first half of the novel 

and whose entrance into this aquatic microcosm causes ripples forceful 

enough to disturb its suspended inhabitants, demonstrates the acute

ness of his vision by using images of water:
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... the waters in which he now floated, tinted as by the 
action of some essence, poured from a gold-topped phial, 
for making one’s bath aromatic. No one before him, never, - 
not even the infamous Pope - had so sat up to his neck in 
such a bath.30

That one well schooled in the highest luxury that Europe could afford 

should be so impressed by the environment which the Ververs create 

for themselves is some measure of the extent of their wealth and the 

opulence of its deployment. Like Jay Gatsby, they apparently come 

from ’nowhere’, erupting on the European scene in so magnificent a 

manner that to question the sources of their riches would appear an 

irrelevant impertinence. James uses this obscurity of origin to 

heighten the fabulous aura surrounding the pair. This, and the 

fairy-tale imagery which recurs throughout the book, comes to centre 

on Maggie Verver.

If the history of the Ververs is obscure, that of the Prince is public 

knowledge. His lineage, the actions, status and progress of each of 

his ancestors, are recorded in libraries and are, in their venerable 

infamy, what first reconmend the Prince to the voraciously antiquarian 

Ververs. Maggie is quite open in admitting to the Prince that his 

family history is the major reason for her interest in him and makes 

it clear that, to her father and herself, he is a 'find'. This naive 

approach to the complex matter of the past is, of course, symptomatic 

of Maggie's American origins, bespeaking the uncritical admiration of 

the new nation for the old. It Is, however, equally eloquent of 

Maggie’s perception of the world, her inability to see that the 

Prince might possibly be offended by so scant attention being paid to 

his personal merits and her innocent -yet arrogant assumption that the 

history of a person consists of no more than the roll of his ancestors.
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that the personal as opposed to the public history of her husband is 

the really salient thing about him, a recognition which entails the 

destruction of the walls of her’aquarium’ in an effort to make meaning

ful contact with the real world.

There are two parts of me. ... One is made up of 
the history, the doings, the marriages, the crimes, 
the follies, the boundless betises of other people - 
especially their infamous waste of money that might 
have come to me. Those things are written - literally 
in rows of volumes, in libraries; are as public as 
they are abominable. Everybody can get at them, and 
you’ve, both of you, wonderfully, looked them in the 
face. But there’s another part, very much smaller 
doubtless, which, such as it is, represents my single 
self, the unknown, the unimportant - unimportant save 
to you - personal quantity. About this you’ve found 
out nothing.^

Culpable of wilful disregard of this explicit, pre-marital warning by 

the Prince, Maggie nevertheless chooses to view the discovery that 

her husband and her best friend were intimately acquainted with each 

other before her marriage as evidence of their treachery. Although 

she regards the world which she shares with her father as a place in 

which she enacts a protective role, we can see that it is she and not 

he who is its pivot, that Mr. Verver, in playing the role of child-

companion to his daughter and in protecting her innocence by myriad,

expensive strategies, has led her not only to assume that the whole

world revolves around her but also that her, patently mistaken, vision

of ’reality’ ought to dictate the shape of the public world. Thus, 

we have a situation which is the complete reverse of that portrayed 

by the Naturalists, a private world with sufficient power to shape the 

public, not merely by retreat into personal fantasy but by autocratic

command.



She must be Kept in a position so as not to disarrange them. 
It fitted immensely together, the whole thing, as soon as 
she could give them a motive; for, strangely as it had by 
this time begun to appear to herself, she had hitherto not 
imagined them as sustained by an ideal distinguishably 
different from her own. Of course they were arranged - 
all four arrangedj but what had the basis of their life 
been, precisely, but that they were arranged together?
Ah! Amerigo and Charlotte were arranged together, but she - 
to confine the matter only to herself - was arranged apart.
It rushed over her, the full sense of all this, with quite 
another rush from that of the breaking wave of ten days 
before; and as her father himself seemed not to meet the 
vaguely clutching hand with which, during the first shock 
of complete perception, she tried to steady herself, she felt 
very much alone.32

Maggie has moved by slow degrees to this apocalyptic moment of 

'complete perception’, at first ignoring the irregularities which the 

inclusion of the Prince and Charlotte produce in her little world, 

interpreting their closeness as a strategy designed by them to facili

tate her efforts to sustain an intimate relationship with her father. 

Although one may feel a momentary pity for her in her new and compli

cated situation, her complete ego-centricity is inescapable. She 

assumes that her father needs her, never stops to wonder whether or 

not the Prince may resent being treated as an appurtenance with no say 

in its disposition and uses her child as if he were hers alone, to be 

given to Mr. Verver and not the Prince. One can see that the latter, 

in spite of his early, firm resolve neither to show any of the 

'rapacious' or selfish characteristics of his race nor to in any way 

harm what he sees as the innocence of the Ververs, is put in an 

anomalous and difficult position. He looked on his marriage as a 

means of redressing some of the wrongs done by his forebearers, of 

putting the Verver money to good use, yet he finds himself relegated 

to a minor role and given boundless freedom in which to pursue those 

personal, romantic interests which, according to European lights, 

are acceptable when undiscovered. As he says, European morality is
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"Slow and steep and unlighted, with so many steps missing that - well,

that it’s as short, in almost any case, to turn round and come down 

33again". It is to his credit that, if he does in fact descend, he 

delays doing so for a considerable time, putting his desire to protect 

Maggie above his personal inclinations. Mr. Verver, the instigator 

of the protective policy which all those around Maggie accept, marries 

Charlotte not for himself but in order to make his daughter feel that 

'she hadn’t deserted him'. He too is a victim of her ego-centricity, 

ultimately being used as the instrument of Maggie's revenge on Char

lotte and having to carry the American City venture to its natural 

conclusion by taking his wife and his object to America, so leaving 

Maggie free to create another microcosm around herself.

Thus, Maggie’s moment of realisation is in itself flawed. Failing to 

see that she is still central to all the others, she assumes that 

because the disposition of her world is not precisely what she had 

wanted it to be, then it must be arranged contrary to her interests. 

With that wilfulness which we have already remarked, she takes it upon 

herself to hide her new perspective, to continue outwardly to act as 

if all were as before whilst, at the same time, making strenuous and 

subtle efforts to re-establish her ascendancy. Abandoning her 

tendency to see the world only in its overt aspects and to impose on 

it a frame of consistent relations, 'that ideal consistency on which 

her moral comfort almost at any time depended’, she becomes alive to 

the slightest nuances in the behaviour of others, fitting these into 

a new and infinitely complicated schema whose mainstay is the assump

tion that she is regarded as an innocent dupe.

To portray this extremely complex private world’s growth from innocence
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As Maggie, seeking solace after taking her first, tentative steps on 

the 'stage', finds in the behaviour of the Prince evidence that he 

sees her in a new light, the aquatic imagery is revived:

She had subsequently lived, for hours she couldn’t count, 
under the dizzying, smothering welter - positively in 
submarine depths where everything came to her through 
walls of emerald and mother-of-pearl.3^

By using the language previously associated with the Ververs’ unreal 

world, James allows the reader to see that Maggie is here reverting 

to that distorted vision. Similarly, the fairy-tale language early 

associated with the fabulous self-sufficiency of the Americans gradually 

shades into that of nightmare, evoking Maggie’s awareness that all is 

not well whilst showing that, as yet, she has not succeeded in analys

ing the ills or making them tangible, "She had a long pause before 

the fire, during which she might have been fixing with intensity her 

projected vision, have been conscious even of its taking an absurd, 

fantastic shape".

In this, as in other works, buildings and architectural terms are used 

to provide analogies for the states of mind of the characters. The 

Prince is, naturally, likened to a 'Roman palace' and Mr. Verver to 

a 'neat, square room*. It is significant that the latter should be 

a room rather than a building, for the Ververs are without a firm 

base, using their 'moveable feast' of things to delineate any environ

ment, regardless of the existing structure. That this points to the 

self-contained, mutually created fantasy with which they surround 

themselves is a measure of how meticulously James has structured his 

overall fictional reality. When Maggie first begins to ponder the
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maKing any break with her 'past', her thoughts are described in terms 

of 'ivory towers' and 'pagodas’:

This situation had been occupying, for months and months, 
the very centre of the garden of her life ... she had 
carried on her existence in the space left her for 
circulation ...> looking up, all the while, at the 
fair structure that spread itself so amply and rose so 
high, but never quite making out, as yet, where she 
might have entered had she wished ... though her raised 
eyes seemed to distinguish places that must serve, from 
within, and especially far aloft, as apertures and 
outlooks, no door appeared to give access from her 
convenient garden level.

The welter of metaphors and similes with which Book Second, the one 

structured by Maggie's vision, opens are symptomatic of her bewilder

ment, her inability to discover which, amongst the many possible 

interpretations, is the most accurate. Yet, at the same time, the 

fact that in none of them does Maggie see herself as the active agent 

warns us that her ultimate analysis of the situation will hinge less 

on the motives and feelings of others and more on her personal position.

With consummate skill, James introduces a golden bowl as an analogy 

for the relationship between Maggie, the Prince and Charlotte. The 

actual bowl plays a vital part in the action of the novel, first 

appearing when Charlotte persuades the Prince to accompany her on an 

expedition whose ostensible purpose is to choose a marriage gift for 

her to give to Maggie. The Prince, as a person with discerning vision, 

immediately realises that the beautiful object has a hidden flaw in 

it and refuses to allow his companion to buy this thing of 'ill-omen . 

Charlotte sees it only as something which is beautiful, unusual and 

which she can just afford. Even at this point, one can see that



there is an analogy between the views each character holds of the 

bowl and their respective attitudes to the possibility of any resurrec

tion of their former intimacy. In coming into possession of the bowl, 

by some trick of fate,Maggie at the same time receives definite proof 

that her husband and her best friend were at one time intimate and 

sufficient evidence to convince her that the relationship did not 

cease after her marriage. After Fanny Assingham, the person respon

sible for bringing the Prince and Maggie together, has deliberately 

smashed the thing into three pieces, Maggie picks it up and holds it 

together again with her hands. What the bowl symbolises for each of 

the characters is subtly different but Maggie's act of salvage is the 

closest she comes to openly asserting her power and her intentions.

She aims to get "The bowl with all the happiness in it. The bowl 

without the flaw”.3^

As, for the first time, Maggie’s actions become motivated by deliberate, 

calculated intent, she begins to see herself as an actress, staging 

scenes whose effect on the others she can only partly measure. Her 

heightened awareness of the public world makes no concessions to its 

opinions and outlooks. Maggie persists in filtering everything 

through the medium of her private perceptions and organizes all her 

impressions around herself. To counter-balance the excessively 

analytic consciousness of his central character James relies less on 

the corrective of the narrative voice than one might suppose. Maggie's 

vision is allowed very free reign and the bulk of the information the 

reader receives is distorted by her eyes. As, however, her views are 

ever in a state of flux and she never achieves full confidence as an 

actress, our distrust of her perspective never abates and we remain 

constantly aware of how far she is the slave of her own ego. When she 

gazes on any scene, filled with the sense of her own part in it, we
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stand behind her, seeing the thing not only through her eyes but also

through ours, a view in which she appears to be a much more integral

part of the action. Significant moments are 'framed' throughout the

book, either by doorways or windows, so that the reader is reminded

of the need for objective judgement of what is spectacle and is gently

steered away from the simple acceptance of Maggie’s viewpoint. Pre

tending to some independence, Maggie sits apart from the others

reading instead of joining in their game of bridge. Although she

finds that she is so obsessed with them that she cannot concentrate

on her book

Erect above all for her was the sharp-edged fact of the 
relation of the whole group, individually and collectively 
to herself - herself so speciously eliminated for the hour, 
but presumably more present to the attention of each than 
the next card to be played.00

Maggie’s sensitivity is clearly tainted with more than a little of

She chooses to sit apart, yet resents the excluthe 'spoilt child

sion. Her tenuous grasp of the belief that it is she who is dictat

ing the shape of events is shaken when, a few moments after the above

Charlotte follows Maggie out onto the terrace

Maggie's fervid and fearful imagination, demonstrates her power by

dumb show



The decision to dissemble is but Maggie’s way of salvaging her vision

of herself as an actress. She is genuinely intimidated by Charlotte

for her conception of the woman is vague and threatening, she seems

an unknown quantity with potential control over both the Prince and

Mr. Verver. It is perfectly possible that Charlotte has no intention

of engaging in a power struggle with her step-daughter, that she merely

wishes to discover why Maggie's attitude to her has changed so much

for, being unaware that Maggie has definite proof that she and the

Prince enjoyed a pre-marital relationship, she can discern no reason

other than jealousy of her union with Mr. Verver behind the alteration

Bound as we are by Maggie's vision of events, we are nevertheless

aware that there is a distinction to be made between the 'real' and

the 'ideal' here. It would seem that Maggie’s power is 'ideal

that she can only impinge on others insofar as they allow her to and

that their conduct is not proof of malice towards Maggie but rather

□f unease at her curious state of mind

It is neither possible nor necessary to establish what may stand as

objective truth. Given a character who is so determined to shape

public world according to her own lights and who is, equally, prepared 

to take for victory whafothers might regard as defeat, whose perspec

tive is allowed to dominate the narrative to the exclusion of all 

others and who might be said to be doing no more than creating a 

fantasy with but the barest reference to actual events, we can only 

savour the depths of James's portrayal of this private world and 

analyse the means by which he creates it. To some extent, the Prince 

in the first part of the novel introduces a balancing point of view. 

Culturally and personally alien to the Ververs, his initial interpre 

tations of them are remarkably sensitive and accurate, making Mr.



Verver's objection that his future son-in-law 'understands him too 

well’ a telling remark. Fanny Assingham, in her constant perusal of 

the motives and actions of her friends, is a typical Jamesian commen- 

tatorj but we cannot rely on her analyses, cast into doubt as they 

are by the scathing comments of her husband and biased by her desire 

to evade the responsibility she feels for having brought the Prince 

and Maggie together. Accustomed as these two are to both intrigue 

and analysis, they are quite at a loss to understand Maggie once she 

begins to operate in covert ways. She makes her leap from directness 

to dissimulation without taking advice from or consulting with the 

public world. This is consistent with the self-sufficiency so 

fundamental to the microcosm she shared with her father and with her 

ego-centricity. James, although he does not attempt to drive his

readers to conclusions about Maggie, does show that she is capable of 

a vindictive enjoyment of her assumed power.

She felt with her sharpest thrill how he was straitened 
and tied, and with the miserable pity of it her present 
conscious purpose of keeping him so could none the less 
perfectly accord.40

This odd, childish, dramatic private world appears to owe very little 

to the cultural background of its mistress. Although the Prince sees 

Maggie's directness as part of her being American he might, in this, 

be as mistaken as she in the amount of weight he gives to the 

influence of 'national type’. It is equally possible that her lack 

of subtlety stems from a selfish disregard for the feelings of other 

people, a disregard nurtured in the self-sufficient microcosm created 

for her by her father. Touching though her assumptions that the 

public world is a sympathetic place peopled with well-wishers may be, 

they nevertheless suggest a lack of any real experience and are as
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easily seen as marks of ego as of innocence. As the Prince later 

discovers, there is 'an element of staleness in all the freshness and 

of freshness in all the staleness, of innocence in guilt and guilt in 

innocence’. In other words, the Ververs’ world is a curious place, 

an artificial amalgam designed to support a ’game’ in which lapses of 

logic are acceptable to all but the would-be analyst. Amerigo sur

vives the 'relinquishment of his real situation in the world' only by 

conceiving of himself as motivated by a higher ideal, one which may 

or may not be allied to an honourable abstinence from physical rela- 

tins with Charlotte, in defiance of ample opportunity. Adept at 

analysing people according to their national predispositions, the 

Prince apparently fails to comprehend his wife. The code of conduct 

which she chooses to follow is inspired by her imagination propelled 

by her ego and enacted without reference to how far the public world 

conforms to her vision of it. It might be said that such individua

lity marks Maggie out as an American of the same order as Isabel 

Archer, that only an American could have the na’ive arrogance to 

assune that an individual might impose what construction he chooses 

on the public world. But, when one recalls that Maggie was brought 

up in a world whose dimensions she could dictate, one feels that the 

personal rather than the cultural element is responsible for her 

conduct.

The Golden Bowl is a superb example of the 'centre of consciousness' 

theory being translated into practice, for Maggie Verver’s private 

world is her environment. It may be that she is acting in response 

to active duplicity and to an action occurring in a past in which she 

initially claimed to have no interest, or she may merely be misconstru

ing the reactions of others to her altered, suspicious state of mind.



100

finding in them proof of an illusion. Whatever the ’truth’ may be 

is, however, irrelevant. What is important is Maggie's vision; 

actual events become relevant only after they have passed through the 

filter of her private world. In his introduction to The Princess 

Casamassima (1066),James showed that he was aware of the dangers of 

making his characters 'too interpretative of the muddle of fate’:

They may be shown as knowing too much and feeling too much - 
not certainly for their remaining remarkable, but for their 
remaining 'natural' and’typical’, for having the needful 
communities with our own Drecious liability to fall into 
traps and be bewildered.

There is no danger of Maggie becoming 'too priggishly clever’, for 

the credibility of her conclusions is cast into doubt and we see 

that, of all the complexities with which she has to deal, her dawning 

awareness itself is perhaps the greatest. She stands, finally, 

neither condoned nor condemned but comprehended.

The novels discussed so far might lead one to conclude that James's 

approach to the writing of fiction imposed certain restrictions on 

him so far as subject-matter is concerned. This conclusion might 

well be said to survive an examination of The Princess Casamassima 

(1006), a novel in which James attempted to show that the acute sensi

bility does not exist only at drawing-room level and that discrimina

tions may be made between thingpother than works of art, precious 

objects or nationalities. The book is about a group of anarchists 

in London, the central observer being one Hyacinth Robinson, a young 

man whose deprived childhood, spent in a depressed environment, makes 

bis appreciation of the beautiful and his susceptibility to 'good' 

conversation seem somewhat incongruous. Neither his supposed.
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appear to be adequate explanations of these attributes, saw perhaps 

through specious genetic argument to which James seldom resorts, and 

he quite outstrips his impoverished step-mother. Miss Pynsent, in the 

realms of ’gentility'. Even if we accept that Hyacinth's refinement 

is innate, there still remains a disparity between character and 

environment which is quite unique in Jamesian fiction. Torn between 

political affiliations appropriate to his social status and an admi

ration for aspects of that status quo which achievement of his political 

ends would destroy. Hyacinth fails to resolve these extremes. Finding 

life insupportable, he finally resolves his dilemma by committing

suicide, an action which F. W. Dupee considers to be a reflection of

42the "fate of sensibility in the modern world". One wonders whether, 

in taking so publically-orientated a message from this novel, one is 

not being tricked into expectations of broad social comment by the 

nature of the subject-matter.

James strives hard to suggest the limitations of Hyacinth’s vision 

and taste and, at the same time, to structure the novel around this 

awkward private world. The result is that the central character, 

lacking 'firm connexions' with his background yet being unable to 

rise successfully above it, comes across neither as a 'type' nor yet 

as an individual of 'solid specification’, being left to wander 

amongst the extremities of his world in an aimless fashion and under

going no significant alteration in sensibility. His public world 

partakes of a curious shapelessness, not so much as a result of his 

ambivalent vision as of the nature of James’s portrayal of the minor 

characters. Individually, Millicent, the shop-girl who asp.ires to a 

tawdry sort of supremacy. Miss Pynsent, the Dickensian old-maid who
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circumstances, Paul Muniment, the laconic inspirer of devotion in 

others, and Monsieur Poupin, the ’republican of an old-fashioned 

sort’ who treats his illness as if it were the fault of an iniqui- 

tously arranged society, are interesting, effective studies. But, 

collectively, they are burdened with a refinement of tone sorely at 

odds with their supposed situations and, with the addition to the 

list of a Princess who is as intent on descending the social scale 

as Millicent is on climbing it, one can see in the picture comic 

elements which, one fears, are other than those which James intended.

Aware that this sortie into unfamiliar territory was liable to leave 

him open to attack, James wrote a defence of it which is more con

sistent with his theories about the writing of fiction than the 

novel is with the practice!

I felt in full personal possession of my matter» this 
really seemed the fruit of direct experience. My 
scheme called for the suggested nearness of some 
sinister anarchic underwold ...» a presentation not 
of sharp particulars, but of loose appearances, vague 
motions and sounds and symptoms, just presences and 
general looming possibilities.4^

This, as far as it applies to the portrayal of the anarchist ’organi

sation', is perfectly acceptable. One would not expect one with 

James's view of the priorities in the writing of fiction to present 

the public world in a manner suggesting 'versimilitude'. It is 

when the 'looseness and vagueness', effectively used in the portrayal 

of the public world, come to be associated with the private world of 

Hyacinth that one feels Justified in objecting. Although it is a 

part of his character that he should fail to resolve the extremes
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which attract him, this does not mean that he should fail to make 

meaningful contact with the public world, or that his private world 

should be prone to inconsistency. His failure as a centre of con

sciousness may, as we shall see, be attributed to the dilemma 

produced by the need to limit his vision and analytic potential to 

what is consistent with his social status and the conflicting need 

to give him an acute, active sensibility. Hyacinth cannot, as 

Maggie Verver does, structure the public world according to his own 

lights. Not only does he lack the necessary financial power but 

he is constituted in such a way that the public world, in all its 

hard actuality, is important to him. Such value as his youthful, 

impetuous private world might have brought to the book is negated by 

the odd mixture of precocity and naivSte which render it ultimately 

ineffectual and unconvincing.

It is not to be supposed that Hyacinth suffers from any lack of nice, 

'realistic' touches, those such as Norris or London would have used. 

Like Martin Eden and Condy, he enjoys a dream of literary distinc

tion! like McTeague, he is stirred by the street scenes which 

betoken preparation for Sundayj like Maggie Johnson, he is suscep

tible to appalling drama, losing himself "so effectively in the

fictive world that the end of the piece ... brought with it something
44

of the alarm of the stoppage of his personal life" and, like 

Vandover, he allies himself with a young woman whose obvious vulgarity 

is no deterrent. His innocence is more pronounced than that of 

Newman, making him unsure how to treat the butler at Medley and 

inspiring him with admiration for the kitchen garden. Such discri

minations as he is capable of making are carefully attuned to the 

opportunities he has had for comparison. Visiting the residence o.



Captain Sholto, he notes that the book-bindings are of poor quality.

We may assume that, although he admires the splendour of the rest of 

the place, nothing it it really comes up to scratch. On going to 

the Princess's home, he reacts as follows:

... the spectacle of long duration unassociated with 
some sordid infirmity or poverty was new to him; he 
had lived with people among whom old age meant for the 
most part a grudged and degraded survival. In the 
favoured resistance of Medley was a serenity of 
success, an accumulation of dignity and honour.45

The link between buildings and people is less eloquent than elsewhere. 

It might be supposed that the spectacle of a building enjoying the 

'dignity and honour' denied to most people with whom he is acquainted 

would serve to reinforce Hyacinth's political views; if this is the 

intended connexion, then it is not immediately apparent and one is 

left with the impression that this centre of consciousness is not 

given to making much of the contrasts it observes.

As ever, James is adept at using the physical locations of his 

characters eloquent reflections of their states of mind. The Prince, 

at the outset of The Golden Bowl, wanders about London, 'taking 

possession' of it in an erratic manner, noticing faces and objects 

in shop windows in so haphazard a fashion that we soon come to 

appreciate that, whilst he cannot escape the awareness that, as a 

city, London is a place of enormous power, he is too pre-occupied 

to relate any of his observations. Similarly, as Hyacinth emerges 

from an anarchist meeting, filled with resentment because Muniment 

does not appear to distinguish him, with his ardour and devotion, 

from the rest, the street scene around him is re-shaped by his

proccupatlons:



Bedraggled figures passed in and out and a damp tattered 
wretched man with a spongy purple face ... stood and 
whimpered in the brutal blaze of the row of lamps.
... the silent vista of the street ... stretched away 
in the wintry drizzle to right and left, losing itself 
in the huge tragic city where unmeasured misery lurked 
beneath the dirty night, ominously, monstrously still, 
only howling, for its pain, in the heated human cockpit 
behind him.2*6

The awfulness of this vision inspires Hyacinth with the Quixotic

desire that the anarchists should pour forth, there and then, to set

the world to rights. Returning to the meeting, he gives vent to a

burst of revolutionary fervour so convincing that it leads to his

selection for some vital, unnamed task, some atrocity to be committed

in the name of social justice. The effects of his visit to Medley

become obvious when, returning to his home in Lomax place, he sees

it through new eyes, eyes whose vision is heightened by the knowledge

that his beloved step-mother is dying

He had known the scene for hideous and sordid, but its 
aspect today was pitiful to the verge of sickeningj he 
couldn’t believe that for years he had accepted and even 
a little revered it. He was frightened of the sort of 
service his experience of grandeur had rendered him.2*̂

Thus, Hyacinth is as effective as any other Jamesian character when

it comes to responding to his physical location. Naturally, in the 

familiar setting of London, he is better able to impose his own 

construction on the scene than when, in the alien setting of Medley,

he is less certain of himself. It is not surprising that, given his

own, sordid background, he is so susceptible to beauty. What is 

less predictable, however, is Hyacinth’s covert reverence for the

he was rather disappointed in the bad account 

48t", and his apparent choice of modes of speech

English aristocracy 

the Princess gave o-



"he used that expression because she had let him Know she liked him

49to speak in the manner of the people”. One cannot but wonder that 

Hyacinth’s apparently limited experience should have left him with a

choice.

All these trivial inconsistencies relate, of course, to his central 

dilemma, "that he couldn't work underground for the enthronement of 

the democracy yet continue to enjoy in however platonic a manner a 

spectacle which rested on a hideous social inequality”.^  Only 

infrequently do his sympathies expand beyond his small, personal 

compass to the point where he sees himself, his dilemma, his suffering 

and his fate as tiny and irrelevant against the great backcloth of 

misery which the narrator portrays so well. Self-absorption is one 

of Hyacinth’s chief, and unattractive, characteristics» as he lacks 

the criteria by means of which he might truly judge the world of the 

Princess, so he lacks the ability to put his personal dilemma in a 

wider context. He is not so much torn between the status quo, with 

its monuments to the highest endeavours of man, and the anarchist cause, 

with its promise of hope for all, as between the Princess, whose beauty 

he cannot help but admire, and Paul Muniment, whose pervasive persona

lity has profound effects on more than the susceptible Hyacinth. 

Predisposed, by a romantic vision of his parentage, to see himself as 

one torn between the aristocratic and the democratic, his encounter 

with Muniment and the Princess confirm this trend.

With his mixed, divided nature, his conflicting sympathies, 
his eternal habit of swinging from one view to another, he 
regarded the prospect in different moods with different 
intensities. ... he was afraid democracy wouldn’t care 
for perfect bindings or for the finer sorts of convention.



The reader will doubtless smile at his mental debates and 
oscillations, and not understand why a little bastard 
bookbinder should attach importance to his conclusions.

Resisting what seems like an attempt by James to make us, for fear of 

proving ourselves to be snobs, insist that we d£ understand, we may 

heartily agree with the concluding sentence. From the oft-repeated 

notion that the roots of the dilemma lie in Hyacinth’s blood, we are 

by this time aware that he cannot hope to reach any conclusion and 

that the story of his struggles is less an analogy for the 'fate of 

sensibility in the modern age' than an example of the unenviable 

situation of the cornered irresolute. As he vacillates towards an 

end imposed on him by an unbreakable commitment to one extreme, his 

sensibility plays feebly with the public world, relating to it in two 

distinct, counter-productive ways.

Whilst it would be quite possible to argue, plausibly, that James 

intended his readers to see in Hyacinth's dilemma a distillation of 

the great social issues of the age, one feels that, as ever, the 

limited, personal experience is paramount. Hyacinth suffers less 

from an intense feeling about the aristocractic versus the democratic 

issue than from the odd, irregular nature of his chosen mentors. The 

Princess, an undoubted aristocrat, professes the desire to see the 

status quo overthrown and Muniment, the presumed anarchist, openly 

despises some of the 'tumults' created in the name of the cause. Too 

innocent to see that the Princess is merely in quest of some adventure 

to stimulate her Jaded appetite, that for her the anarchist cause is 

only a source of titillation, and too naïve to question the nature of 

Muniment’s interest in and feeling for him. Hyacinth seeks personal 

relationships with those to whom he is a mere pawn or plaything. His
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suicide occurs at a time when he has been rejected by the Princess in 

favour of Muniment, a motive more immediate and private than his 

inability to commit the act demanded of him by the anarchists. Thus, 

although the issues of the public world act as a backcloth to his 

suffering and although he tends to translate his emotions into broad, 

social terms, personal failure and private inadequacy are his salient 

features and are at the root of his poverty as a centre of conscious

ness.

Where, in other books, the centre of consciousness is incapable of 

analysing its situation effectively James introduces firm, narrative 

direction, in this novel even the narrative voice is a little erratic 

and less than sure in its hold over the irony:

She was, to her blunt, expanded fingertips, a daughter 
of London ...; she had drawn her health and strength 
from its dingy courts and foggy thoroughfares and 
peopled its parks and squares and crescents with her 
ambition: it had entered her blood and her bone, the
sound of her voice and the carriage of her head: ... she 
understood it by instinct and loved it with passion; 
she represented its immense vulgarities and curiosities, 
its brutality and its knowingness, its good-nature and 
its impudence, and might have figured, in an allegorical 
procession, as a kind of glorified townswoman, a nymph of 
the wilderness of Middlesex, ... the muse of cockneyism.52

If the above is ironic in intent, then it is poor irony. One might 

almost be in the throes of a grandiloquent rendering of the ’product 

of the environment’ theme so beloved of the Naturalists. In spite 

of foreshadowing Hyacinth's response to Millicent's vulgar vitality, 

the passage lacks the gentle irony which pervades descriptions of 

Lady Aurora, Augustus Vetch and the rest and which makes them so 

successful. Perhaps James encountered a difficulty with the charac 

ter of Millicent, for he could not afford to make Hyacinth s
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admiration for the damsel at all comic. It is difficult to discern 

the 'narrative' interest in this description, or indeed, to find any 

other justification for what appears to be an unusual lapse from high 

literary standards.

Throughout the novel James treads the perilous line dividing the 

vagueness which suggests menacing possibilities from the vagueness 

which is born of authorial uncertainty. As the centre of conscious

ness is so central to the structuring of all Jamesian fiction, it is 

to this, here and elsewhere, that we must look first in seeking the 

analytic key. It would seem that the unformed or vacillating 

sensibility is not a happy medium for James. Roderick Hudson, in 

the novel which bears his name as title, is, like Hyacinth, put in a 

situation where he finds his resources lacking; although his artistic 

talent cannot be doubted, even it is destroyed by his failure to 

adequately control the other aspects of 'la vie boheme’ which he 

attempts to follow in an extreme and parochial way. He too fails to 

analyse his situation and to establish a set of priorities. This 

book, however, survives the shortcomings of the figure initially 

intended as its central focus. As James himself remarked, in the 

subsequent and penetrating Prefaqe to the novel, the centre of interest 

does not reside in Roderick. As benefactor, Rowland Mallet displays 

a forebearance and tolerance born less of his natural. New England 

Puritan inclinations than of his private dilemma, and it is this 

dilemma and'the observations of this character which really bear the 

weight of the structure of the overall fictional reality. Comically 

scrupulous in his pursuit of artistic benefactions. Mallet has to 

■fight hard against the moral discriminations so much a part of his 

character and his background. In the interests of art, he tolerates
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Roderick’s most extreme bêtisses and subjects himself to the demands 

of his protège. The irony and tragedy is, of course, that had he but 

behaved as his natural inclinations demanded, he might well have saved 

Roderick from excess and failure. Attempting to follow an unnatural 

code of conduct, he is prone to a leniency which Roderick, whose 

artistic talents are more than matched by his ability to exploit others 

weaknesses in his own interests, is quick to seize upon. The relation

ship between the two, so ideal in theory, becomes in practise the 

mutual exacerbation of faults. Roderick is exasperated by the moral 

reserve which he feels in Rowland and, unjustly, accuses him of 

'watching' him. As he is thus driven on from excess to excess, Rowland 

becomes ever more grimly determined to be tolerant and ever more 

obviously disapproving. Where vacillation and lack of firm persona

lity were, in The Princess Casamasslma, factors which tended to weaken 

the structure of the overall fictional reality because they were at 

its core, in Roderick Hudson C18791 those same factors become sources 

of strength because they affect a sensibility other than the one 

possessed by them. One can never be sure how far Roderick believes 

the high-flown sentiments about art to which he gives frequent vent, 

but this is not vital. What matter is how far Rowland believes, or 

wishes to believe, them. That two characters should approach the 

same end, art, from disparate directions and should, through their 

individual adhérences to the public roles cf benefactor and artist, 

be forced to overshoot their joint target and come to rest in an area 

°f private suffering is a more profound basis for a novel than the 

Publically-orientated vacillations of a private world, small not only 

in terms of experience but in analytic potential and sensitivity.
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When you have lived as long as I you'll see that every 
human being has his shell, and that you must take that 
shell into account. By the shell, I mean the whole 
envelope of circumstances. There's no such thing as 
an isolated man or woman, we’re each of us made up of 
some cluster of appurtenances ... . One's self - for 
other people - is one's expression of one's self, one’s 
furniture, one’s garments, the books one reads, the 
company one keeps - these things are all expressive.^

Thus Madame Merle, in The Portrait of a Lady [10811 neatly enunciates 

what is a very basic premise in every work by James. Given that the 

characters with which he deals have, on the whole, sufficient means 

to command their 'envelope of circumstances’ in its material shape, 

then, clearly, that shape is a vital clue to the selecting sensibility. 

Houses reflect the state of mind of their occupants, the moral order

ing of the sensibility finding in the arrangement of its physical 

surroundings what might be called an 'objective correlative'! As a 

result, details about the environment are never redundant to the main 

purpose of delineating an apprehending consciousness and so giving a 

subjective portrait of a situation. Unlike other 'novelists of 

manners', James makes extensive use of the converse of this; the 

states of mind of characters are frequently, as we have seen, likened 

to hypothetical rather than actual environments.

Such integration of public with private world can, of course, only 

take place when the character has the power to define his physical 

situation. Hyacinth Robinson stands as a singular example of James's 

failure to supply his central observer with an alternative 'code' by 

means of which he may make sense of his world. Christopher Mewman, 

as we have seen, lacking the vital clue to the 'envelope' of the 

Bellegardes, has, in its stead, a firmly delineated world view of his 

ownJ in The Europeans we witnessed a clash between two such material
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'codes' and were privy to the resultant confusion whilst, in The

Golden Bowl, the characters carried with them a collection of material

objects whose significance was obscured by the lack of a fixed setting

and which were, ultimately, irrelevant to the central consciousness.

Maggie Verver, like Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady, chooses

to impose her own definition on the world. Isabel is fortunate in

having so wise a friend as Madame Merle, whose timely warning that

there are certain conventional signs which must be given and taken

in commerce with the world is not fully comprehended by this wilful

heroine. She, like Newman, has her approach to the business of

living firmly pre-set, making her "an easy victim of scientific

criticism if she were not intended to awaken on the reader's part an

54impulse more tender and more purely expectant." This 'tenderness' 

is born of her defeat at the hands of a man long used to contriving 

the material codes as cover for his own selfish ends. Isabel's 

youthful, crude and arrogant approach flounders only when she seriously 

overreaches herself and precisely because she fails to pay sufficient 

attention to the warning issued by Madame Merle. So confident is she 

in her own ability to structure the world and to read its 'simple' 

signs that she has "the habit of taking for granted, on scanty evidence.

that she was right”.55

Osmond proves the downfall of this naïve conviction. A cold, secretive 

man, obsessed with superiority, his true nature is accurately reflec 

ted by his hill-top dwelling with high, impenetrable windows. To him, 

material possessions are a vital scale of values by which pe p 

to be judged. In Isabel he sees the wife he desires, a silver 

rather than an 'earthen' plate, something of clearly hall mark 

in monetary terms, and a ready vessel for his ideas. So fundam



Inside the house, this game of 'trompe I'oeil’ continues through

rooms which are "telling of arrangements subtly studied and refine

ments frankly proclaimed Such frankness is limited in its appli

cation. Even Ralph Touchett, the first to divine the true foundations

of Osmond’s approach to the world, is initially deceived

is narrow and selfish. He takes himself so 
He's the incarnation of taste. ... He 

measures, approves and condemns altogether

I think he 
seriously, 
judges and 
by that.58

This is but partially true, Osmond’s taste is not, like that of Edward 

Rosier, the result of a long study of and a genuine feeling for 

beautiful objects. It, like the frontage of the house, is the cover 

for a personality whose sights are set in quite a different direction. 

Osmond is intent on utilising the attitude of society, so succinctly 

outlined by Madame Merle, to mystify the public world, 

tion of and respect for bibelots do*not relate directly 

but to the importance allotted to them by others.

His apprécia

... this antique, solid, weather-worn yet imposing front 
had a somewhat incommunicative character. It was the 
mask, not the face, of the house. It had heavy lids, 
but no eyesj the house in reality looked another way. 
... The windows of the ground-floor, as you saw them 
from the piazza, were, in their noble proportions, 
extremely architectural, but their function seemed less 
to offer communication with the world than to defy the 
world to look in.58
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is the role of objects that to this character their worth and human

values are interchangeable terms. His respect for ’objets’ and his

taste are, however, but symptoms of a more profound distortion of

vision. Before being introduced to Osmond himself, the reader is
—*

given this portrait of his house:
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He always had an eye to effect, and his effects were 
deeply calculated. They were produced by no vulgar 
means, but the motive was as vulgar as the art was 
great. ... He lived exclusively for the world. Far 
from being its master as he pretended to be he was its 
very humble servant, and the degree of its attention was
the only measure of success. 59

Thus, in Osmond we see how complex the relationship of public to 

private world may become. Because his public image is shaped along 

conventional lines and because he is aware of the responses he wishes 

to elicit, it is scarcely surprising that the inexperienced Isabel is 

deceived into thinking that she is allying herself with a man of dis

criminating depths, whose interest in her is a tribute to her unique 

qualities. Too late, she discovers that, "His ambition was not to

please the world, but to please himself by exciting the world’s

60curiosity and declining to satisfy it”.

The juxtaposition of Isabel and Osmond is interesting for, in spite 

of their apparent and obvious differences of temperament, they are 

not so widely divergent in their basic philosophies. Isabel is as 

much the slave of her image of herself as Osmond is of his. Deter

mined that ”her life should be in harmony with the most pleasing 

impression she should produce, she would be what she appeared and she 

would appear what she was”,^ she is guilty of a disregard for the 

feelings of others commensurate to Osmond's. Ironically, it is 

through her failure to live up to this ideal that she falls into his 

hands. Her Toudly proclaimed independence of spirit and her disdain 

for conventional modes are weak by comparison to his superbly unified 

mask. Seeing her money and her personage as desirable additions to 

his collection, Osmond sets out to please her and she, cowed by his 

'taste’ and her ignorance of such matters, appears a great deal more

^  w n p - i * '■*)
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malleable than she In fact Is, potentially a 'sort of served dessert'.

Both are deceived by public Images which are but poor reflections of

their true natures. The depths of Isabel’s nature are, like Osmond’s,

'an obscure place', "between which and the surface communication was

62interrupted by a dozen capricious forces”. Although Osmond’s 

conduct is regulated according to one, constant ideal whilst Isabel’s 

is subject to many, either preconceived or created according to cir

cumstance, the two are prone to a similar lack of humanity and enter 

upon a relationship without ever attempting to penetrate their res

pective masks.

As was said earlier, where a character lacks the experience or the 

wherewithal to establish contact with the world through the conventional 

channels described by Madame Merle, James supplies an alternative.

In the case of Isabel Archer, this alternative is an independence of 

spirit so strong and so contrived that it shades into sheer perversity. 

She marries Osmond 'not for what he really possessed, but for his 

poverties dressed out as honours’. That her decision encounters so 

much opposition merely serves to confirm her in the notion that its 

execution is proof of her much vaunted freedom. Our sympathy is 

engaged when we see that, through pride, she will not confess to 

having made a mistake, attempting to subjugate herself to the imperious 

and alien demands of her husband and refusing the assistance of her 

true but unappreciated friends, Ralph Touchett and Caspar Goodwood.

It is no less tragic because it is by her deliberate choice that she 

cannot turn to warm, humane companions but must, out of constancy to 

a now defunct idea of her independent SBlf, be condemned to live in 

inhospitable and unfeeling realms. This situation is not to her 

taste, shB begins to long for a 'sort of corselet of silver' with
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which to array herself for the social ’battle’. In other words, she 

wishes to be better equipped to face her ill-chosen fate. To the last, 

however, she retains her ideals and, having failed herself to measure 

up to them, persists in applying them to others.

It was a disappointment to find that she (Henrietta) had 
personal susceptibilities, that she was subject to common 
passions, and that her intimacy with Hr. Bantling had not 
been completely original. There was a want of originality 
in her marrying him - there was even a Kind of stupidity. 3

f . M i l l
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James is proved right in his conviction that she should 'arouse a 

tenderer impulse'. Her vitality, originality and single-mindedness, 

the potentially good parts of her personality, are lost in the arid 

waste of life amongst Osmond's collection. She, who is so inept in 

her handling of human relationships, is faced with some of the most 

complex possible. We see in her changing attitude to material 

possessions the early signs of her decline. From having 'no sympathy’ 

with them, she comes to envy "the security of valuable 'pieces’ which 

change by no hair's breadth, only grow in value, while their owners 

lose inch by inch, youth, happiness, beauty".^ They alone can

satisfy Osmond’s obsession with surface appearance. Whether there is 

a parallel growth in her sympathy with human beings, we do not discover 

and we are left to wonder whether she returns to her husband prepared 

to let her mind become a 'pretty piece of property* and nothing more.

Were she to do so, she would be sacrificing her standard to one which 

is demonstrably worth little. Between the extremes of idealisation 

and utilisation of human beings and social norms, extremes exemplified 

by Isabel and Osmond respectively, Madame Merle, social parasite par 

excellence, represents a sensible balance. Forced, through lack of
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means, to rely on her popularity with others, she has become a social 

analyst of great insight. Her dependence on society is of a practical 

nature, whereas that of Osmond is a quirk of personality. Such figures 

as she appear on the periphery of many of James’s novels, acting as a 

realistic corrective to the idealistic perceptions of the central 

characters, providing a commentary which is free from all illusion 

about the system upon which they depend for their existence and, 

frequently, attempting to assist the bewildered central characters.

Such advice as they proffer is usually ignored, for it always conflicts 

with the vision which the informing intelligence is striving to impose 

on the scene. Thus, we see Fanny Assingham, Madam Grandoni and Mrs. 

Tristram, all of them founts of sound social wisdom, pushed into the 

shadow by the caprices of characters who have the power to structure 

the world according to their personal lights. The social parasite 

makes an appearance in many of the novels of Edith Wharton, bearing a 

striking resemblance to those created by James and suggesting that 

this figure is a standard part of the actual tjublic' world.

As we have seen, however, it is not the regular or the practical 

sensibility which interests James. Those who have apprehended the 

’codes’ by which the public world speaks in a sufficient and straight

forward manner must be placed on the edge of the narrative, for they 

are not a truly rewarding study. Where, in the works of Mrs. Wharton 

and Sinclair Lewis, these ’codes’ come across to the reader as a 

universal language, complete with primers and readily accessible to 

the most rudimentary intelligence, in the works of James they become 

vastly more subtle, modified from novel to novel according to the 

Predisposition of an active and non-conformist consciousness. What 

"»st distinguishes his writings from those of other 'novelists of
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manners' is the extent to which he allows the private worlds of his 

characters to be active tools, capable of re-shaping the public sphere 

rather than passively accepting it. In The Bostonians (1806) we have 

a superb example of how far the private world may appear to conform 

to some desirable public image and of how far it may succaed in 

deluding even itself as to its true nature.

This novel is also proof that, when attempting to come to grips with 

a topical subject, James is far happier to do so through the sensibi

lity of the upper middle-class, American female, with all its concomi

tant psychological problems, than through the comparatively simple 

medium of the underprivileged book-binder. The book comes, ultimately, 

to be centred on a struggle between two, bitterly opposed people for 

the possession of a third but each initially views the other in terms 

drawn from the public world, relying on 'codes' of various sorts in 

their attempt to reach mutual understanding. In the period immediately 

succeeding the Civil War, it is scarcely surprising that Olive 

Chancellor and Basil Ransom should first see each other in terms of 

North and South. To Olive, Basil’s Southern background ought to give 

her reason for disliking him. The late conflict had been responsible 

for the deaths of her two brothers but, by a subtle process of reason

ing, she sees that, as his side had been defeated and as he too had 

suffered losses, they may meet on the common ground of suffering,

"His family was ruinedj they had lost their slaves, their property, 

their friends and relations, their homej had tasted of all the cruelty

of defeat".65 For her it may be sufficient that "he had admitted
, 4 . 66

that North and South were a single, indivisible political organism j

the reader sees, in the subsequent sentence, "Their cousinship - that
67

of the Chancellors and Ransoms - was not very close". the implication



that the fundamental issues are not resolved. This notion is con

firmed when we see that Ransom, coming from the blighted South, is 

'determined to win this battle'. Less subtle than Olive, he is 

nevertheless aware of the importance of the North/South distinction 

in this first meeting, "He had always heard Boston was a city of 

culture, and now there was culture in Miss Chancellor’s tables and

x -68sofas ... .

If the 'codes’ which structure this first 'skirmish' decline in 

importance for the characters as they discover more personal grounds 

for dislike, they remain important for the reader. Ransom clings 

tenaciously to a view of womankind redolent of Southern 'chauvinism' 

and tries, in spite of many aberrations, to follow an ancient chival- 

ric code whose chief assumption is that woman is a soft, defenceless 

creature. This, in the agressively feminist circles in which he 

moves, is almost comically inappropriate, and is gradually revealed 

to be no more than a cover for great, personal inadequacies.

Behind the chivalrous, public mask there lies one who is a failure in 

business and who, in his relationship to women, emerges as crass and 

bullying. Olive is equally guilty of using a public face as cover 

for her personal perversities. Unwittingly, Ransom is the first to 

give us the clue to this, when he studies Olive's house and reflects:

... it seemed to him he had never seen an interior that 
was so much an interior as this queer corridor-shaped 
drawing-room of his new-found klnswomanj he had never 
felt himself in the presence of so much organised privacy 
or of so many objects that spoke of habits and tastes.

Behind the facade of high respectability and devotion to ideals, there 

are elements in Olive’s nature irreconcilable with the austere. cold
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public image and even at odds with the organisation of her private 

world. Unmarried 'by every implication of her being’ and so dis

posed that "manly things were what, on the whole, she understood 

best”,^° we see that Olive despises her sister, the feminine Mrs. 

Luna, on, of course, ideological grounds, regarding her as "given up 

to purely personal, egotistical, instinctive life, and as unconscious

of the tendencies of the age, the revenges of the future, the new

71truths and great social questions". Instinct is what Olive most 

distrusts. Her public and private worlds are so contrived that 

there is no place in which natural feeling may survive. Thus, when 

she decides to take charge of the life of the beautiful Verena 

Tarrant, it is not because she is lonely or because she loves the 

girl, it is for the 'cause’. However, it is in her frantic attempts 

to save her protegee from all male contact that she first betrays 

her lesbian leanings and it is through this relationship that she 

finally comes to face the truth about herself. Whether she is 

capable of doing this with brutal honesty or whether she preserves 

some shred of illusion is not absolutely clear. What is clear is 

that James here presents us with a private world intent on deluding 

itself and using the forms provided by the public world to do this. 

Olive can explain all her actions to herself in the same terms as 

they are explained in the public world, namely, as evidence of 

devotion to the cause of women’s rights. By doing this, she is not, 

as Maggie Verver did, trying to shape the public world, nor is she, 

after the fashion of Fleda Vetch, trying to interpret itj all she 

is doing is placing reliance on its formal aspects as a means to 

private deception.

The shape of this world encourages Olive in her ways. Like the



Wentworths, she is accustomed to looking for duties and appealing to 

’her conscience for tasks', but she extends this rigorous view of the 

world far beyond their innocent ken, to the point where she believes 

it is possible to 'forbid' certain emotions, where she can run deli

berately counter to all her inborn fastidiousness by, for example, 

travelling by public transport to 'put off invidious differences’ 

between herself and working girls, and where she can interpret her 

interaction with the world on an ideological level. There is much 

irony implicit in the credence she gives to her assumptions. Whilst 

she abhors 'invidious differences', she is much attached to physical 

comfort and bases her sympathy with the less fortunate on a vision 

of what life would be like in the absence of such refinements.

This is but a small example of the 'flaw' in her vision. She cannot 

see that her dedication to the female cause, in its zeal and stead

fastness far outdoing that of other, more prominent reformers, is in 

truth a dedication to her personal fulfilment. The ’cause’ is, for 

her, the embodiment of private inclination, allowing free intercourse 

with an almost exclusively feminine society and based on antagonism 

to men. Were she to effect reforms in keeping with her true nature, 

they would be radical beyond the wildest dreams of the reformers, 

giving woman the right to approach woman on grounds of equality with 

man. But she is no Sappho intent on setting up Lesbos in the heart 

of Boston, only a person whose complex nature feeds its private 

illusions on the ready fodder of the public world. Everything, her 

opposition to Ransom and her adoption of Verena, is as explicable on 

the basis of her ideological leanings as it is on what the reader 

comes to realise is a curious sexual perversity.

... she knew, again, how noble and beautiful her scheme
had been, but how it had all rested on an illusion of



which the very thought made her feel faint and sick.
What was before her now was the reality, with the 
beautiful, indifferent sky pouring down its complacent 
rays upon it. The reality was simply that Verena had 
been much more to her than she ever was to Verena.

In the poignant passages of soul-searching which surround Olive's

final confrontation with the truth about herself, James leaves his

readers in some doubt as to how thorough she actually is, "Here again

I must plead a certain incompetence to give an answer. Positive it

is that she spared herself none of the inductions of a reverie that

73seemed to dry up the mists and ambiguities of life". Such 

’incompetence’ serves, effectively, to avoid any direct statement of 

Olive’s physical predilections and leaves the reader a measure of 

freedom to adjust his sympathies around this lonely and tragic figure 

whose distress is so acute that she wishes Verena might drown rather 

than live to become Ransom’s; such a wish, in its perverse cruelty, 

might also be seen as the fruit of sexual jealousy. One cannot 

forget how distasteful Olive found the vision of Dr. Tarrant 'laying 

hands' on his daughter during one of their inspirational sessions, 

nor how uncharacteristically she reacted, with physical display, to 

Verena's vow of celibacy. Olive might be said to have two private 

worlds, one full of sensuality and utterly repugnant to the second.

It is significant, in this context, to note the outlay of her apart

ments; the room in which we first see her consists of two long, narrow 

chambers, joined to make one unit, and looking out onto the much 

admired Back Bay. This is the perfect 'objective correlative' of 

her dual nature, its apparent view eminently respectable and publi- 

cally acclaimed but its farthest reaches lying far behind the facade, 

where the outer world is quite lost from sight.
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It is a tribute to James capabilities as a writer that, in spite of

her many unattractive features, Olive is not, in the last analysis,

an unsympathetic character. Her valiant attempts to regulate her

life and emotions, her lack of true human companionship, her pathetic

efforts to please and to keep Verena and her general inability to

function as a full, emotional and intellectual human adult, all of

these things are brought to mind when we see her, facing final defeat,

incapable of finding release, or at least, finding release in an

uncharacteristic laugh, ”a shrill, unfamiliar, troubled sound, which

performed the office of a laugh, a laugh of triumph, but which at a

74distance might have passed almost as well for a wail of despair”.

The two characters who most impinge on Olive’s life. Ransom and Verena, 

neatly counterbalance her psychological complexity. Ransom is as 

doctrinaire about his view of woman as, theoretically, Olive should 

be. Under the pressure of his cousin’s opposition. Ransom even goes 

so far as to write articles propounding his out-moded ideas on the role 

of the female sex. Where her motives are of the most involved and 

obscure, his are quite blatantj seeing Verena is impressed by public 

display, he tries to get in on the act in order to trap her. Verena, 

whose background is so 'vulgar' that one at first wonders how Olive can 

countenance the girl, is feminine in the extreme, an apt confirmation 

of all Ransom's ideas. So limited is Olive's vision, she cannot 

understand the degree of flexibility which underlies Verena’s conduct, 

cannot appreciate that Verena is afraid of her intense benefactress 

and will agree to almost any proposition out of shBer fright. Although 

we are left in little doubt that she is to some extent, using Olive 

as a means to social advancement, James strives hard to show us that 

ahe is an innocent victim of circumstance, attracted to the cause



It is, however, in the picture he gives of the society through which

Olive moves that James finds his most effective counterbalance to the

dark and devious recesses of her psyche. To put the moribund and

imperceptive Miss Birdseye at the centre of this vortex of passion

is a master-stroke. Eccentric, unwordly and for ever working with

premises several steps from reality, "a confused, entangled, incon

sequent, discursive old woman, whose charity began at home and ended

she, we are told, knows "less about her fellow-creaturesnowhere

if possible, after fifty years of humanitary zeal, than on the day she

had gone into the field to testify against the iniquity of most

arrangements". Yet, to Olive, she appears ’heroic and sublime', 

a symbol of all that is best and most dedicated in the Radical movement 

Not only does such admiration suggest how strangely perverted Olive’s 

view of the world may on occasion be, but it throws the whole of the 

reform movement into comic relief. James gently hints that the public 

which finds in figures such as this its greatest inspiration and its 

wisest spokesmen is more than a trifle gullible, willing, in order 

that it may confirm the Bostonian fame for culture, to tolerate almost 

any phenomenon. Thus Doctor Tarrant, that most obvious of charlatans, 

is given considerable acclaim by his Boston audiences whilst Mrs. 

Farrinder, high-priestess of the movement, may stride about the world 

followed by a husband so pathetic and so submissive that it is
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by her penchant for the theatrical and yet finding it an unhappy place 

because of her genuine liking for men. Thus, the three characters 

central to the work are all juggling with public masks in an attempt 

to cover their personal predilections, elevating their points of dis

agreement to an ideological level in order to escape the primitive, 

physical implications.
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apparent that she, at least, has no need of organised female supremacy. 

Ransom is not without authorial support when, after one of Verena’s 

’inspirational' talks, he reflects on "the crazy nature of an age in 

which such a performance as that was treated as an intellectual effort”.77 

Olive's immediate circle, too, is subjected to the scathing pen of 

James, emerging, in its apparent shallowness and frivolity, as some

thing sorely at odds with Olive’s essential seriousness:

Individual and original as Miss Chancellor was universally 
acknowledged to be, she was yet a typical Bostonian, and 
as a typical Bostonian she could not fail to belong in 
some degree to a 'set'. ... This little society was 
rather suburban and miscellaneous» it was prolific in 
ladies who trotted about, early and late, with books 
from the Athenaeum nursed behind their muffs, or little 
nosegays of exquisite flowers that they were carrying as 
presents to each other./

We become increasingly aware of discrepancy between the fastidious

ness which is so marked a part of Olive's character and the rather 

second-rate people with whom she appears to come into contact through 

the Radical movement. This mis-match points, of course, to her abuse 

of her public image, to the fact that she is using the movement as a 

means to a personal end. Doomed to failure from the outset because 

of Verona's liking for male company, burdened with a mind which heaps 

'scruple upon scruple', forced into situations which torment her highly 

developed taste, desirous erf a martyrdom quite different from the one 

which she finally suffers, misanthropic in both the general and the 

particular, prey always to the tortuous workings of 'feminine logic, 

she is an apt centre for this picture of the shallow social posturing 

which is the mark of the Radical movement. What matters is not the 

movement itself, nor the Bostonian society which encourages it, but 

the construction which Olive’s curious sensibility puts upon this



public phenomenon and the extent to which she attempts to lose her 

personal idiosyncracies amid the welter of ideology.

For this ingenious son of his age all distinction between 
the person and the artist had ceased to exist» the writer 
was personal, the person food for newsboys, and everything 
and everyone were every one's business. All things, with 
him, referred themselves to print, and print meant simply 
infinite reporting, a promptitude if announcement, abusive 
when necessary, or even when not, about his fellow-citizens. 
He poured contumely on their private life, on their personal 
appearance, with the best conscience in the world. His 
faith, again, was the faith of Selah Tarrant - that being in 
the newspapers is a condition of bliss, and that it would 
be fastidious to question the terms of the privilege.79

Although Olive’s perceptions are central to the book, the public 

orientation of her ’cover' allows James to legitimately attack 

aspects of the actual world without breaching his narrative creed.

He is not, as the above passage shows, slow to seize upon such 

opportunities. Where Norris, London and Crane held the job of 

reporter in fairly high esteem, seeing nothing objectionable in the 

mere reproduction of detail, James’s belief in the importance of the 

informing sensibility has clearly led him to disparage those who make 

it their business to impose an insensitive and ill-formed perception 

on the world around them, reproducing their thoughts for the delecta

tion of those for whom it is sufficient that they see their name in 

print, regardless of what the context may be. By constructing Olive's 

private world in such a way that he is frequently called upon to 

'impart much occult information’ about it, James gives himself a large 

measure of narrative freedom. He is skilled enough to even underline 

tie extent to which he, as narrator, is informing the book with his

own preoccupations:
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I mention it not on account of any influence it may 
have had on the life of Basil Ransom, but for old 
acquaintance sake and that of local colour» besides 
which, a figure is nothing without a setting and our 
young man came and went every day, with rather an 
indifferent, unperceiving step, it is true, among 
the objects I have briefly designated.80

From this, we see that the public world is playing a slightly altered 

role in this particular work. Where, normally, the environment would 

only be present insofar as it had impinged upon the sensibility of the 

perceiving character, it is included here in spite of Ransom’s 

imperception. This, and the gently ironic treatment which James 

gives to the Radical movement and Boston society, show that he is 

aware of the different demands imposed by the writing of a 'topical' 

work. Having his own, firmly-set views about the actuality, he is 

prepared to take a more active narrative part, not, on this occasion, 

to make up for deficiencies in the central perspective so much as to 

give an air of 'solidity of specification'. One might even go so far 

as to suggest that in demonstrating his familiarity with his subject 

in this way James virtually overthrows the rather fey arguments he 

advanced in The Princess Casamassima about 'feeling in full, personal 

possession' of an unfamiliar topic. He does not make up for the 

shortcomings of Hyacinth's vision in nearly so successful a manner as 

he does for those of Olive. In spite of her determined involvement 

with such things as public lectures, lady Radicals and gentlemen 

reporters, we are aware, thanks to the narrator, of how ill such 

phenomena go with her profound fastidiousness. Doctor Tarrant and 

Matthias Pardon, Mrs. Farrinder and the crowds flocking to the Music 

Mail, Mr. Burrage and his mother, all these people are presented to 

us by the narrator rather than through the eyes of the central charac

ter and, collectively, they form a picture of the public world quite



128

distinct from Olive’s perverse vision of it.

The alteration on the role of the public world is not, of course,

complete. We still find, in the novel, the same aspects viewed

through the eyes of the characters and can, by comparing these obser-

varions with those of the author, come to understand how people like

Ransom and Olive operate. James is not so unsubtle as to make Ransom

wholly admirable in order to show the females as foolish. "As a

representative of his sex, (he is) the most important personage in my 

S')marrative" is a claim as full of irony as any other made in the 

book. Ransom is far from being a ’personage’, is, indeed, shown to 

be a somewhat shallow character far out of his rural depths in the 

intense atmosphere of Boston. His ideals of womanhood come to seem 

as bigotted as those of the reformers whilst his generous vision of 

himself lies uneasily alongside his actual failure. It is only when 

he moves from Boston, pursuing the ladies to their summer retreat, 

that we see him in a different light, no longer imperceptive about 

his environment but ’taking possession’ of it in the familiar,

Jamesian manner.

The train for Marmion left Boston at four o ’clock in the 
afternoon, and rambled fitfully toward the southern cape, 
while the shadows grew long in the stony pastures and the 
slanting light gilded the straggling, shabby woods, and 
painted the ponds and marshes with yellow glBams. The 
ripeness of summer lay upon the land, and yet there was 
nothing in the country Basil Ransom traversed that seemed 
susceptible of maturityj nothing but the apples in the 
tough , dense orchards, which gave a suggestion of sour 
fruition here and there, and the tall, bright golden-rod 
at the bottom of the bare stone dykes. There were no 
fields of yellow grain» only here and there a crop of 
brown hay. But there was a kind of soft scrubbiness in 
the landscape, apd a sweetness begotten of low horizons, 
of mild air, ...02

m m 7



Entertaining the 'ingenuous' hope that the ladies may have 'left their 

opinions’ in Boston, Ransom relaxes visibly as he enters an area in 

which he recognises the 'southern quality of that picturesque fatalism' 

From the superb descriptive passage above we gather that he is used 

to scenes of far greater lushness and depth but that he is, as a 

result of his long sojourn in the inhospitable city, prepared to look 

around with a positive and open eye. Because we are told that Ransom 

'traverses’ the country we might assume that the passage is in the 

narrative voice, with the character moving, imperceiving, across the 

scene. As, however, we are subsequently told that he 'liked the 

smell of the soil’, that he feels 'refreshed' by the 'taste of the 

breath of nature’, it is safe to assume that the passage is designed 

to evoke his reawakening responses to his environment. The sense of 

hope grows as the train nears it destination, lack of fruition shading 

into soft promise in a way which accurately reflects the changing mood 

of the perceiving sensibility.

The changes wrought by the influence of a rural environment remind us 

of how far the atmosphere of the city must impress itself upon the 

characters and affect their conduct there. In the light of this 

gentle, almost idyllic passage, the descriptions we have had of the 

strenuous, rigorous,' publicity-conscious world of Boston comes to seem 

sven more powerful and, although, naturally in a far less crude fashion 

than that of the Naturalists, we begin to see the role which James 

here allots to the environment is not, in its basic premises about 

the effect on human behaviour, so far removed from that of Norris or 

Crane. One must add, of course, that The Bostonians is a special 

case. Elsewhere, the consciousness of the central character creates 

its own environment and is, consequently, far less susceptible to
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physical world. Olive Chancellor structures her worldthe actual

along lines overtly dictated by the public worldj she is dependent

upon it to a far greater extent than Maggie Verver. For this reason

the inclusion of an essentially authorial view of the public world is

justifiable of the grounds that, by contrasting this view with that of

the central character, one may arrive at a more complete understanding

The private world which, although expressive towards and affected by

the public world, eventually asserts itself and imposes its own

definition, is a phenomenon to be found not only in James's fiction

The American Scene, a record of James's impressions on his return to

America after an absence of twenty years, is also firmly based on the

intervening sensibility. As F. 0. Matthiessen puts it

came down to for James was the presentation, not of a sense of society

James 'takes possession’ ofbut of personal relationships

America much as one of his characters would, strolling about, absorb

ing the life of the streets and bringing to bear a perception long 

used to subtler European modes. From the tenor and focus of the 

often cutting comments one can derive an impression of the conscious

ness analysing the external stimulii and forging them into a singular 

picture, more eloquent of the consciousness than of the scene itself. 

James is dogmatic, reactionary and scathing,his bias in favour of the 

older, mellower European culture apparent in almost every remark.

He sees the materialist ethic at work everywhere, despises the 

mediocrity inherent in a bourgeois society and deplores the soulless

ness of modern conveniences:



The ’European’ scene, at a thousand paints, looks all its 
sophistications straight out at us - or looks, in other 
words, at least as perverse as it practically is. The 
American, on the other hand, expressing physiognomically 
no sophistications at all - though plenty of quite common 
candours, crudities and vulgarities - makes one ask if the 
cash-register, the ice-cream freezer, the lightening- 
elevator, the 'boys’ paper’ and other such overflows, do 
truly represent the sun of its passion.

If the scene itself is overly simple, James more than compensates for 

this by describing it in language of the most elaborate, rococo style. 

Whether these syntactical serpentines reflect the patterning of James’s 

sophistication is difficult to decide. The apparent informality of 

the book’s design belies its tight structure in which descriptions 

are so phrased that they become a part of the mainly derogatory commen

tary and incidents illustrate the validity of the spectator’s prejudices. 

The beholding eye is at once the source of the taut structure and of

much bias, "How could one consider a place at all unless in a light? -
85

so that one had to decide definitely on one's light". This ’light’ 

shows the Public Library in Boston, as being, "committed to speak to 

one's inner perception still more of the power of the purse and of the 

higher turn for business than of the old, intellectual, or even of old
OR

moral, sense”. It sees the New England villas as ’unmistakably 

proclaiming' that "they would have cost still more had the way but 

been shown them", and it deplores the evident concern with outward 

show at the expense of privacy, 'the highest luxury of all'. New 

York skyscrapers become 'the feature that speaks loudest for the 

economic idea', overshadowing the rest of the scene in a grossly 

symbolic fashion, and, under this penetrating beam, the whole impetus 

of American society emerges asj



. . .  th a t  o f  a c t iv e  p e c u n ia ry  g a in  and o f  a c t iv e  p e c u n ia ry  
g a in  o n ly  -  t h a t  o f  m aking one ’ s c o n d it io n s  so t r iu m p h a n t ly  
pay t h a t  th e  p r ic e s ,  th e  m anners, th e  o th e r  in c o n v e n ie n c e s  
take  t h e i r  p la c e  as a f r i c t i o n  i t  i s  c o m p a ra t iv e ly  easy  to  
s a lv e ,  wounds d i r e c t l y  t r e a t a b le  w ith  thB  wash o f  g o ld .
. . .  To make so much money th a t  you w o n 't ,  t h a t  you don ’ t  
’ m ind ’ , d o n 't  m ind a n y th in g  a t  a l l  -  th a t  i s  a b s o lu t e ly ,
I  t h in k  th e  main A m erican  f o rm u la .00

However sincere James may be in all he says, such rodomontades as the

above suggest that he is to some extent adopting a 'persona

between the reader and the author a reactionary Grand Seigneur from

whom cutting and pertinent remarks issue with redoubled, and more

effective, vehemence. It is not impossible that James would employ

such a device, be the employment conscious of unconscious. The

intervening sensibility is, in this case, one long-used to creating

fictional sensibilities

Although, as a mid-twentieth century liberal, one feels obliged to

descry the limitations of perspective suggested by James’s brief and

peevish comment on the poor quality of Negro servants, one must give 

him credit for being so alert as to remark upon certain facets of 

American life whose pernicious influences only later became pronounced 

He gazes askance at the Commercial Travellers, subjecting them to a

refined scrutiny which penetrates to the heart of their 'helpless 

weakness' more effectively than the cruder vision of either Dreiser 

or Sinclair Lewis. They are, as James deduces, the victims of their 

own success. Having vanquished all other types, they lack the 

character-building experience of conflict and comparison and have no 

criteria by which to establish an alternative view of life, so being 

caught in a self-perpetuating and increasingly less humane system. 

Victory, without reference to its intrinsic merit or ultimate effect, 

is the overriding thing. Their indiscriminating consumption of food



This society is further threatened by the eruption of the City

skeleton at the banquet of life, so gracefully veiled

Infernal City and Sane Society as but one example of the indiscriminate

unions brought about by the ’equalising’ pressures of a Democracy 

whose chief aim is nothing more than the creation of ’huge insignifi 

cance'. His account of America ends on a note of despair, "Is the

germ of anything agreeably or successfully social, supposably planted 

in conditions of such stretching and boundless spreading as shall 

appear finally to minister but to the triumph of superficial and the

The American Scene may be an overview comprising vast generalisations 

propounded by an idiosyncratic expatriot, a private world run riot in 

its condemnation of the public, but. Insofar as it demonstrates the 

actual analytic potential of an individual sensibility, it is a valuable 

document. Here is proof that the excessively analytic sensibility
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becomes for James a symbol of the omniverous attitude to life.

James also remarked the matriarchal bent. Its source, he noted, was

the American male's total preoccupation with business and material gain.

All other aspects of life were left, undefended, to be usurped by the

female, "thus she arrived, full-blown, on the general scene, the least

criticised object. In proportion to her importance, that had ever 

89adorned it”. This 'successful break of universal law' is deprica- 

ted on the grounds that, in order to create a live and viable society 

in which roles are clearly defined, both male and female are required 

to co-operate. The domination of the female is, James predicts, the 

road to emasculation and weakening of society.



is not in itself a creation of James’s imagination but merely a reflec

tion of his personal experience of the world as something apprehended 

only through the medium of a subjective, intellectual ’web’. An 

overlay of elaborate language and the intervention of an individual 

sensibility are not necessarily means to obscuring the truth, either 

about a particular situation or about an entire society. The 

Naturalists' search for a mode of expression which would not detract 

from the accuracy of their portrayals took place in the colloquial, 

scientific and self-consciously ’literary’ reaches of language, under 

the assumption that there was such an animal as 'objective truth’ and 

without apparent reference to the effect of their fictions as finished 

wholes. By making life and art quite distinct and by making the 

language of the private world an elaborate affair of metaphor and 

symbol, James succeeded in putting his fiction nearer the ’truth’ of 

human experience than any oversimplifier or any pseudo-scientist.

The sophisticated view, taking into account that action is nothing 

without perception of that action and therefore substituting percep

tion for action in the fictional world, does not make issues more 

obscure but merely allows the subjective element to play a part 

commensurable with its part in ’real’ life. Presented with an 

intervening sensibility whose predispositions and prejudices are 

known to us, we are more likely to apprehend any situation in all its 

elements and so Judge it more accurately than if we were merely given 

a description of action and environment and left to deduce the 

connections for ourselves. The resulting book is liable to be 

tightly structured, for the extent and the shape of the public world s 

Part is dictated by the perceiving private world and extraneous detail 

is present only in proportion to its effect on the perceiver. Thus, 

the overall fictional reality is a function of a dominant, though not



necessarily exclusive, private world. Language, overall structure

public world and theme become coherent and interrelated, focussed on

the private world which is at once the source of their shape and the

thing to which they give shape

It has been noted that James's approach demands that he deals in

characters responsive to their environment and alive to its implica

tions. In Maggie Verver and Christopher Newman we witness the growth

of perception and in the Baroness Munster, its failure. What Maisie

Knew examines a sensibility operating without the benefit of a frame

of reference with which to interpret the world it sees and The Princess

Casamassima shows a sensibility thrown out of its accustomed frame into

the arms of one diametrically opposed. Whatever the situation, the

central consciousness is always receptive and analytic» but the

situations themselves tend, in the interests of heightened effect

always to be in some way extreme. Maggie Verver, Hyacinth, Newman

Fleda Vetch, Isabel Archer in The Portrait of a Lady and Strether in

The Ambassadors are all faced by mutually exclusive choices which act

as a spur to the operation of their sensibilities. And even these 

sensibilities themselves tend to encompass emotional extremes; both

Olive Chancellor and Isabel Archer enjoy a sort of perverted innocence 

which survives, or exists in spite of, actual experience and even the 

apparently dull Catherine Sloper has a stolidity and patience so 

extreme that they become virtues where once they were vices 

extremity is the Key-note, whether it is a case of extreme sensibility 

leading into extreme situation or, as is the case with The Ambassadors 

and The American extreme, that is alien, situation leading to extreme

Thus
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Structure, is so subjectively-orientated fiction, is of course paramount 

if the finished work is to be a coherent whole. We have already noted, 

especially in The Golden Bowl, James’s use of recurrent images sugges

tive of states of mind, we have seen how he links environment, notably 

houses and gardens, to the mental 'sets’ of his characters and how 

objects come to symbolise whole areas of experience. When characters 

wander through streets, thB things they remark are significant indica

tors of their moodsj shifting states of mind are stabilised by brief 

'tableaux' and outward, physical appearances lose currency under the 

subjective scrutiny of a character who translates the world into terms 

of metaphor and simile eloquent of a unique body of experience and a 

singular outlook. James rBsts the weight of his fiction on the 'most 

operative even if the least reasoned' area of human experience, 

eschewing mere 'report' on environment and action in favour of the 

medium which gives meaning to both. It has been said that this

concern with form leads to a formal involvement with his characters

92
rather than an emotional response to their plights. But form and 

content are one in James and, as both centre on the affective domain, 

it is difficult to see how this claim could be substantiated. What 

we are involved with, if we are involved at all, is the sensibility of 

the central character, its emotions, rationalisations and perceptions, 

and our responses, as much as those of the character, are dictated by 

the author. James does not allow us space in which to construct our 

own, imaginative or emotional, interpretations, and it is to these, 

surely that one refers when one talks of ‘emotional responses’ on the 

part of the reader, a personal empathy with the possibilities of 

feelings inferred by the ‘intervening sensibility* of the reader, not 

of the character.
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A splendid example of just such intervention is to be found in the 

vexed question of sexual aberration in James. To the post-Freudian. 

post-Jungian mind, James might appear to be evincing a remarkable 

degree of prudery in not pointing out to us that, of course, both 

Gilbert Osmond and Adam Verver are impotent, that Isabel Archer and 

Maggie Verver are frigid and that the governess in ’The Turn of the 

Screw' is subject to hallucinations brought on by sexual frustration. 

The intervening sensibility of the reader is capable of just such 

wild inductions and is even liable to accuse James of a prurient 

interest in sexual perversity. However true any of these things may 

be, they are irrelevant. Were it important that the reader notice 

Adam Verver’s impotence, then James would no doubt have made it as 

apparent as Olive's lesbianism. Where something is omitted in a 

Jamesian novel, one does not have to look far for the reasons for 

omission. Maggie Verver was unlikely to enquire into the sex life 

of her father and therefore it is not pertinent. Strenuous inductive 

effort may, in the case of the loosely-knit prolixities of the 

Naturalists, be justified on the grounds that their works are but poor 

indicators of what they intended. However, in the case of so polished 

and so conscientious a craftsman as James, the critical task becomes 

purely analytic.

The private world as portrayed by James is a powerful and capricious 

instrument, possessed of depths far beyond those suggested by the 

external aspect of its owner and taking its shape neither from 

environment nor heredity in any quantifiable measure, but being 

susceptible to these and other influences in varying, highly individual 

ways. What debt James owes to the nascent science of psychology is 

difficult to discover, for he has so thoroughly made the private

. . .*
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world ’his own'. On the basis of the sensibility manifest in The 

American Scene, one might well contend that James relied more on 

introspection for his Knowledge of the basic processes of perception 

than on any text-book, translating this self-awareness, by means of 

imagination and the careful analysis of the methods and implications 

of fiction, into novels whose value has not diminished, in spite of 

a vastly changed ’public’ world, because they are firmly rooted in 

the universal and eternal soil of subjective perception. One feels 

that whilst the Naturalists might well have been found in the library 

at Waterbath, James would have merited pride of place in Poynton.
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CHAPTER THREE

E d ith  W harton and S i n c l a i r  L ew is
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To look at Henry James and Edith Wharton in the light of our 'public 

and private worlds’ dichotomy is to see them as authors differing 

profoundly in their approaches to the art of writing. Where James, 

as we have seen, structures his works exclusively around the subjec

tive responses of his characters, Edith Wharton rests the weight of 

her fictional reality on a public world so pervasive in its influences 

that such private worlds as the characters possess become little more 

than varied responses to its dictates. In spite of what, under our 

terms, is a vast and obvious difference in basic method, many critics 

have maintained that Mrs. Wharton was merely a pale imitator of 

1James and others, notably Richard M. Chase, have assumed that they

share the same approach to the structuring of their fictional reali-
2

ties. According to Chase, James is the one 'great' novelist of 

manners to be produced by American literature whilst Edith Wharton, 

Sinclair Lewis and Scott Fitzgerald are second-raters from the same 

school. One might suggest that the need to deal in the unsatisfactory 

terms of 'best' and 'second-best' would be avoided if one were 

equipped with critical tools incisive enough to expose the radical 

differences between these authors. Our dichotomy enables us to 

penetrate beyond the surface similarity to a level where James may be 

seen, not as the yardstick against which the others fail to measure 

up, but as an author whose approach to the basic structuring of 

fictional reality is sufficiently distinct from that of the others to 

render direct, evaluative comparison irrelevant.

Chase defines the 'novel of manners’ in the following way:

T
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It is distinguished from the novel in general because it 
concentrates so calculatedly on manners, because it 
focusses on a particular social class or group of classes 
above the lower economic levels, and because it has an 
affinity in tone and method with the high comedy of the 
stage. Most important of all, such moral standards as 
are advanced by the author are those of society (probably 
not those of any one class) or have, at least, concrete 
social sanction and utility.3

Whilst one would agree that, with the exception of The Princess 

Casamassima, James wrote exclusively of 'social classes above the 

lower economic levels’ and concede that he was in no sense an 

advocate of eccentric moral standards, one is left to question 

whether such sweeping generalisations make any meaningful link between 

Mrs. Wharton and Henry James. The definition, hinging as it does on 

broad similarities in subject-matter, an ill-defined notion of the 

comic element and an assumption about moral standards, seems incom

plete in the scant attention it pays to the manner in which the novels 

are structured. In Jamesian terms, it is the 'treatment' which is 

paramount, not only to the author in writing the novel but also to 

the critic in analysing it.

All of which is not to deny the place of broad generalisations in 

the study of literature. They can be useful aids to analysis, but 

only when they are based on something more than the slightest of 

superficial resemblances. In the opening chapter of this thesis, 

the term 'naturalistic novel’ was used to describe only those works 

which empirical analysis showed to be structured around the new, 

scientific insights into the nature of man and his relationship with 

his environment. It was this crucial element and not such super 

ficial resemblances as the economic class of the characters which was 

used to gauge the appropriateness of the label. There is no such
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fundamental link between the works of Mrs. Wharton and those of Henry 

James. As further study will show, the form was, in a sense, straddl

ing the gulf separating the Jamesian and the naturalistic novel, 

bringing a degree of literary polish and an awareness of form, 

reminiscent of the former, to bear on characters seen very largely as 

products of their environments and pawns of Fate, a view recalling the 

latter. This is not to suggest that Edith Wharton was either the sole 

or the deliberate instigator of this fusion of extremes. Her 

definite, disparaging vision of society led as naturally to the 

propagandist element in her fiction as the polished social world of 

which she wrote led to the refinement of tone. Her pervasive public 

world, arranged in hierarchic form and based on a flexible amalgam 

of cash and social cachet, delineates private worlds intent on prac

tical, social ends which rarely allow themselves the ’luxury' of 

actions, or even thoughts, counter to those approved by society. As 

a result, characters tend to be shallow, mere puppets in a game far 

larger than their individual selves, and the reader is directed toward 

a critical appraisal of the game as opposed to the contemplation of 

the vagaries of private worlds reacting to social pressures. The 

works of Sinclair Lewis could be analysed in similar fashion for 

neither author sets out to weave complex fictional tapestries around 

the idiosyncratic perceptions of individuals powerful enough to 

impose their definition on the public world. Both present the 

reader with limited private worlds, placed within the context which 

is the well-spring of their limitations, a Juxtaposition enlivened by 

satire and designed to elicit criticism of the context rather than a 

response to the individual private world.

The limitations inherent in such an approach are more evident in the 

works of Mrs. Wharton than those of Sinclair Lewis. Where her



characters tend to conform to social specifications in a calculated

unemotional way, Lewis’s enjoy a more organic relationship to their

backgrounds, either embracing them with whole-hearted delight, as

Babbitt does, or attempting to change them in some way, as Carol

Kenicott, and, briefly. Babbitt, try to do. Although Babbitt’s

rebellion' and Carol’s schemes of reform may do no more than high

light how far each character i_s dependent on his social milieu, they

at least point to a more active involvement with the public world than

that of Mrs. Wharton’s creations, restrained as they are by a society

antipathetic to emotional reactions. But, in both cases, the actions

and reactions of the characters are designed more as a means to

indicting their respective societies than as ways of portraying sub

jective realities. Unlike Jamesian characters, these figures are

possessed by rather than active possessors of their worlds and, on

the whole, their interpretations of the world are as much a part of

that world as its institutions. Their sensibilities are not limited

the sensibilities of characters in naturalistic

novels but, because they crave to belong to certain societies, they 

must learn to speak the language of those societies. Hence, the 

practical worth of objects is subsumed by the social cachet attached 

to themj they have been selected by their owners on neither practical 

nor aesthetic grounds but because they are necessary prerequisites for 

and indications of, a position in the hierarchy. This restriction in 

choice is symptomatic of the entire system, a system whose demands 

penetrate to the heart of those conformist characters who are its 

mainstay. In dress, in intonation, in behaviour and in deed they are 

its creatures, deprived of the individual right to re-structure the 

public world by their own willingness to conform.



Lily Bart, heroine of Mrs. Wharton's The House of Mirth (1905), shows

some sort of individuality and it is clear that the reader is intended 

to see her fall from the graces of New York society as a condemnation 

of that society. The book also strives hard to prove that the 

'levels’ to which so much importance is attached are not differences 

of kind but of degree. Where Lily fails to shape society to her own 

ends. Undine Spragg, the heroine of The Custom of the Country (1913) 

seizes upon it with her parvenu’s hands and, ignorant of all the 

subtleties inherent in so 'old' a set-up, bends it to her will.

Undine is so thoroughly insensitive and unlikeable that the society 

which bows to her stands convicted of a lapse of taste. In The Age 

of Innocence (1920), Mrs. Wharton goes some way towards redressing 

the balances instead of attacking the society of her youth, she 

portrays it with some gentleness and humour, seeing its rigid rules 

as a defence for the moral and social innocence of its members. The 

Reef (1912) is structured somewhat differently from her other novels.

In it, the private worlds of the characters play the major role, 

their sensibilities dictating the structure of the overall fictional 

reality which is, for once, not designed to comment on an actual public 

world. By including this novel, it is hoped to show that the effects 

of altering the balance between public and private worlds are crucial 

to the artistic merits of a novel. Mrs. Wharton is one of the few 

writers to use two radically different balances in the course of her 

career and her works are, therefore, admirably suited for such a 

comparison.

The public world predominates in The House of Mirth (1905), in spite 

of the critically-minded and individualistic heroine. Lily Bart’s 

'martyrdom' at the hands of upper-middle class New York society is



largely brought about by herself. Her failure to act in the prescri

bed manner undoubtedly leads to her gradual exclusion but, because she 

is so desirous of remaining a part of the increasingly hostile whole 

and because her actions stem less from an inability to accept the 

rules and more from the frustration of petty, personal desires, the 

reader cannot see her fall as an indictment of the public world. We 

realise that we are intended to sympathise with her on the grounds 

that she has more humanity and 'natural' sympathy than those around 

her. Her humanitarian impulses are, however, fitful and far less 

striking than her vanity and her much-vaunted 'taste'. Mrs. Wharton 

tries to justify Lily’s dependence on this second-rate public world 

by resorting to arguments reminiscent of the Naturalists, describing

her in turns as "the victim of the civilisation that had produced

4 5her”, a person "in whom the social habit is instinctive" and sugges

ting that there is a dichotomy between her 'natural' and her 'social' 

self, "as though she were a captured dryad subdued to the conventions
c

of the drawing-room”. She is not, however, merely the passive 

victim of convention but is a past-mistress in the art of using them 

to gain ends which strike her as desirable:

Of course it was shocking for a married woman to borrow 
money - Lily was expertly aware of the implications 
involved - but still, it was mere malum prohibitum which 
the world descries but condones and which, though it may 
be punished toy private vengeance, does not provoke the 
collective disapprobation of society.^

Such willingness to exploit the double moral standard of her public 

world, together with her 'expert awareness' of the codes, does nothing 

to make the reader admire Lily. Her cynicism about the social scene 

Is as fitful as her humanitarlanism and it lies uneasily alongside
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the tremendous efforts she makes to retain her place in society. As 

she descends the social ladder rung by rung, she is hastened in her 

downward course by "all her instinctive resistances, of taste, of
Q

training, of blind inherited scruple”. In other words, she is too 

much of a snob to accept the hospitality offered by those slightly 

lower down the scale. We are left to wonder where Mrs. Wharton wishes 

us to apportion blame. Lily is not, in the naturalistic sense, a 

'victim'j she all too often demonstrates her ability to make discri

minations and to take independent action. The pen which creates the 

splendid collection of 'social animals' who occupy the centre of the 

ring, does not spare Lily Bart. Like Basil Ransom, she is capable 

of over-generously interpreting herself and her motives, believing 

her mind to be 'above narrow prejudice' and being 'severely logical 

in tracing the causes of her ill-luck to others’. She is vain, 

taking endless pleasure in the admiration of her fellows, and so

limited in her outlook that "moral complications existed for her only
g

in the environment that had produced them”. This last remarks is 

especially damning and proves that Mrs. Wharton cannot achieve the 

impossible task of making Lily depend upon a world of petty considera

tions without, at the same time, making her seem trivial. Were she 

truly a superior being, then she would simply abandon the whole circus 

in favour of an alternative form of life, such as the charitable one 

followed by Gerty.

The dramatic conflict in The House of Mirth does not take place in 

the consciousness of its central character. We are given but one, 

brief Jamesian glimpse into the further reaches of Lily's sensibility, 

"her personal fastidiousness had a moral equivalent, and when she made 

a tour of inspection in her own mind, there were certain closed doors
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she did not open”. Unlike the 'doors' which Maggie Verver discovers

these remain firmly shut in the face of reader and character alike.

The subjugation of the private world to the public is complete and

such dramatic interest as is found in the novel resides in the conflict

ing levels of society, each with its subtly different set of prejudices

and customs, "Society is a revolving body which is apt to be judged

11according to its place in each man’s heaven". The judgement is,

of course, prejudiced by the nature of the body itself: there are

differences of degree, latitudes to which one may aspire, but the 

arrangement of the firmament is not open to question. Mrs. Wharton 

uses Lily’s descent from the splendour of Bellomont to the tawdriness 

of a boarding-house to show how trivial and arbitrary the gradations 

are and to show how they act as cover for the human failings of 

vanity and greed:

The Gormer milieu represented a social outskirt which 
Lily had always fastidiously avoided: but it struck her,
now that she was in it, as only a flamboyant copy of her 
own world, a caricature approximating the real thing as 
the 'society play' approaches the manner of the drawing 
room ... the differences lay in a hundred shades of aspect 
and manner. ... Everything was pitched in a higher key, 
and there was more of each thing."'2

Even this realisation does not shake Lily’s faith in the whole arrange

ment.

In order to strike home her condemnation of the entire, artificial 

social world, Mrs. Wharton is forced to make Lily leap from the 

bottom rung to the 'ground' far below. It is, as Richard Poirier

10



152

remarks in ’Edith Wharton: The House of Mirth’, something of a 

literary commonplace to see the lower economic strata as repositories 

of all that is good, humane and 'real', and it is to this that Mrs. 

Wharton finally resorts, making a use of coincidence as lavish in its 

improbability as anything to be found in the works of the Naturalists. 

Alone and despairing, Lily is happened upon by Nelly, a beneficiary 

of the former’s infrequent philanthropy. Seeing Nelly's security and 

happiness brings Lily, somewhat tardily, into contact with the humane 

realities of life, the gratification of a child lying trustfully in 

her arms and the awareness that it is possible to have relationships 

in which the investment of time and emotion is not calculated to the 

last cent of social currency:

She had a sense of deeper empoverishment - of an inner 
destitution compared with which outward conditions dwindled 
into insignificance. ... That was the feeling which 
possessed her now - the feeling of being something rootless 
and ephemeral ... . And as she looked back she saw that 
there had never been a time when she had had any real relation 
to life. ... there was no centre of early pieties, of 
grave endearing traditions, to which her heart could revert 
and from which it could draw strength for itself and tender
ness for others. In whatever form the slowly-accumulated 
past lives in the blood ... it has the same power of 
broadening and deepening the individual existence, of 
attaching to it by mysterious links of kinship to all the 
mighty sum of human striving.13

This sudden, analytic plunge leaves Lily with no alternative to

"The relationship between the life impulse and the lower orders 
is common in literature". (Richard Poirier, Edith Wharton: The 
House of Mirth' in The American Novel, ed. Wallace Stegner (New York: 
Basic Books, 1965), p.123. Dickens, of course, springs to mind as 
one noted for the use of this commonplace. In American literature, 
one might cite Harriet Beecher Stowe in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Mark Twain 
tn The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and elsewhere, William Dean Howells 

The Rise of Silas Lapham, and so on as examples of the practice. 
Some critics, notably James Baldwin, have accused Faulkner of treating 
the figure of Dilsey in The Sound and the Fury in like fashion. Such 
on assumption is disproved by the analysis of the novel in Chapter 
VII below.

A



suicide, for she has shown all along that she cannot survive in soil 

whose chief constituent is not solid materialism and that she has not 

the private resources with which to re-structure her world along 

sentimental lines. Her tragedy, if it can be looked at in these 

terms, is that she cannot escape from the environment which has shaped 

her yet which, in some ways, she deplores. This conflict does not 

emerge with any force from the book. Lily's feelings take the form 

of discriminations born of taste and fastidiousness, not of humane 

impulses, and the reader finds it difficult to take the differences 

between the various levels of society as seriously as Lily does. 

Lacking any clue to her private world, we fail to appreciate the 

tensions inherent in the descent down a social ladder whose rungs 

seem so closely allied. Yet, there seems little doubt that Mrs. 

Wharton meant us to 'feel for' Lily in her decline, and at the same 

time to deplore the set-up upon which she depended for existence.

This complex juggling with our sympathies does not work and is, in 

fact, hindered by a certain ambivalence on the part of the author. 

Descrying a society which attaches so much importance to outward 

appearances, sh#is nevertheless prepared to endorse judgements 

based on appearance. Selden says, early in the book, that the 

qualities which ’distinguished Lily from the herd of her sex were 

chiefly external' and talks of "that incommunicable grace which is 

the bodily counterpart of genius” without contradiction from the 

author. Social deterministic arguments do not ring true at this 

elevated level. We may be told that "Inherited tendencies had 

combined with early training to make her the highly specialized 

product she was”, ^  but we cannot accept that the very discriminating 

Lily lacks the personal capacity to break free from this mould, or 

at least to reach some form of compromise between personal and social



needs. She is guilty of ill-judgment; in spite of her reactions on 

encountering Nelly, society had not, for her, been without its tradi

tions and pieties' and her late, uncharacteristic impulse towards a 

less selfish and a less class-conscious existence cannot be taken as 

proof that she has been victimised by her previous public world. Her 

sporadic criticisms do not amount to proof of superiority, nor does 

her failure to conform make her a victim.

Undine Spragg, parvenu extraordinary, is a more fitting and less

problematic medium for the comdemnation of the public world. It has

16been said that Mrs. Wharton ’hates Undine too much* and so presents 

an unconvincing picture of the forces threatening the traditional 

configurations of New York society. This argument, however, seems 

to be based more on a historical or sociological understanding of the 

attitudes prevailing at this period than on the actual characters in 

the novel itself. They, like the figures in The House of Mirth are 

in large part reduced to the broad outlines of caricature, worthless 

game. This is especially true of the men who, in both novels, serve 

more as the formal, ideal focus of the lives of the women than as 

actual arbitors of their conduct. Selden’s eccentric, heretical 

views on society are as much a part of the pattern dictated by that 

phenomenon as George Dorset’s tolerance of his wife’s infidelities. 

Although neither sex could be said to have charge of the social set-up, 

the women play a more active and aggressive role. Thus, when men 

submit to Undine’s charms both they and she are doing no more than 

fulfilling the parts alloted to them by a public world which, being 

portrayed in broadly comic terms, can encompass the degree of 

exaggeration required to make Miss Spragg’s attraction seem plausible.
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As in The House of fllrth, the public world which dominates The Custom

of the Country (1913) is concerned almost exclusively with outward

appearance. This enables little Undine Spragg from Apex, armed only

with her stunning good-looks and her boundless selfishness, to run the

gamut of New York society, dazzling the male population and mounting

the social ladder by using them as rungs. She first marries the

gentle, unwordly Ralph Marvell for his impeccable lineage, only to

discard him when she finds that such distinctions as her 'girlish

categories' had lead her to make were false, "she found out that she

had given herself to the exclusive and the dowdy when the future

17belonged to the showy and promiscuous". Disposing of Marvell and 

her child, she quits New York for Paris, undergoing in the transition 

none of the refinements of perspective usually associated with it, for 

Undine is more firmly fixed in her personal definition than such 

characters as Christopher Newman, Lambert Strether or even Samuel 

Dodsworth. Although all three have devoted their lives in America to 

practical, business pursuits, they are not so lacking in the ability 

to expand their sympathies and reform their world views in response 

to altered circumstances as Undine. Newman's exaggeratedly 'typical' 

behaviour may, in itself, be seen as a response to the subtly different 

social modes of Europej Strether's consciousness is so expanded in 

Paris that it alters the perceptions of a lifetime and Dodsworth too 

comes to see his home and his wife, his country and his friends, in a 

totally new light. Undine, however, continues to be restricted in 

her vision by "that image of herself in other minds which was her only 

notion of self-seeing", 8 making only such concessions as are forced 

upon her by her will to succeed. That this egotism survives the 

transplantation from one society to another makes the reader feel 

that, once again, Mrs. Wharton’s heroine does not fulfil her allotted



role in the overall fictional reality. In the absence of overt

social deterministic argument, one is tempted to condemn Undine as an

individual rather than as a typical product of a despicable system

Yet, because it is the system rather than the character which is

intended to attract the blame, the character, viewed as an individual

is unconvincing in her thoroughgoing selfishness and her abuse of her

child and her husbands in her own interests. The inadequacy of her

private world is evident to the last

She had everything she wanted, but still felt, at times, 
that there were other things which she might want if she 
Knew about them. ... Now and then she caught herself 
thinking that his two predecessors (husbands two and 
three) - who were gradually becoming merged in her 
memory - would have said this or that differently, 
behaved otherwise in such and such a case. And the ^g 
comparison was almost always to Moffat's disadvantage.

As in The House of Mirth, the public world in this novel is carefully

divided into various 'levels'. Undine and her parents are the new

rich, welcomed into the claustrophobic world of upper middle-class

Like theNew York society precisely because they have money

Bellegardes in The American, the Marvells have to overcome certain

ingrained 'resistances of taste' before making the inviting gesture

That they find it less difficult than the Bellegardes is in part the 

reason for Mrs. Wharton's condemnation of them, although it is the 

attacking force of the new rich which bears the brunt of her disapp

roval, She does not, as James does, make the clash appear in the 

consciousnesses of individual characters who may be largely unaware 

of the well-springs of their attitudes, but she implants in the midst 

of the book a character whose sociological bent is intended to make 

him an apt commentator on the scene. It Is interesting that Charles 

Bowen's comments are reminiscent of those found in James s J_h£
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American Scene, a factual work, rather than of those made by any James

ian narrator in fiction.

It’s normal for a man to work hard for a woman - what's 
abnormal is his not caring to tell her anything about 
it. ... Because it’s against the custom of the country.
And whose fault is that? The man's again. ... homo 
sapiens Americanus. Why haven't we taught our women to 
take an interest in our work? Simply because we don’t take 
enough interest in them. ... To slavB for a woman is part 
of the old American tradition! lots of people give their 
lives for dogmas they’ve ceased to believe in. Then again, 
in this country, the passion for making money has preceded 
the knowing how to spend it, and the American man lavishes 
his fortune on bis wife because he doesn’t know what a/se 
to do with it. /

James, as we have seen, had anticipated Bowen by some nine years when

he deprecated the pursuit of money for its own sake and noted that

"the business-man, in the United States, may ... never hope to be

21anything but a business-man" and that he is 'subject and plastic to 

his mate'. This explicit, social theorising shows not only the 

importance which Mrs. Wharton attaches to the organisation of the 

public world, but also to the degree to which her overall fictional 

reality is prejudiced against the active private world capable of 

commenting on that public world. Bowen, the theorist, and Undine, 

the example, are intended to cumulatively condemn.

According to Bowen, Ralph Marvell exemplifies a doomed order and, 

contemplating him 'with the pangs of a sociologist over the individual 

havoc wrought by an social re-adjustment', the theorist concludes that 

he is "a survival, and destined, as such, to go down in any conflict 

with the rising force".22 Although at times demonstrating a close 

kinship with the Naturalists, Mrs. Wharton does not construct her novel 

along Spencerian linesi there is no inverse proportion visible in the
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rise of Undine and the fall of Marvell. But, as one heading for

social extinction, Ralph is allowed to possess more of a private world

than many of the other characters, finding, in the stagnating pool

that is his social world, both the time and the opportunity for

reflection. Yet even the fruits of this reflection owe more to the

negation of his publically given perspective than to any assertion of

individuality. Shaken as "the whole archaic structure of his rites

23and sanctions tumbled down about him”, he goes through a brief 

period of heightened perception, seeing the world coloured by the 

torment of private suffering:

The blindness within him seemed to have intensified his 
physical perceptions, his sensitiveness to the heat, the 
noise, the smells of the dishevelled midsummer city; but 
combined with the acuter perception of these offenses 
was a complete indifference to them, as though he were 
some vivisected animal deprived of the power of discrimina
tion.^

The brevity and futility of this exercise of private sensibility bears 

witness to the consistency of Mrs. Wharton’s desire to structure her 

work around the public world. Like Lily Bart, Marvell lacks the 

private resource to cope with the overthrow of his traditional, 

received view of the world. The sensibility which here plays over 

the physical scene is as confused and as self-engrossed as that of 

the Prince at the outset of The Golden Bowl. But, where James uses 

Amerigo's failure to notice salient ’things' around him as a means to 

suggesting his habitual perspective and, at the same time, to make 

the new saliences eloquent of his ongoing state of mind, Mrs. Wharton 

canonly suggest that Marvell would not, in normal circumstances, have 

responded to the street scene and attempt to imply that the heightened 

sensitivity in some way mirrors his sense of displacement. Hence,



we see that in the public worlds of her books, both characters and 

'objects' need the formal sanction of organised society before they 

may become meaningful. The social set-up, its mores, traditions and 

taboos, is the sole giver of shape and direction and, even when the 

narrator wishes to suggest that there is something inherently bad 

about that set-up, she does not attempt to re-structure it or suggest 

a viable alternative, either through the private worlds of her charac

ters or by direct, narrative intervention.

The emphasis is ever on characters who are passive in face of the 

public world; their inability to affect the course of their lives is 

reflected in the linear patterning of the plots, both in the two 

novels so far discussed and in The Age of Innocence (1920), whilst a 

dominating narrative voice renders interior monologue superfluous.

In these respects, Mrs. Wharton has much in common with the Naturalists, 

although, of course, she is less concerned with the 'basic* than the 

social instinct. Dealing with a more articulate group of characters, 

she can to some extent integrate her deterministic bent with the 

fictional structure by allowing them to expound the theory. This 

does not, however, prevent her from using terms identical to those 

employed by Norris et al. As Lily faces the inebriated Gus Trenor, 

we are told that, "her recoil of abhorrence had called out the 

primitive man"25 and Undine is accustomed to seeing "primitive man 

looking out of the eyes from which frock-coated gentlemen usually 

pined at her”.26 The evasive treatment of sexual matters may, in 

part, be seen as a reflection of the attitude current in the society 

of which she wrote. We may gauge, from talk of Undine s dislike of 

personal entanglements' and her 'impersonal affection' for Ralph, 

together with her vain reaction to the news of her pregnancy, that



she is sexually cold, merely using the outward trappings of sexuality

in her bid to master the public world. Lily too, with her deep

delight in exhibiting her person, places a tacit reliance on the

primitive’ responses of men. Thus, the very voice which is intent

on criticising the hypocrisies of the public world is itself subject

to a similar, if not an identical, set of ’nice’ conventions Like

Sinclair Lewis, Mrs. Wharton tends to use her satire in a purely des

tructive, negative way, laying bare the shallowness and the folly

without implying a sound alternative. The rapid excursion into a

world materially impoverished but spiritually flourishing at the end

of The House of Mirth is perhaps evidence that the writer was aware

of the need for an alternative, although she could not satisfactorily

answer it. James avoided such wholesale negation of values by laying

his emphasis on private worlds which could create their own systems of

social worth by imposing personal structures on the public world

Destructive analysis without saving synthesis finally drove Mrs. 

Wharton to look for the positive aspect of the very society which she

had so often disparaged. The Affe of Innocence, written fifteen years 

after The House of Mirth, is the result of this constructive drive.

The period and the society are identical to those appearing in the 

previous two novels, there is a gallery of caricature ’social animals* 

and the public eye is as censorious and as restrictive of individual 

freedom as before. What distinguishes the book is the elevation of 

the private world of one of the characters. Initially critical but 

tolerant of the public world, Newland Archer comes to actively oppose 

it, mercilessly rejecting its shams and hypocrisies when he finds that 

its ’conventional’ attitude to the Europeanised Ellen Olenska is 

inappropriate according to his personal vision of her. One can



discern the influence of James in this. The introduction of a per

spective long used to subtler, European modes and the active opposition 

of the private to the public view bespeak a recourse to a Jamesian 

reformation of the overall fictional reality. It is through the 

narrative voice and the interventions of Ellen herself that the reader 

comes to realise that Newland's wholesale rejection is wrong. The 

public world is designed in such a way that it affords protection to 

its naive, innocent inhabitants who are incapebleof coping with the 

irregular and the immoral save by rule of thumb. Although Newland, 

like Babbitt, returns to the fold, he is never wholly reconciled with 

its enclosing, protective policiesj it is left to the reader to 

appreciate how far such limitations are the necessary result of the 

nature of the sheltering innocents and whether, in the light of the 

degraded European modes, they may even appear laudable.

In matters intellectual and artistic Newland Archer felt 
himself distinctly the superior of these chosen specimens 
of old New York gentilityj he had probably read more, 
thought more, and even seen a great deal more of the 
world, than any other man of the number. Singly they 
betrayed their inferiority) but grouped together they 
represented 'New York’, and the habit of masculine 
solidarity made him accept their doctrine in all the 
issues called moral. He instinctively felt it would 
be troublesome - and also rather bad form - to strike 
out for himself.27

This unadventurous complacency does not recommend Newland's vision 

to the reader and, indeed, serves very much to show how far he is a 

product of the public world. His brief flirtation with a married 

woman does not convince the reader that he is more worldly than the 

rest, no more does the fact that his reading list has included such 

writers as Darwin and Spencer necessarily point to a greater breadth 

of vision. He is content to operate in a world where "the real
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thing was never said or done or even thought, but only represented
28

by a set of arbitrary signs”. It is only when he finds himself 

in personal disagreement with the public world that his humorous 

and theoretical disaffection becomes active and practical. Predis

posed to think that he has a better understanding of the erring 

married woman, personally involved with Ellen, regarding his fiancee 

as a creature of 'false' purity preserved by society in order that 

the male may have the pleasure of destroying her innocence, his covert 

criticisms become overt and he asks Ellen to run away with him. 

Ironically, her refusal is based on an argument hie had advanced in 

favour of the public world:

... it was you who made me understand that under the 
dullness there are things so fine and sensitive and 
delicate that even those I cared for most look cheap 
in comparison. ... it seems as if I'd never before 
understood with how much that is hard and shabby andon
base the most exquisite pleasures may be paid for.^a

It is clear that, by balancing the European with the American vision, 

Mrs. Wharton is treating the subject in more depth than she had done 

elsewhere. The cultural clash comes to be embodied in the sensi

bilities of two characters and the issues, although, perhaps, more 

complex and clouded, are better integrated with the overall fictional 

reality thanks to this exercise of private perspective.

Ellen stays Newland's headlong flight from his habitual milieu by 

insisting that "they should not break faith with the people who 

trusted them”,30 showing that her tolerant and profound vision, bom 

of the Old World, is more able to appreciate the essential value of 

the cold, ideal moral codes of the New than any home-grown one.

Thus, in spite of its petty hypocrisies and tyrannical rule, the



public world emerges as the creation of naive and innocent people, 

their defence against a multiplicity of irregular things with which 

they are not equipped to deal save by massed conformity to standards

Newland is left to retreat into a private reality, no longer able to

accept the public vision, yet not so lacking in personal resource

that his sole alternative is suicide

He had built up within himself a kind of sanctuary in 
which she (Ellen) was throned among his secret thoughts 
and longings. Little by little, it became the scene of 
his real life, of his only rational activities) thither 
he brought the books he read, the ideas and feelings 
which nourished him, his judgements and visions. Outside 
it, in the scene of his actual life, he moved with a 
growing sense of unreality and insufficiency, blundering 
against familiar prejudices and traditional points of 
view. ... so absent from everything most densely real 
and near to those about him that it sometimes startled him 
to find that they still imagined he was there.

This final assertion of the viability, if not the worth, of the

eccentric private world reflects how far Mrs. Wharton had moved in

The Age of Innocence from the satiric standpoint she adopted in her 

earlier works. It is interesting to note that Ralph has succeeded

in forming a yardstick against which he may measure both himself 

and the ideas he encounters, a positive step forward from his early, 

egocentric assumptions of his own superiority. He does not come to 

impose his own definition on the public world in the active manner 

ef a Maggie Verver. Assuming that those around him act and react in 

private as they do in public, he has no reason to suspect that the 

world is structured in other than its most overt way and there is no 

need for elaborate interpretative effort in considering the conduct 

of others. He is possessed, from the outset, of the key to their 

simple, hieroglyphic codes. The eccentric visions of Ellen and old 

Mrs. Mingott, one culturally alien and the other based on the privi



164

leges attendant on great age, are presented to him quite openly.

His private world, therefore, need only become a retreat, not the 

active instrument by means of which the public world may be re

structured.

As befits her approach to the art of writing Mrs. Wharton eschews 

the intricate use of place and environment as symbolic analogies for 

states of mind although, as co-author of a 'bible' on interior deco

rating, she shows a Keen eye for the nuances of background.^^

Hence, when Newland notices that Ellen 'places' two Jaqueminot roses 

instead of amassing the customary dozen or more, he merely takes it 

as proof of her foreigness. It is left to the reader to see its 

relevance, to realise that it is not proof of her lack of means but 

evidence of her training in a society where the sheer quantity of 

outward display is not accounted proof of refinement. Orchids, the 

exotic hall-mark of the van der Ludyens, contrast ironically, in 

their voluptuous extravagance, with the frigid rectitude of those 

who take such a pride in growing them. Beaufort, the social 

swindler, cultivates gloxinias. May Welland carries a bouquet of 

sweet, white lily-of-the-valley, whilst Ellen receives tributes of 

golden roses and carnations. This 'language of flowers' is eloquent 

enough in highlighting the superficial, differences between characters, 

as eloquent, indeed, as the elaborately documented details of their 

furniture, their dinner parties and their varying qualities of port

til he Decoration of Houses, written in 1897 in collaboration with 
w e architect Ogden Colman, Jr. It was, according to Edward 
agenknecht. Cavalcade of the American Novel (New York: Holt, Rine- 
art & Winston, 1967), p.253, "an influential and pioneering work".
was, perhaps, written too early for us to accuse Mrs. Wharton of 

reinforcing, in fact as well as in fiction, the social attitudes 
she wished to descry.

«TO



which go to create a densely ’realistic’ public world, without in any 

way suggesting that the same things may also underline facets of 

individual, private worlds. The trappings of civilised life are 

but one more piece of evidence of massed conformity.

It is only in The Reef (1912) that Mrs. Wharton totally abandons the 

panoramic sweep of society to explore in depths a relationship 

between two private worlds. The brief, sexual encounter between 

George Darrow and Sophy Viner takes place in social limbo, as does 

the subsequent meeting in the home of Darrow‘s prospective wife where 

Sophy is installed as a governess. The characters are freed from 

the pressures of a public world and act in accordance with their 

private concepts of right and wrong, their notions of the duty they 

owe to the others and their personal inclinations. This is not, of 

course, to suggest that the characters lack all connection with the 

public world. They, like Jamesian characters, are designed in such 

a way that their environments, past and present, are subject to the 

interpretations of private sensibilities. In so fundamentally 

altering the structure of her overall fictional reality, abandoning, 

for once, the public world which holds tyrannical sway over the 

passive psyches of its inhabitants, Mrs. Wharton draws closer to 

James and, ironically, succeeds better in portraying ’realistically' 

the experience of the individual.

As for the personal and private side of his life, it had 
come up to current standards, and if it had dropped, now and 
then, below a more ideal measure, even these declines had 
been brief, parenthetic, incidental. In recognised 
essentials he had always remained strictly within the limits 
of his scruples.32

We can see in this, the degree to which Darrow is the master of his



own experience. His scruples, not those of society, are what ultima

tely count and the moments of 'straying' from the publically accepted path

are, in the private perspective which is the only essential one

The ascendancy of the private world is even moreincidental

evident in Mrs. Leath. We first encounter her on the eve of Darrow's

arrival, a moment when the hope of an altered future has a radical

effect on her habitual perceptions of her environment, making her

contemplate the scene with unwonted freshness

... the house had for a time become to her the very 
symbol of narrowness and monotony. Then, with the 
passing of years, it had gradually acquired a less 
inimical character, had become ... the shell of a 
life slowly adjusting to its dwelling; the place one 
came back to, the place where one had one's duties, 
one’s habits, one's books, the place one would 
naturally live in till one died: a dull house, an 
inconvenient house, of which one knew all the defects 
the shabbinesses, the discomforts, but to which one 
was so used that one could hardly, after so long a 
time, think one’s self away from it without suffering 
a certain loss of identity.^3

the massed detail, whichThis is not the sort of list of 'things

one is accustomed to find both in the works of the Naturalists and

in others of Mrs. Wharton. In the latter, the connection between

character and environment in implicit, as much a matter of the 

reader's interpretations as that of the author. Here, however, the 

'things’ are described in terms of the perceptions of the character, 

the connection is explicit and the whole a telling comment on the 

nature of the perceiving sensibility. Viewing the scene and 

attempting to see it through Darrow's eyes, Mrs. Leath feels as if 

'a thin, impenetrable veil had suddenly been removed from it , 

revealing what had been merely ’illusive reality’. As the reader 

comes to see, however, this new perspective, too, is an illusion, a
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romantic vision which cannot co-exist with the growing, and finally 

confirmed, suspicion that Darrow had slept with Sophy.

The vague world of promise, based on poetry and suppressed emotion, 

being shattered by her intuitive Knowledge of the 'crime', gives way 

before a profounder view of the realities of life. Mrs. Leath comes 

alive emotionally, torn between her love and desire for Darrow and 

her jealous suspicions about his relationship with Sophy, suspicions 

which no amount of explicit detailing of the events can quell:

They meant, she supposed, that when she had explored 
the intricacies and darknesses of her own heart her 
judgment of others would be less absolute. Well, she 
knew now - knew weaknesses and strengths she had not 
dreamed of, and the deeper discord and still deeper 
complicities between what thought in her and what 
blindly wanted . 34

The feeling uppermost in her mind, as she contemplates abandoning 

Darrow, is that she will never 'know' him as Sophy has done. The 

word goes through a series of meanings in the book, reflecting the 

various stages of self-awareness. Initially, Mrs. Leath feels she 

is about to 'know' in the sense that she will have an active part in 

the shaping of her own 'reality', that she is going to penetrate to 

the heart of experience. At this stage, her vision is vague and 

romantic and she sees knowledge as a desirable end. Subsequently, 

knowledge becomes inimical, consisting of a confirmation of her 

suspicions about Darrow and Sophy. This meaning then shades into 

sexual 'knowing' as she is forced to face her repressed sexual desires 

and, having faced them, to come to terms with a profoundly altered 

vision of 'reality'. She realises that she and Sophy meet on the 

common ground of physical desire. The conventional, moral aspects

® r  t* f



which Darrow had believed would be paramount fade into insignificance

before the unexpected reaction of Mrs. Leath's private world. She is

herself alarmed and disorientated, unable to resolve her r.ew self

knowledge with her former idea of herself, unable to react as that

former self would have done yet uncertain as to how she should react

Mrs. Wharton gives a superb picture of this private world in turmoil

The physical presence of Darrow, familiar furniture and firelight

become salient features, seducing Mrs. Leath with suggestions of

stability. Solitary moments bring the resurgence of old perceptions

which, in their romantic bias, forbid the acceptance of the sullied

Darrow

The truth had come to light by the force of its irresistible 
pressurej and the perception gave her a startled sense of 
hidden powers, of chaos, of attractions and repulsions far 
beneath the ordered surfaces of intercourse. She looked 
back with melancholy derision on her old conception of 
life, as a kind of well-lit and well-policed suburb to 
dark places one need never know about. Here they were, 
these dark places, in her own bosom, and henceforth, she 
would always have to traverse them to reach the things she 
loved best.35

Mrs. Wharton, too, has moved from the 'well-lit and well-policed

place. The sexual encounters between Darrow and the two women are

recounted in a manner which owes nothing to the 'nice' conventions of 

any public world. They are included with impunity and with the 

measure of frankness appropriate to the perceiving sensibility. Mrs. 

Leath's acknowledgement of her own sexuality is not exploited as a 

comment on any public worldj it is a personal revelation and there 

is no question of the apportionment of blame for previous imperceptive- 

hess. The fact that she had married a man for whom life was "like 

a walk through a carefully classified museum, where, in moments of

168



169

doubt, one had only to look at the number and refer to one's cata-

36
logue" may suggest that she, like Haggle Verver, had striven to 

avoid confronting the 'facts'. If this Is the case, then we must, 

once more, look on it as a private rather than socially enforced 

deception. The fictional reality of this novel is a coherent whole, 

structured around active private worlds in a fashion far more realis

tic than that of the fictional reality which attempts to overreach its 

aesthetic limits in order to assail an 'actual' public world. The 

Reef is, however, a singular example of Mrs. Wharton's prowess in 

portraying private worlds. The others of her novels discussed and 

such works as Hudson River Bracketed (1929) are more typical in having 

the dominating role allotted to the public world.

Sinclair Lewis also gave pride of place to the public world in 

fictions which are designed as satirical assaults on actuality. As 

however, he dealt with larger, less homogeneous groups than those of 

turn-of-the-century, upper-middle-class New Yorkers, his novels have a 

different emphasis. Lewis created figures whose particular settings 

did nothing to detract from their nationwide significance, making them 

'typical' by endowing them with characteristics drawn from myriad 

individuals and justifying the consequent exaggeration by casting the 

whole in a satiric mould. Thus, in Babbitt (1922) we find a charac

ter who appeared on the periphery of such novels as Sister Carrie and 

Haggle whose real-life counterpart so distressed Henry James in the 

course of a train Journey that he gave them very rough treatment in 

The American Scene. Babbitt, like Drouet and Pete, is a salesman, 

a member of the clan which James, with heavy sarcasm, referred to as 

'my friends the drummers'. To the elderly and fastidious James, 

these fellow-travellers appeared 'extraordinarily base and vulgar



and they caused him to wonder whether "the type with which the scene

so abounded

the common class and the usual frequency? Disturbed as much by

their large appetites as by their loudness and gregariousness, James

ultimately came to pity their 'lack of social connection although

it did occur to him to speculate, "How, when people were like that

did any one trust any one enough to begin, or understand any one

enough to go on, or keep the peace with any one enough to survive?

Had he but read Babbitt, then all such questions should have been

answered. Babbitt’s vision of the world and his behaviour are as

much a part of the public world as the white-walled tyres he so

admires

In Elmer Gantry [19271, we find a religious exponent whose Christian

and business ethics form a code closer, in its precepts, to the latter

than the former and whose sole earnest of success is the gullibility

of the great American public. Again, this figure is familiar

appearing briefly in The Bostonians [18861 in the shape of Dr. Selah

Tarrant and in Dreiser’s An American Tragedy (1925) as Asa Griffiths.

In bain Street (1920) it is the community rather than any particular 

person which is typical and subject to satiric treatment. Like Lily 

Bart. Carol Kenicott, the heroine of Main Street, fails to satisfactorily 

fulfil her role as the representative of innocence and goodness whose 

martyrdom at the hands of an unfeeling society is the chief reason for 

indicting it. Armed with an innocence closely resembling crass 

ignorance and an idealism which is clich^d and inappropriate 

context, Carol does little to convince the reader that Gopher Prairie 

is wrong in rejecting her. Her flight from the pettiness 

town into the big city environment, and her consequent realisation
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that 'institutions not individuals were the enemy', coupled with her 

belated apprehension that there is a redemptive quality in laughter 

are proof more of her initial naivSti than omens auguring well for 

the reconciliation she affects with Gopher. When one adds to this 

apology for a heroine a narrative which, although at times extremely 

witty, is obsessed with trivial detail and which seems to have a very 

ambivalent attitude to the community which it ostensibly wishes to

condemn, then one wonders at the tremendous initial success of the

. . (i)book.

38Sheldon N. Grebstein suggests that the publication of Main Street 

coincided with a readiness on the part of the American readers to 

finally abandon the long-discredited myth that the small town was 

the last outpost of moral worth, humane relationships and non-material 

values and to accept that fiction was a vehicle capable of more than 

mere romanticism.

Despite the appearance of the poems of Ezra Pound ...j 
despite the fiction of Jack London, Frank Norris, Edith 
Wharton, Theodore Dreiser, and othersj despite the 
Muckrakers and the voice of H.L. Mencken rising in the 
land, most American readers continued to prefer writing 
which was traditional in its forms and which was gg 
affirmative, optimistic, and romantic in its tone.

Without recoursing to pseudo-sociological arguments about the impact 

of the First World War on the Average American Reader, one can see

Grebstein, Sinclair Lewis (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1962) 
p.72, remarks that, "The public took Main Street with as much serious
ness as the critics, according to contemporary sources" and quotes 
George E. O'Dell, writing in Standard, July 1922, as saying, "For 
everyone who has revolted against the book one has met a dozen who 
with a deep discomfort of soul accepted it ... and asked the Great 
American Question: What are we going to do about it?

ar ft ¿y /Ji :



that where Lewis differs from both Dreiser and Norris is in his lack

of obtrusive, theoretical standpoints. He is not concerned to

illustrate theories about the basic nature of man, nor is he attempt

ing to amalgamate the insights of science and the methods of litera

ture to expose the effects of environment. Taking a figure, or a

community, whose typicality is immediately apparent, he makes his

point through the medium of satire, something noticeably absent from

the works of the other two, creating a particular at once amusing and

appalling and leaving the burden of generalising from it largely to

the reader. Yet, unlike Mrs. Wharton, he was not taking a ’backward

glance The characters and communities of which he wrote were

living contemporaries to the original reader, not faint, lavender-

embowered memories. Thus, it is possible to understand why Main

Street made the impact it did on the grounds of the nature of the

text itself. The universal significance which it was intended to

have could not escape any reader of the Forward

The town is, in our tale, called 'Gopher Prairie’, 
Minnesota. But its Main Street is the continuation 
of Main Streets everywhere. The story would be the 
same in Ohio or Montana, in Kansas or Kentucky or 
Illinois, and not very differently would it be told 
Up New York State or in the Carolina hills.

This suggested breadth of application is carried through into the 

text itself. We first encounter Carol standing in an affectedly 

symbolic pose on a hilltop overlooking the Mississippi and are told, 

afnid passages of nostalgia for the vanished frontier, that "a rebell 

ious girl is the spirit of that bewildered empire called the 

American Middlewest".41 Even in these early passages Lewis's less- 

than-sure control over his prose is abundantly clearj Carol s 

symbolic gesturing and the memory of the frontier are evoked in

ri! jf ■ - \1 • ■ +
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high-flown language which lies uneasily alongside such phrases as,

42"It is Carol Milford, fleeing for an hour from Blodgett College".

The character of Carol Kenicott, nee Milford, is equally lacking in 

coherent development. Her ’private' world is an agglomeration of 

romantic ideas and categorical assumptions about the public world, 

ill-founded prejudices about class and its outward manifestations and 

an obsession with the 'aesthetic' which is one with the third-hand 

romanticism she holds so dear. This unwieldy and unconvincing 

collection of views is propelled through the book by an ego of out

rageous insensitivity and a narrator who seems convinced that his 

readers will find Carold disarming, eager, youthful, wise and, in 

fact, everything that Gopher Prairie is not. He makes no allowance 

for the reader finding the town’s attitudes more attractive and 

acceptable than those of its would-be saviour, "She knew she could 

not take their point of viewj it was a negative thing, an intellec

tual squalor, a swamp of prejudices and fears. She would have them 

43take hers". We cannot help but feel that, had Carol been brought 

up in Gopher Prairie, then she would have whole-heartedly endorsed 

its attitudes. Her private world is not marked by any breadth of 

understanding. It is merely derived from sources opposed to the 

small-town ethic. Failing in her first attempts at reform, she 

decides that she must either make the place more sophisticated in its 

values or turn it back to older, simpler codes. Theory cannot sur

vive her sortie into the home of those she considers 'paragons of 

simplicity. Although we are clearly meant to endorse her dislike of 

what she finds, we cannot fail to see that what is really getting in 

her way is her essential and ill-founded snobbishness. Subsequently, 

she does the reverse of Presley, abandoning action for sociological

m m  *
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theory and becoming the source of many glib generalisations with which, 

one feels, the narrator is in full agreement but which he would have 

been better advised to advance in his own voice:

But a village in a country which is taking pains to 
become altogether standardised and pure, which aspires 
to succeed Victorian England as the chief mediocrity 
of the world, is no longer merely provincial, no longer 
downy and restful in its leaf-shadowed ignorance. It 
is a force seeking to dominate the earth, to drain the 
hills and sea of color, to set Dante at boosting Gopher 
Prairie ...44

As we watch Carol and her husband part over a question of patriotism, 

as we realise that Will Kenicott stands for some vague ideal of prac

tical goodness and that Bea Sorensen's view of Gopher Prairie as a 

metropolis is as valid and reasonable, in terms of her limited 

experience, as Carol's,then we begin to appreciate how irrelevant the 

characters are to the success which the book enjoyed. The theme, 

the satiric and, in its time, audacious, attack on a deeply rooted 

American myth lent it a contemporary impact which neither the paste

board characters nor the erratic narrative warranted. Like the 

naturalistic novel, this work succeeded on the grounds of controver- 

siality along, placing too little emphasis on literary merit to give 

it any lasting worth in an altered public world. The promise which 

we discern in such fleeting glimpses as that of Eric Varlberg, the 

youth in whose escape from Gopher Carol had placed so much faith, 

playing a dummy piano in a canvas room, trapped, uselessly, in a 

world of celluloid fantasy, is never fulfilled in Main Street but 

comes to fruition in Babitt.

Lewis is as ambivalent in his attitude towards Babbitt as he is 

towards Carol. Where the narrator at times divorces himself



sufficiently from her to mock some of her more grandiose ideals, in 

Babbitt he creates a character who is at once ludicrous, despicable, 

pathetic and appealing. In the latter novel, high-flown language is 

not proof of unsure narrative control but becomes one of the most 

powerful devices in the creation of the book’s superb irony, high

lighting, through its very inappropriateness, the comic quality of 

Babbitt’s vision. Comedy, however, shades into tragedy, not because 

the public world makes a martyr of the central character but because 

the vision which he craves and which it supplies is so remote from 

all humane, meaningful experience. Even Babbitt feels this dis

crepancy, but he is so far the creature of the public world that he 

can only attempt to fill his need either by retreat into pure fantasy, 

a world which is itself born of the hackneyed images of escape 

purveyed by the public sphere, or by striving, in an unhappy, urban 

way, to recapture a more primitive, frontiersman-like style of life. 

The latter, too, owes its existence to a publically-perpetuated myth. 

That such puny deviations as the inoffensive Babbitt makes from the 

social norms bring down upon him the collective wrath and the threat 

of exclusion, is the crux of Lewis's argument against a society whose 

mainstay is vociferous self-congratulation and whose badge of member

ship is flamboyant conformity.

George F. Babbitt is a character of complex simplicity. His private 

world is distinguished from the public only by the enthusiasm, na'ivSte 

and exuberance with which he initially accepts all the latter has to 

offer by way of behavioural norms or material objects. In his 

eagerness and his lack of personal resources, he is the ideal disciple 

of a coercive social system, accepting all its dictates with a 

sincerity to which others may only pretend.
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It was the best of nationally advertised and quantitatively 
produced alarm-clocks, with all the modern attachments, 
including cathedral chime, intermittent alarm, and a 
phosphorescent dial. Babbitt was proud of being awakened 
by such a rich device. Socially it was almost as credit
able as buying expensive cord tyres.

This caricature consumer who substitutes statistical appreciations 

for more subjective, aesthetic ones is obviously the easy prey of 

every advertisement or other influence from his environment. Such 

private pride of ownership as he derives from his clock is nothing 

when compared with the joy which he takes from more overt possessions, 

such as his yard, "It delighted him, as always: it was the neat yard

of a successful business man of Zenith, that is it was perfection, and 

46made him also perfect". Judging other people and himself solely

by the number and quality of their material possessions and by the 

loudness of their conformist sentiments. Babbitt finds in the gran

diose clichés in which his world abounds touching truths, full of 

meaning and evocative of emotional responses. His 'private' life 

seems to be irrelevant, entailing human relationships which, save in 

their social acceptability, have no bearing on Babbitt’s public image.

He regards his wife as an irritant, "for the first time in weeks, he

47
was sufficiently roused by his wife to look at her", and his children

as scarcely more important, "for weeks together. Babbitt was no more
48

conscious of his children than of the buttons on his coat . inis

monstrous creation of a materialistic public world runs his life along

profit and loss lines, reckoning that every action should entail some

recognition, ’’Babbitt loved his son and would have sacrificed every-
49

thing for him - if he could have been sure of proper credit". With 

his 'genius of authentic love’ for his’neighbourhood, his city, his 

clan', with his view of the Second National Tower as "a temple-spire 

of the religion of business, a faith passionate, exalted, surpassing
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common men”'’0 and with his ability to go into ’an ecstasy of honest 

self-appreciation’. Babbitt, like fir. Leath, has only to turn to his 

catalogue to come up with an attitude or opinion, variously labelled 

’Republican’, ’Presbyterian’, ’Elk’ or ’Realtor’.

Lewis does not restrict his attack on the society which gave Babbitt 

life to an ironic look at the attitudes which, developed to their 

logical limits, would produce the Average Middle-aged American.

Having explored these at length and with extended use of comically 

inflated language, he then allows Babbitt to attempt to escape his 

publically-orientated self. The faint stirrings of inarticulate 

dissatisfaction, which appear early in the form of a dream. Babbitt 

the Brave delighting a ’fairy girl’ with his heroic deeds, grow until 

he starts to seek the embodiment of this girl in living women, no 

matter how unlikely the candidates may seem in appearance. Venturing 

into a moral jungle amid a crowd of jaded social misfits, he finds 

that he has neither the courage nor the desire to flaunt the precepts 

by which his social set judge a man and that between the futile dream 

reality and the sordid actuality there is a gulf he cannot bridge.

His rebellion is not, of course, his ownj Paul Riesling, for whom he 

feels an admiration amounting almost to love, acts as a catalyst by 

suggesting the existence of a more critical, cynical view. Remarks 

such as, "this clean, sweet, respectable, moral life isn’t all it s 

cracked up to be”,51 coupled with the notion that one third of the

members of the Athletic Club "hate the whole peppy, boosting, go-ahead 

52
game”, disconcert Babbitt:



Now and then Babbitt suddenly agreed with Paul in an 
admission that contradicted all his defence of duty 
and Christian patience, and at each admission he had 
a curious reckless joy.53

This heretical streak grows, until Babbitt finds that what he once so

eagerly embraced has turned to sawdust in his armsj everything

religion, business, social intercourse and friendship, seems mechani

cal, "never daring to essay the test of quietness Babbitt, the

chosen mouth-piece of Zenith-style optimism because he alone is truly

convinced by its hackneyed phrases and sentimental utterances, the

man who, through his naive faith, can prop up the wavering convictions

of the others, comes face to face with a yawning gulf between publi

cally expressed conviction and private doubt. Like Newland Archer

he faces a crisis of personal judgement against public sentence over

the imprisonment of Paul

Babbitt knew that in this place of death Paul was already 
dead. And as he pondered on the train home something in 
his own self seemed to have died; a loyal and vigorous 
faith in the goodness of the world, a fear of public dis
favour, a pride in success.55

The crucial point, the real tragedy, of Babbitt's situation is that, 

having accepted the public world for so long, he cannot exist without 

it. Fleeing from a world which 'once doubted, became absurd , he 

heads for the traditional place of freedom, the wilderness, only to 

return, "not because it was what he wanted to do but because it was 

all he could do“. ^  Now aware of how essential the familiar 

surroundings of Zenith are to him, he sets out to preach his new, 

heretical beliefs, only to find that those who were so willing to 

listen when he propounded their public faith have a fearful distaste 

for his private 'eccentricities’. As he struggles against being



coerced into the Good Citizens League, a tool of 'social boycott

Babbitt finds that all he wants to do is to return to the fold, more

sincerely appreciative of its encircling arm for having once strayed

beyond its boundaries

By structuring his fictional reality around a private world so expres

sive towards the public, Lewis makes an effective attack on the latter

Babbitt is not so much a puppet of society as an eager receptacle for

its ideals. His enthusiastic admiration for the mass-produced and

the new, neat, ironic reversal of the Jamesian use of asethetically

pleasing objects, whilst the deliberately inflated language used to

describe the most trivial of things allows the reader to remain at a

comic distance from the character. Lewis portrays Babbitt’s search

for an alternative set of values without either sentimentalising him

or forcing him far beyond his abitual milieu. But, however humorous

and fitting it may be to allow Babbitt to restrict himself to cliches

they are not the prerogative of the character alone. Lewis allows

us no relief from the shrill, hackneyed monotone of the Boosters

In this he, like Mrsscoring the narrative voice in identical key

Wharton, illustrates the dangers inherent in any large-scale, fictio 

nalised attack on the public world. Replicating the language of 

that world in the interests of versimilitude but, at the same time.

failing to introduce a distinct and separate narrative point of view, 

Lewis comes, inveitably, to be identified with much that he is intent 

on descrying. The novel opens with the following passage:
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... The whistles rolled out in greeting a chorus as 
cheerful as the April dawnj the song of labor in a 
city built - it seemed - for giants. ^

Appearing before the introduction of Babbitt and fixed firmly in the 

narrative voice, this passage is, nevertheless, reminiscent in every 

intonation of many of Babbitt's eulogies about his physical environ

ment. If the passage _is intended to be ironical, and there is 

nothing to refute this assumption, then it is ill-chosen, for high- 

flown language only becomes ironic when it is contrasted with another 

view of the same subject or is perpetrated by Babbitt himself. One 

suspects, however, that Lewis might well intend this passage to be 

taken seriously, an early indication that one of the book’s major 

themes will be the contrast between apparent potential and actual 

shoddiness; the clue to this interpretation lies in the two ’it 

seemed' parentheses, which suggest the disparity between a glorious 

environment and human folly is about to be explored. This inter

pretation is farther supported by the opening line of the next section, 

"There was nothing of the giant in the aspect of the man who was 

beginning to awaken ...”.50

Whatever the intention, and one suspects that even Lewis himself might 

have been in some doubt as to what it was, the lack of modulation in 

the language, the excessive use of cliche by both character and 

narrator and the use of repetition far beyond what is required to 

suggost the limited nature of the central character, all point to an 

uncertain grasp of the structure of the overall fictional reality.

Lewis is a very didactic narrator, leaving the reader as little room 

for individual response as possible by underscoring each and every 

Point several times. The multiplicity of sub-plots in the book are
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designed to lay stress on some major event) as the Babbitts arB 

spurned by the McKelveys, so the Overbrooks are spurned by the Babbitts) 

as Paul Riesling has an affair with a middle-aged woman, so Babbitt 

flirts with Tanis Judique) and so on, to the stage where the brash

ness and crudity of the public world which is being portrayed seems 

to infuse the portrayal itself.

In spite of the lack of literary polish. Babbitt is a successful 

creation. Like Martin Eden, he has a private world which responds 

to the conventional aspirations and lore of his public world and so 

he becomes its most effective representative, the medium through 

which the reader may see the folly and pretentiousness actively at 

work. Lewis achieves no mean feat in so fusing the public and 

private worlds. Babbitt is not a victim butthe very symbol of a 

hysterically conformist and utterly materialistic age and, as such, 

he has no claim on our sympathies. Even his personal crisis does 

nothing more than reveal the depths of his inadequacy. Vet, this 

apotheosis of all that is despicable does appeal to us, if only 

because he is so limited and inadequate. One suspects that Lewis's 

attitude to Babbitt is a trifle ambivalent, that the character who 

endorses the public world’s attitudes and the character who helplessly 

depends on that world cannot be condemned with equal force. It may 

be that Lewis in fact endorses Babbitt's fantasy, seemingly the only 

avenue of escape from an overwhelming public world.

In Elmer Gantry, written in 1927, five years after Babbitt, we see 

Lewis trying to create another symbolic prototype. Having exposed 

the small town and the provincial city, Lewis here turns his attention 

to a phenomenon common throughout America, the religious racketeer.



The time was ripe for such a bookj it was a mere two years since the

infamous Scopes trial in Dayton, a test-case for the newly passed law

against the teaching of evolution in Tenessee which was more interest

ing for the variety of religious freaks and maniacs it attracted to

the town than for its court-room proceedings. H.L. Mencken, amongst

others, attended the trial in order to assert the rights of man as a

free thinker, putting it, in his dispatches for The Mercury, into the

wider context of the pernicious effect of religious parochialism

He also wrote, with considerable amusement, about the Holy Roller

meeting and the "aetheist who suffered in the town calaboose

travelling showman who had wandered in with his chimpanzee to make

The fantastic careers of such opportunistspropaganda for Darwin

as Aimee Semple McPherson and Billy Sunday were also well-known

examples of the role of popular religion in America at this time

The meticulous research which Lewis undertook in writing both Babbitt

did not result in 'realism' akin to that of theand Elmer

Naturalists, save where the detailed rendering of surface reality, in

the form of dialogue and physical descriptions, escapes, or rather 

overwhelms, the ironic bent and leads to gratuitous elaborations.

Gantry is as little given to introspection as Babbitt, a sad reflec

tion on one who is, supposedly, the mentor of other peoples' conduct 

and a fount of traditional wisdom. In fact, it is only because the 

expectations of the public world are so predictable and so easily 

fulfilled that Gantry succeeds. Where Babbitt, save for a few 

business deals, cannot exploit the public world. Gantry is a past 

master in the art and his success is the condemnation of the system 

which permits it. He totally lacks the saving grace of nalvfete, 

his moments of genuine enthusiasm being too transitory to count in



he Knew the rapture of salvation - yes, and of being thehis favour.

center of interest in the crowd

The interest Gantry takes in sex is one of the chief arguments against

His ’true’ love, Sharon, reminds us to some extent of Aimee

Semple McPherson, building temples and holding meetings in which the

adulation she receives plays no small part, publically professing one

religion but in private worshipping at a shrine dedicated to all

female deities, of which she is the latest model. She dies, in the

midst of exploiting the gullible public to feed her voracious ego

leaving Gantry free to go on from success to success. His panegyrics

are faithfully reproduced, we see him laying the female members of

his congregations, playing on their fears and indulging in the odd

theoretical discourse, an indulgence which, for the reader, merely

serves to show how superficial a grasp of theology both narrator and

character have. The figure of the sincere but unsuccessful Shallard

is repeatedly dragged before us, by way of contrast to the unscrupu 

lous Elmer, and we begin to feel that the novel’s search for

verisimilitude is no excuse for its tedious, tendentious and uncon

vincing overall effect. In spite of some genuine wit and some 

striking uses of irony, Lewis makes Gantry too much of a puppet of 

his propagandist intention, stripping him of every vestige of 

believability without successfully expanding him to the dimensions 

of caricature.

As, at the end of the novel, Elmer seems set fair for moral domination

of the world, Lewis rapidly coats him in a rosy hue, "Without planning
, , „ 65

it, Elmer knelt on the platform, holding out his hands and sobbing , 

only to hastily re-introduce the darker tint, making Elmer’s penulti-
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mate vision that of a nubile young girl in his congregation. As the

novel ends with a rsounding ”we shall yet make these United States a 

64
moral nation”, we again become aware of a certain ambivalence in 

Lewis’s attitude. That this message, sound enough in itself, should 

come from the mouth of one who is a proven charlatan is, one assumes, 

intended to shock. In the light of all Elmer’s double-dealing, his 

callousness towards the victims of his seductions, his exploitations 

of his friends and many other misdeeds, the vision of him poised on 

the brink of moral dictatorship of the United States is pregnant with 

possible meanings. Our difficulty, and, one feels, it is one we 

share with the author, is to decide precisely which meaning is meant 

to emerge with most force. Is it Elmer himself, the system which 

tolerates him or the public which so eagerly and uncritically accepts 

his platitudinous utterances which stands condemned?

Early in the book we are told, in tones reminiscent of the Naturalists, 

that Elmer as a youth was imprinted with the image of the Church:

The church and Sunday School at Elmer’s village, Paris,
Kansas, ... had nurtured in him a fear of religious 
machinery which he could never lose ... . That small 
pasty-white church had been the center of all his emotions, 
aside from hell-raising, hunger, sleepiness, and love.
And even these emotions were represented in the House of 
the Lord ... . But the arts and the sentimentalities 
and the sentiments - they were for Elmer perpetually 
associated only with the church.®5

Given this early influence, his inability to understand those around 

him and his desire for popularity, Elmer seems to be absolved of all 

personal responsibility for the success which, in theory, he does 

not merit but for which, in practice, he seems admirably suited.

He really does no more than seize the opportunities offered him.



Gantry as archetype is not of the same order as Babbitt, perhaps 

because the latter enjoys a more complex relationship with his public 

world. Gantry’s private self is, in its shallowness, insincerity 

and selfishness, simply the reverse of his public image. At rare 

moments, as Elmer struggles to be ’good’, the portrayal verges on 

something more profound, but Lewis is too intent on using the true 

nature of his character as a means to condemn the public world to 

paint him in anything other than the most lurid of hues.

This condemnation, however, stops short. Although the picture is

somewhat confused, we realise that Lewis is not out to descry all

institutions whose ostensible aim is the moral regulation of life.

The church which fails to teach Elmer "any longing whatever for

66decency and kindness and reason” and which is riddled with class 

distinctions does not emerge unscathed, in either its Baptist, its 

Methodist or its Episcopalian guise. Nor do the people who consti

tute its audience survive the exposure of their various, mainly 

carnal, sins to emerge as the repository of good and the earnest of 

a worthwhile future. Thus, Elmer’s optimistic assumption at the 

end of the novel has many ironic reverberations when one recalls the 

personal, the public and the institutional insincerity laid bare in 

its wake.

But the irony rebounds in Lewis himself. Although perhaps more 

sincere, is his intention not, like that of the hell-fire preacher, 

to make ’these United States a moral nation'? Deploying a similar 

rhetoric, using a corresponding method of exaggeration, but promising 

no future rewards, Lewis in this novel again exemplifies the dangers 

Inherent in any fictionalised attack on the public world. By
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recreating it in minute detail, using its language and moral stances 

without fixing the narrative standpoint on another, distinct level or 

suggesting that there may be a positive alternative to what is being 

destroyed, he cannot avoid becoming in some way a part of the world 

which he is condemning and, after the initial, sensational impact of 

the exposure itself has dissipated, coming to seem ambivalent in his 

farthest-reaching intentions.

In spite of its more sociological bent and content, Lewis’s novel 

Dodsworth (1929) bears comparison with Mrs. Wharton's The Reef as a 

work in which the customary orientation towards the public world gives 

way before an assertion of the private ability to re-structure events. 

Like Babbitt, Samuel Dodsworth is at that point in middle life when 

the aspirations of youth no longer provide sufficient impetus and the 

world view which they support becomes liable to change. Dodsworth 

is dragged from his habitual milieu by his vociferously patriotic 

wife and deposited in Europe. It is here that he comes to realise 

how far his life in America has been ordered by the whims of society, 

how little his relationship with his wife really means and how far 

Americans overlook the subtler, more aesthetic pleasures. He finally 

asserts his personal desires over his social habits and attempts to 

bring to his country, in the form of the Sans Souci development scheme, 

something of the private and artistic values he has learned in Europe. 

Although Lewis appears to assume that this plan, as well as its under

lying motives, bear the stamp of Old World influence, there is some

thing distinctly American in the form of Dodsworth's 'cultural 

transplantation’ scheme, something strongly reminiscent of the ersatz 

houses around Hollywood so aptly described by West in The Day of the 

Locust. One might also suggest that to use a physical entity, in
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of mind of Europe, bespeaks the dependence of both author and

character on the public world

Dodsworth’s private world manages to survive and even to grow in the

heavy soil of Lewis's prose and, because he suffers personal crises

and undergoes alterations in his private vision, he is in no way an

archetype, but rather an anti-archetype

To define what Samuel Dodsworth was, at fifty, it is 
easiest to state what he was not. He was none of the 
things which most Europeans and many Americans expect in 
a leader of American industry. He was not a Babbitt, 
not a rotarian, not an Elk, not a deacon. ... While 
he was bored by free verse and cubism, he thought rather
well of Dreiser, Cabell, and so much of Proust as he had

R7rather laboriously mastered.

Perhaps one might say that he is a realist’s Christopher Newman

someone who has pitted a private resource against all the conformist

influences of his public world and who, coming to Europe, finds time

to allow that private resource develop. The same instinct which has

protected Sam from the shallower excesses of American society comes

to his aid in Europe, making him critical of the 'set' so beloved of

the bustle, the little snobberies, the cheap little titleshis wife

the cheap little patronage of 'art1H strike him as a negation of 

'the great life’. Because his vision is neither American nor mock 

European, he, like Newman, can encompass both ends of the social 

scale, liking 'low dives' filled with American journalists and 

genuinely admiring the artistic excellences of the Old World. This 

shows how far Lewis has moved from the publically orientated character 

If Dodsworth could be said to represent any particular set of 

'American' attitudes, then it is the sturdy independence of the



108

frontier, a tradition upon which he lays much stress in arguments.

This is, however, a personal credo, not the articulation of a received 

point of view. Lewis counters Sam's singularity by making his wife 

the mouthpiece of liberal, democratic sentiments and, at the same 

time, a class-conscious gold-digger whose ability to deflate her 

’sincere’ husband is a sad reflection on the priorities in American 

society.

The structure of this novel is not radically different from that of 

other novels by Lewis. Because the public world and all its 

concerns is present to a far greater degree than in The Reef and 

because the growth of Sam's private perceptions is not the focal 

centre of the book, Lewis is able to continue the dominant narrative 

voice and the over-long passages of dialogue. Indeed, he seems to 

experience some difficulty in portraying Sam's consciousness, resorting 

either to terms of nightmare, 'fog' and 'menacing waters' or to 

colours:

Kaleidoscope. Scarlet triangles and azure squares, 
crystalline zigzags and sullen black lines. Meaning
less beauty and distortions that were the essence of 
pain. Such were the travels of Samuel Dodsworth, 
those summer months.*^

The balance which is struck in this novel between public and private 

worlds, and the structure of the overall fictional reality, as 

incompatible. The growth of Sam's private world has to struggle for 

existence against the dominating voice of his wife and the many long, 

sociological discussions contrived around dinner tables. Whether 

Europe is better than America, whether travel is a good or a bad 

thing and whether Sam or Fran is to blame for the failure of their



1S9

marriage, all these issues can remain unresolved without negating the 

value of the book. This comes to rest in the resolution found by 

one man, by his satisfactory shaping of the public world in accor

dance with his own lights. That Sam, as the representative of the 

best in America, marries a woman who is the flower of European 

culture is less relevant than the fact that he, as an individual, 

should succeed in finding personal happiness.

In coming to this conclusion, one is in no way attempting to act as 

an apologist for Lewis. Such merit as the book has pales into 

insignificance when it is compared with James's treatment of a 

similar theme in The American. By restricting his novel to a single 

viewpoint and combining this with a subtle narration, James makes his 

implications far more telling and far better fused with the overall 

fictional reality than Lewis’s overly explicit narration and his 

extensive use of dialogue. Both Mrs. Wharton and Sinclair Lewis 

have been criticised in this chapter on the grounds that they set out 

with the intention of descrying the configurations of a real public 

world through the medium of satiric fiction, without either disso

ciating the narrative voice and outlook from that of the characters 

or suggesting that there may be a positive alternative to what the 

condemn. This is not to assume that what is missing from their 

novels is a paradigm of a better society, such as may be found in 

the works of the utopian novelists like Edward Bellamy. The 

criticism hinges upon the balance, or rather, the imbalance, which 

they create between public and private worlds. In making their 

characters merely the instruments of their satiric intention, they 

severly delimit the possibilities of response» in order to attack 

the public world, both authors portray it as an instrument of massed, 

conformist effect, never daring to allow their characters much in
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detract from the propagandist intention by showing that, even within

the individual

may survive and in some way impose his own perspective. This tendency

is perhaps best exemplified by the manner in which physical environ'

ment is handled

As was noted, no object is present in the works of Henry James save

where its presence is justified by the fact that it has in some way

impinged on the consciousness of a character. In other words, James

allows the perceptions of his characters to create their own environ'

ment. This is not the case in the works of Lewis and Mrs. Wharton

where the physical settings tend to become part of the narrative

Mrs. Leath is alone in re-structuring her familiar world by gazing

at it through the eyes of one in an unaccustomed position» both

Lily and Undine move through a world created, in minute detail, by

the narrator. Character and setting tend not to interact in any

meaningful way. It is assumed, for instance, that the splendours 

of Bellomont speak with the same voice to Lily, the other characters 

and to the reader. They are symbols of social status, selected by 

consensus and susceptible to no interpretation beyond the one imposed 

by society. Undine Spragg soon learns to 'crack' this code of 

things and surrounds herself with the symbols of the status to which 

she aspires. Even Newland Archer operates within the symbolic 

structure» in trying to analyse Ellen, he is aware of the objects 

with which she surrounds herself, although, at first, he cannot 

comprehend their meaning. His viewpoint is analagous to that of 

Mrs. Wharton in other works. Fully understanding the social 

hierarchy but aware that the trappings merely serve to cover individual
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inadequacies, he is cynical about the appropriateness and validity of 

the overt structure. Because his private vision is not strong enough 

to withstand the public necessities or to put them in a more acceptable 

context, he retreats into a world of fantasy. Thus, we remain 

unfamiliar with his private worldj the time scale in the book is 

elided so that we are presented with the 'fait accompli', the Newland 

for whom the idea of Ellen is more real than Ellen herself. This is 

a flaw in the structure of the overall fictional reality. Newland's 

vision, which plays so important a part in the novel, cannot be left 

to implication in the way that the vision of more socially bound 

characters can, nor is it satisfactorily portrayed by one brief 

mention of its retreat from the public world.

Sinclair Lewis, although dealing with a world far wider and less 

easily portrayed in terms of symbolic possessions, nevertheless uses 

a similar technique. Like Undine, Elmer is alive to the public 

interpretation of outward appearance and adroitly assumes the 

necessary garb. Carol Kenicott’s inability to fit in to Gopher 

Prairie rests largely on her refusal to see her environment in the 

agreed way and she demonstrates this refusal by using an alien set of 

symbols, dressing differently and buying her furniture from outwith 

the town. Babbitt is a special case. Lewis makes his vision 

concur with that of the public world in such a way that private 

paucity and public folly both stand revealed. Lewis is fortunate 

that the physical settings he describes are so outlandish, so garish 

and yet so 'real' that the description itself becomes an instrument 

of satire even before one takes into account the disparity between 

the gorgeous promise of the environment and the shallowness of its

occupants.
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characters whose existence outwith their social and economic back

grounds is inconceivable yet who appear in novels designed to condemn 

those very backgrounds, one can begin to appreciate the negative 

effect of this balance between public and private worlds. Characters 

reduced to mere puppets of their environments lack the saving private 

vision so admirably shown in the works of Henry James, as well as 

those of Saul Bellow and John Barth. Herzog, for example, although 

in recoil from the complex degradation of his public world, neverthe

less brings to the urban landscape through which he moves a vision 

which is far from negative, restructuring it in a manner as evoca

tive of his private world as it is of the public. When the public 

world is given a dominating role, unopposed by either character or 

narrator, there is a loss of dramatic tension detrimental to the 

effect of the overall fictional reality. The lack of modulation in 

the language, the monotonous satire, the ambivalence discernible in 

the attitude of author to material and the comprehensive negation 

can all be seen as results of this. Massed detail, no matter how 

'realistic' and meticulous, is not itself sufficient grist for the 

fictional mill, the end-product being social topography which, 

polished and witty though it may be, cannot survive comparison with 

works in which aesthetic considerations take precedence over the 

propagandist.

As we shall see in the following chapter, to attempt to describe a 

complete social microcosm through the medium of fiction and to give 

that description a latent nationwide significance is not an impossible 

task. F. Scott Fitzgerald did it successfully in The Great Gatsby.

By trying to let the public world, portrayed in terms of its objects
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and its mores, define their protagonists and by allowing these 

protagonists to passively accept such definition. Mrs. Wharton and 

Sinclair Lewis might be said to be striving towards an illusory sort 

of 'realism', the realism which fails to take into account the 

ability of the individual mind to impose its structure on the world.



appendix

The large-scale and implicitly condemnatory portrayal of society was 

not the exclusive preserve of Sinclair Lewis and Edith Wharton. In 

his trilogies, U.S.A. (1937) and The District of Columbia (1952),

John Dos Passos attempted a similar feat. Because he experimented 

with the form of the novel in an effort to make it commensurate with 

his purpose, these works merit brief mention. The introduction to 

U.S.A., the trilogy comprising The 42nd Parallel (1930), 1919 (1932) 

and The Big Honey (1936), makes plain the author’s desire to achieve 

a panoramic sweep of American society:

U.S.A. is the slice of a continent. U.S.A. is a group 
of holding companies, some aggregation of trade unions, 
a set of laws bound in calf, a radio network, a chain of 
moving picture theatres, a column of stock-quotations 
rubbed out and written by a Western Union boy on a black
board, a publiclibrary full of old newspapers and 
dogeared history books with protests scrawled in the 
margins in pencil. ... U.S.A. is a lot of men buried 
in their uniforms in Arlington Cemetery. U.S.A. is the 
letters at the end of the address when you are away from 
home. But mostly U.S.A. is the speech of the people.70

Dos Passos's awareness that the nation comprises myriad trivial details 

of places and events leads him to attempt to incorporate the whole 

tone and texture of American life through the medium of such details.

The fictional status of his work stems not only from the passages 

devoted to the lives of twelve central characters, nor from the semi- 

poetic ’Camera Eye’ reflections of the scenes of their lives, but also 

from the inescapable authorial bias in favour of the working man.

Just as Lewis tended to circumscribe his worlds to the middle class, 

so Dos Passos shows a Londonian fondness for the labouring classes.



His structural innovations may be briefly described as the juxtaposi

tion of written or spoken material from the actual, public world with

the life stories of characters whose experiences are typically those

of poor, immigrant workers, capitalists, etc. The social and

economic status of such characters is given more importance than their

private worlds and the extent to which their perceptions are shaped

by the ideas informing the slogans, songs, stump speeches, headlines

and newspaper stories is implied rather than stated, although the

latter usually have some bearing on what is happening to the charac

ters at any given point. For example, when Fainy McCleary’s uncle

acquires a printing press and prints ’Workers of the world unite

the following ’Newsreel’ section consists of speeches about the

inequalities of the system, the value of labour and a report on a

failed trip by a balloonist. Although the implied connections are

increasingly apparent, this use of written artefacts from the public

world in an attempt to re-create that world in an abstract and

impressionistic way is not a complete success. Too much is left to

the inductive powers of the reader in the absence of an authoritative

structuring voice. Drummers, charlatan evangelists, prostitutes

capitalists, labourers, Irish immigrants, Jews, Negroes, Polaks and 

other ethnic minorities pass before out eyes in rapid succession and, 

although we may recognise many of the ’types’ from our reading of 

Norris, Crane, Dreiser, London, James and Lewis, little is added to 

our understanding of them or of their situations. By selection and 

juxtaposition, Dos Passos strips the headlines, etc. of much of their 

original meaning and puts them into a context where they relate more 

closely to his overall fictional reality. But the structure of that 

reality fails as a whole. Dependent on disparate trivia, it contains 

neither a linear plot nor an authoritative, narrative voice to give



it coherence.

Thus, although neither Mrs. Wharton nor Lewis could be said to have 

succeeded in descrying the public world through the medium of more 

orthodox fiction, Dos Passos's attempt to alter the form of the novel 

in order to make it into a more fitting vehicle for his propagandist 

intention does not enjoy any greater success. Once more, the search 

for realism, coupled with an ideological bias and a propagandist 

intention, founders because it ignores the shaping sensibility. One 

must look to the works of William Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway to 

find the sort of realism which, by balancing public and private 

worlds in very different ways, creates an overall fictional reality 

commensurate with its implicit and explicit aims.
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F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1926) succeeds in portraying 

a social microcosm complete with hierarchies and status symbols and 

in suggesting that this microcosm is in some way flawed without resor

ting either to satire or propaganda. Throughout the novel, there is 

a tension between the interpretation which the public world puts on 

the actions and the background of Gatsby and the interpretation 

which the reader gradually arrives at, through the medium of a narra

tor who is capable of looking at the world around him in a critical 

and individual fashion.

And as the moon rose higher the inessential houses began 
to melt away until gradually I became aware of the old 
island here that flowered once for Dutch sailors' eyes - 
a fresh, green breast of the new world. Its vanished 
trees, the trees that had made way for Gatsby's house, 
had once pandered in whispers to the last and greatest 
of all human dreamsj for a transitory, enchanted moment 
man must have held his breath in the presence of this 
continent, compelled into an aesthetic contemplation he 
neither understood nor desired, face to face for the 
last time in history with something commensurate to 
his capacity for wonder.^

The above passage marks the narrator, Nick Carraway's final analysis 

of the mystery of Gatsby, an analysis couched,appropriately, in terms 

at once romantic and reminiscent of the mythological element in the 

American dream. As the 'inessential' houses fade away, so we can 

see that Carraway has at last come to dissociate Gatsby from the vast 

accretion of material objects with which he surrounded himself and 

which produced, in the narrator, a reaction distorted by prejudice 

against the rich. Gatsby finally stands revealed, to reader and 

narrator, as a man whose belief in 'the orgiastic future was a 

symptom of his naïveté. Self-created materially, he was 'true to



202

a conception of himself’ born of the fertile but ill-informed imagina

tion of a seventeen-year old, a conception full of romance and promise 

and free from the slicK, meaningless sophistications of the East Egg 

set. What Carraway comes to realise is that Gatsby did not relate 

to his material possessions in the same way as the rest. For him 

they were not ends in themselves but means to the romantic and sole 

end of his existence, the possession of Daisy Buchanan.

Having first seen Daisy as the epitome of all that he craved materially, 

Gatsby had come to elevate her out of her context to a level where 

she had become the ideal of his life. Owner of all the material 

appurtenances which had once shaped her image for him, he uses his 

desire for her as his raison d’etre, acquiring only in order to be 

commensurate with what he considers her standards, throwing huge 

parties in hopes that she might appear at one of them, and, finally, 

with all the acute self-consciousness of a seventeen-year old, 

arranging a meeting with her through the narrator. When she is at 

last in his house, he reveals the pathetic depths of his dream by 

piling shirt upon shirt before her, tributes to his ideal the potency 

and poignancy of which manage to communicate with even the far from 

ideal Daisy. Gatsby fails to see that his appeal to her resides in 

the vast, incredible efforts he has made to get her and to please her. 

Basically destructive and self-centred, she gives way only briefly 

to the mute argument of Gatsby's 'things’. She herself is too 

wealthy to be impressed by them as symbols of wealth, too shallow 

and ephemeral to appreciate that in accepting them she also accepts 

their underlying intention, that she should become a part of Gatsby's 

dream. The fleeting, sexual satisfaction which she offers is no 

fitting recompense for a lifetime devoted to constructing a mater



world capable of containing that dream

The Great Gatsby is no less an attempt to encompass a large-scale

vision of a society than The House of Mirth or Babbitt and, indeed

in East and West Egg respectively we can discern the seeds of Mrs

Wharton’s long-established New York society and Lewis’s aspiring

middle-class. Fitzgerald’s approach, however, differs radically

from that of the other two. Where they rely on a didactic and

satiric narrative voice to givB coherence to the structure of the

overall fictional reality, he introduces the figure of a narrator

whose private perceptions are sufficiently detached from the central

action to be of value to the reader, yet who is involved in the public

world to an extent that makes it necessary to treat his observations

with circumspection. Although sharing Fitzgerald's contempt for

those who abuse their wealth and its consequent privileges, Nick

Carraway is not merely the author’s stand-in. He is a fully develo

ped character whose possessions, house and background are as eloquent 

of his private world as those of the other characters. They fit 

neatly into that meticulously constructed pattern of symbols which is 

but one example of the aesthetic care at work in the book. Carraway 

comes from the middle West, from a family whose stable position in 

that society is evinced by the fact that their house is always refer

red to as 'the Carraway house', but, through his experiences at Yale, 

he has earned the right to regard himself as a part of the Eastern

public world

At first, he regards Gatsby as ’the proprietor of the elaborate road 

house next doori an attitude in tune with his adopted public world. 

His house, significantly a rented one, stands beyond that of Gatsby,
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one step nearer to that of the Buchanans, those ’two old friends whom 

I scarcely Knew at all' yet whose outlook he endorses. It is at their 

house that he first hears, in a suspensful and semi-legendary way, 

which reflects the attitude of a society intent on finding and 

creating drama, about his nearest neighbour, Gatsby. Only gradually 

does he become critical of the Buchanansj his early impression of 

Tom, reminiscent, in its emphasis on power-packed muscles straining 

at their covering garments, of the comic-book hero, is replaced by 

the recognition that the mock-colonial mansion is an empty symbol, with 

no bearing whatsoever on the simple, moral codes so much a part of 

the original. Western way of life. Tom Buchanan's interest in ideas 

is no more than a socially acceptable substitute for real thought:

They were careless people, Tom and Daisy - they smashed up 
things and creatures and then retreated back into their 
money or their vast carelessness, or whatever it was 
that kept them together and let other people clean up the 
mess they had made ...

By this stage, however, Carraway's vision has expanded and he no 

longer looks on the world as being made up only of 'the pursued, the 

pursuing, the busy and the tired1. Tom, like Babbitt, seems absolved 

from all direct responsibility, ’like a child' because he has not the 

personal resources to counter the dictates of the public world.

Towards Daisy, Carraway is less forgiving, partly as the result of 

his feeling for Gatsby’s dream, but mostly because, from the outset, 

he saw that she had substituted the appearance of feeling for feeling

itself:



The instant her voice broke off, ceasing to compel my 
attention, my belief, I felt the basic insincerity of 
what she had said. It made me uneasy, as though the 
whole evening had been a trick of some sort to exact a 
contributory emotion from me. I waited, and sure 
enough, in a moment she looked at me with an absolute 
smirk on her lovely face, as if she had asserted her 
membership in a rather distinguished secret society 
to which she and Tom belonged.^

Daisy's marked preference for white is, in the light of this, a 

perversion of its traditional associations, a sign not of virginal 

purity but of covert, self-enrapt corruption. Gatsby, so adroit 

in deploying the symbolic language of the public world to his own ends 

is, nevertheless, guilty of too literal and too naïve a translation.

As he adopts the symbols of success with a lavishness verging on the 

incredible, and so all but defeats his desire to impress the public 

world in a certain way, so he assumes that Daisy's outward show is 

an accurate reflection of her state of mind.

The disparity between appearance and reality is exploited in a far 

more varied and subtle way by Fitzgerald than by Lewis. The society 

which is being portrayed is, in every aspect, more fantastic than 

real, a public dream created and supported by money, defying the 

logic of existence which lies in the pursuit of success or the 

struggle after any ideal by being an end in itself. Gatsby's 

parties at which no-one knows the host, save in his semi-legendary 

capacity, at which waves of people sweep on the wings of alcoholic 

fantasy across a lawn rendered unreal by the 'blue' moonlight, at 

which individuals have but the faintest notion of each other’s 

identity, to which people come uninvited and depart unrecognised, 

having explored the private recesses of their unknown host s house 

and having added one more fantastic lie to the lore which surrounds



him, these parties are the epitome of this dream world for all the 

participants save Gatsby himself. The latter is unique in this 

world, 'material without being real', for he merely feeds the public 

fantasy in pursuit of a private one. His fantasy has reality as its 

ultimate aim and so is, as Carraway comes to appreciate, redolent of 

older, simpler human longings, more worthwhile, in spite of its 

achievement by similar means, than the volitionless public dream.

If personality is an unbroken series of successful 
gestures, then there was something gorgeous about him, 
some heightened sensitivity to the promises of life ... . 
... it was an extraordinary gift of hope, a romantic 
readiness such as I have never found in any other 
person .... No - Gatsby turned out all right in the 
endj it is what preyed on Gatsby, what foul dust 
floated in the wake of his dreams that temporarily 
closed out my interest in the abortive sorrows and 
short-winded elations of men.^

The transitory, irrational public world enables Gatsby to 'create' 

himself, according to his 'platonic conception' and, indeed, the 

mythic, Horatio Alger quality is part of his success. His elaborate 

mode of speech, traceable with most of the other facets of his 

character to literary or Hollywood sources, abates only when he 

wishes to express his deepest feelings. His relationship with Daisy, 

he says, was 'Just personal’ and her voice is 'full of money'. Both 

phrases point to a private world beyond the comprehension of even 

Carraway, one which remains vague in spite of all the narrator’s 

interpretative efforts. "Gatsby believed in the orgiastic future”' 

is a suitably inscrutable summation, suggesting a mixture of sexual 

desire, excess and romanticism.

The complex organisation of the book’s chronology heightens the 

dream-like effect of the whole and, at the same time, presents
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considerable analytic problems. Carraway gives us his early and his 

mature vision of events simultaneously, at times letting the latter 

so confuse the time-scale that he has to make corrections. It is by 

balancing these two visions that the reader approximates the truth of 

events, appreciating as he does so Fitzgerald's skill in portraying 

an account full of subjective judgements and emotional involvements 

as well as rationalisations imposed in hindsight. Carraway has, in 

a way, made Gatsby into a myth of his own, feeling that he is 

particularly qualified to recount the story because, at the time of 

Gatsby’s death 'no one else was interested’ with "that intense
g

personal interest to which everyone has some vague right at the end". 

His susceptibility to the visual stimulii of his physical environment, 

tinged as it is with an ironic awareness, makes him an ideal medium 

for social criticism.

Over the great bridge, with the sunlight through the 
girders making a constant flicker upon the moving 
cars, with the city rising in white heaps and sugar 
lumps all built with a wish out of non-olfactory money.
The city seen from the Queensboro bridge is always the 
city seen for the first time, in its first wild promise 
of all the mystery and beauty in the world.'7

This cityscape, unlike the one at the outset of Babbitt, brings with 

it no danger of confused points of view. Carraway has the yearning 

of the parochial mind towards the city, seeing it full of promise 

and adventure, yet finding that, in actuality, he may only observe, 

not participate, "At the enchanted metropolitan twilight I felt a 

haunting loneliness sometimes, and felt it in others ... wasting the 

most poignant moments of night and life”.0 When he does enter the 

city in company with either Gatsby or Tom, caught up in their pursuit 

of pleasure or money, he becomes aware that it is an uncomfortable.



corrupt place and that its outward promise is but one more facet of

the discrepancy between appearance and reality. The tight structuring

of the novel is such that the whitness, mentioned in the quote above

and elsewhere in association with the city, is implicitly linked with

the whiteness surrounding Daisy. In both cases it is a cover for

corruption. In the above, the city is seen from the depths of

Gatsby's car and, as Carraway remarks, "with fenders spread like
g

wings we scattered light through half Astoria ...", we again note 

his tendency to view Gatsby through the distorting lenses of myth.

Vision and myth are inextricably interwoven throughout the book. The 

eyes of Dr. T. J. Eckleberg, starting out across a wasteland of ashes 

from the remains of an outdated advertisement, are susceptible to 

many interpretations. When the distraught Wilson envisages them as 

the eyes of God, he makes an unwitting but vital connection between 

the material and the spiritual. The old myths of East and West are 

given some credence by the narrator and it is no accident that the 

traditional home of moral worth, the West, is connected to the symbol 

of corruption, the city, by a wasteland dominated by the ancient emblem 

of deity in the form of a tattered and irrelevant advertisement.

After Gatsby's death, Carraway finds that "the East was haunted for 

me ... beyond my eyes power of correction" and the owl-eyed man in 

Gatsby's library, impressed that his books are genuine, remarks,

"What realism”,11 neatly underlining the importance of appearance and 

the limited expectations of a public world in which the approximation 

to reality need not be carried very far. Carraway, in noting the 

grotesque and meaningful juxtapositions of physical objects, prefigures 

the narrators of Barth and Bellow, who register the malaise in thBir 

societies by observing irregular or irrational combinations of 'things’.
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The Negroes and the funeral procession remarked by Carraway as signs 

that 'anything can happen’ once they have crossed into the city are of 

the same order as the copulating dogs seen outside the undertaking 

establishment by the narrator of The Floating Opera. The private 

world alive to such incongruous juxtapositions and the public world 

which produces them combine to comment on the nature of 'reality'.

Saul Bellow uses just this sort of public/private world conjunction 

as the basic element in structuring the overall fictional reality 

of Mr. Sammler’s Planet. In the context of The Great Gatsby, the 

conjunction serves to underline that the fantastic and the improbable 

are not the prerogative of East and West Egg but also dwell in the 

city.

Carraway’s vision and experience lead him to give credence to the

that the East is corrupt and the West sanctified, although he is

aware that, in the case of East and West Egg. the notion is discredited

and the differences between the two more apparent than real.

based on mindless materialism. Dining at Daisy s, he tries

her back from the brittle sophistication she affects and

her of her cultural heritage by saying, "Can t you talk abo P

or something?".12 The remark is seized by Tom as the excuse for a

discourse on the disintegration of civilisation. Daisy is pp

by West Egg only because it is less polished than the East and

it-n-e raw vigour thatmindless social aspirations are more apparent, 

chafed under the old euphemisms and ... the too obtrusive fate 

herded its inhabitants along a short-cut from nothing to nothing 

Ultimately, Carraway refuses to generalise these observations 

explains the story away in terms of Western innocence being 

to cope with Eastern corruption:
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That's my Middle West - . I am a part of that, a
little solemn with the feeling of those long winters, a 
little complacent from growing up in the Carraway house 
in a city where dwellings are still called through 
decades by a family’s name. I see now that this has 
been the story of the West, after all - Tom, Gatsby, 
Daisy and Jordan and I, were all Westerners, and perhaps 
we possessed some deficiency in common which made us 
subtly unadaptable to Eastern life.14

One cannot help feeling that Carraway is, like Gatsby, placing total 

reliance on an ideal, seeking justification in a romantic illusion.

As Gatsby's illegal practices and his immoral background are excused 

on the grounds that they occurred in the pursuit of a private ideal 

which, in its individuality, deserves a place with the earliest dreams 

of men in America, so the conduct of the others is excused through a 

more public myth. Whether Fitzgerald endorses Carraway's mythic 

bent or not remains obscure. Eastern society has been debunked, in 

its mindless materialism and its heartless perpetration of public 

fantasy. The personal ideal has proved incapable of survival and, 

unless Fitzgerald agrees with his narrator that the West is the sole 

surviving hope, then we have a picture as negative as any found in 

Lewis or Mrs. Wharton. In this case, however, ambivalence in 

ultimate intention is less crucial, for Fitzgerald has, in the 

manner of James, explored a social microcosm through the eyes of one 

character and has not set out to drive his readers to any single 

conclusion. The society which swirls about Gatsby is far from 

admirable but, such is the balance which is struck in this superbly 

structured novel between public and private worlds, that the reader 

can understand and appreciate without feeling it necessary to probe 

the attitude of the unobtrusive author. The Great Gatsby stands as 

Proof that it is possible to faithfully recreate a social microcosm 

within a fictional context, without either giving the public world a 

dominating position or compromising more artistic considerat

mmmm
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In the novels so far discussed, the role of the public world has, like 

that of the private world, varied according to the preoccupations of 

the author. Even the Naturalists, who actively strove to replicate 

a real 'public' world within the context of their fictions, could not 

avoid selective and descriptive procedures which marked the worlds 

they portrayed with the indelible stamp of individual predilection 

and ultimate intention. Mrs Wharton’s desire to indict the society 

of which she wrote led her to stress its limiting, dictatorial 

aspects and to create a world so rarified and exclusive that it 

resisted her attempt to relate it to other, more mundane public 

worlds. The attempt merely resulted in serious damage being done 

to the structure of the overall fictional reality. Sinclair Lewis, 

as we have seen, moulded the institutions of the extant world into 

shapes complimentary to his broad, satiric purpose, whilst Henry 

James rendered objective social reality irrelevant by exalting the 

subjective vision. Thus, it has so far been assumed that the public 

world of any novel is as much the creation of its author as any other 

aspect, the degree to which it is modelled upon existing social 

microcosms being subject to the finished shape of the overall 

fictional reality and to the discretion of the author.

It may, therefore, seem scarcely defensible to discuss a group of 

novels linked neither by their common authorship, nor by similarities 

in the approaches of their writers to the structuring of the overall 

fictional reality, but merely by a coincidence of setting. This 

setting i3) however, quite unique. Where other public worlds tend, 

in a limited and amateurish fashion, to mythologise themselves and 

their inhabitants, Hollywood does it with professional dedication



and zeal and on an unequalled scale. Because its major industry is 

in part the perpetuation of the myths underlying American life, 

playing seemingly endless variations on the theme of the frontier 

in Westerns, or encapsulating the moral worth of the small town in 

reel after reel of celluloid, or continuing to suggest that the 

Horatio Alger story has still some chance of coming true, it is, 

inevitably, itself a species of myth-maker. But the Hollywood myth 

does not emerge from any actual experience transformed by history 

and verbal tradition into a socially salient tale. It is the by

product of the creative vulgarity of the film industry, based on 

the re-enactment or the imitation of 'real' experience. In a sense, 

Hollywood is a public world already replete in fiction. Fiction lies 

at the root of its major industry and that industry is, in turn, 

surrounded by fictions) the studios commemorate the Horatio Alger 

myth in celluloid and are, potentially, places where Algeresque 

success is possible. Hollywood is tripartite) it is a district of 

Los Angeles, it is the studios, with the sets representing in one- 

dimension many important locations in the history of man and the 

actors striving to reproduce the emotions attendant upon long-dead 

events, and it is the place of pilgrimage for those aspiring to fame 

and those who wish to be near the myth-makers. This chapter is 

devoted to analysing how authors as widely divergent in their 

approaches to the structuring of fictional reality as Nathanael West,

F Scott Fitzgerald, Gore Vidal and Norman Mailer deal with this 

Public world. Does the fact that the public world is already fiction

alised influence them in any way, making their Hollywood novels bear 

a greater resemblance to each other than one might reasonably expect 

from one's reading of their other works? What aspects of the public 

w°rld are given particular salience in each novel? How do these auth
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deal with the mythologising bent of the public world, do they explode

or perpetuate the myths?

One may say at the outset that there are certain striking similarities 

between the novels. Types of character tend to recur, the descriptions 

of the background all emphasise the lack of 'native' architecture and 

the the agglomeration of styles of building, the roles of actor and 

audience are explored, as are the distinctions between appearance and 

reality, the central private worlds have much in common and the 

structuring of the overall fictional reality is, in every case, complex 

by comparison with the simplified structures underlying cinematic 

works of art. Whilst the first four similarities may be simply 

explained by the coincidence of setting, the last two suggest that 

the setting itself imposes certain demands upon the author who wishes 

to encompass it within his fictional reality. Just as Hollywood, in 

translating some American myth into celluloid, alters the nature of 

that myth, so the author, in translating the Hollywood myth into his 

species of fiction, may alter the nature of that fiction. Do novels 

as widely separated in time as The Day of the Locust (1939), What Makes 

Sammy Run? (1941), Myra Breckinridge (1968), Marilyn (1974) and Myron (1975), 

together with the unfinished The Last Tycoon (1940), bear an inordinate 

resemblance to each other? It will be proposed, in the course of this 

chapter, that the tripartite world of Hollywood does delimit the choices 

open to the author who writes about it. The complexities and subtleties 

which lie beneath its apparently simple fapade are themselves 

increasingly commonplace. The ironies which these authors discern 

in HoliyWootj somehow fade into insignificance when one finds that, in 

l97s, Hollywood has the gall (or is it the ingenuousness?) to make

US-Pay of the inrimt. that sophisticated and devastating condemnation



of all that it stands for, into a film. Even, it seems, in its

death-throes, this actual public world is capable of withstanding 

novelistic assault. Indeed, it turns the very assault into yet

another means of re-affirming its own mythic status

This does not imply, however, that The Day of the Locust [1939) has

lost any of its original force. The earliest of the books discussed

here, it is also the most profound in its analysis of the curious

nature of the public world. Like the other central characters. Tod

Hackett exists on the edge of the Hollywood stage, viewing it through

eyes accustomed to visual art in the form of paintings and therefore

well-suited to underline its failings in this direction. This

sensitivity is coupled with a certain stoical streak, an ability

to record without comment the curious juxtapositions of objects in

the public world

He pushed his way through a tangle of briars, old 
flats, and iron junk, skirting the skeleton of a 
Zepplin, a bamboo stockade, an adobe fort, the 
wooden horse of Troy, a flight of baroque palace 
stairs that started in a bed of weeds and ended 
against the branches of an oak, part of the 
Fourteenth Street elevated station, a Dutch 
windmill, the bones of a dinosaur, the upper half 
of the Merrimac, a corner of a Mayan temple, 
until he finally reached the road.l

That Tod, in the course of this 'picaresque' adventure, appears to 

look on these objects as no more than obstructive relics does not 

Prevent the reader from appreciating the irony inherent in such an 

agglomeration of literary, historical and anthropological motifs.

Such things are not only lumped together in the junkyards of backlots 

but within the functioning nart of the studio itself, their proximity
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or to fully comprehend the original significance of, the objects being

replicated. As Monroe Stahr says, "Our condition is that we have to

take people’s own favourite folk-lore and dress it up and give it
2

back to them. Anything beyond that is sugar". Hackett’s journey 

through the discarded sets implies that Hollywood has translated all 

these places, and no doubt the events which took place in them, into 

one-dimensional artefacts, which once treated in this way are then 

discarded.

Whilst the sets are significant in terms of Hollywood's relationship to 

the myth and moments of history, they are also significant in themselves. 

As artefacts, they exercise an influence on the characters. Cecilia 

Brady looks on them as "the torn picture books of childhood, like

fragments of stories dancing in an open fire. ...and at night of
3

course in an enchanted and distorted way, it all comes true”. In 

What Makes Sammy Run?, two characters walk past a New York street, 

through a Latin Quarter in Paris to arrive at a South Sea island, "We

both lay back and laughed in the sun, not so much at what we were
4

saying but at the idea of being on a desert island together”. It 

takes Myra Breckenridge to ignore the effect which the sets were 

intended to produce. The old sets for her are not eloquent of 

anything other than the films in which they were used, for it is her 

role to make a myth of myth-making. Such apparatus of myth as the 

Café de Paris ic significant for her only because it had once acted 

as a backdrop to some star or other. The pretence takes precedence 

over the original actuality.

the sets contradict the logic of time and place, then this is quite 

reasonable. Their function is, after all, to lend credence to fantasy.



But when, inevitably, the fantasising within the studio walls spreads 

to the surrounding area, then the implications of the physical settings 

become more sinister. Where, in other works and other settings, the 

physical environment is a constant factor, its cultural, historical 

and personal roots giving it a stability which can survive the varied, 

subjective responses of the characters [and which, indeed, may serve 

to focus and re-direct these responses), the physical environment of 

Hollywood, the Los Angeles suburb, is distinctly unstable, largely a 

pretence of 'plaster and lath'. Babbitt's satisfaction in the 

appearance of his backyard derived from the fact that it conformed 

to the standards set by Zenith society and therefore confirmed his 

place in that society. No such comprehensible and coherent pattern 

underlies the physical world of Hollywood. In all the books, the 

cavalier fashion in which modes and styles of architecture are seized 

upon and mixed is emphasised, although it is to West that one must 

turn for the most profound comment on the phenomenon:

But not even the soft wash of dusk could help the houses.
Only dynamite would be of any use against Mexican ranch 
houses, Samoan huts, Mediterranean villas, Egyptian and 
Japanese temples, Swiss chalets, Tudor cottages, and 
every possible combination of these styles that lined 
the slopes of the canyon.

When he noticed they were all of plaster, lathe and paper, 
he was charitable and blamed their shape on the materials 
used. Steel, stone, and brick curb a builder's fancy a 
little, ...but plaster and paper know no law, not even 
that of gravity.5

Noting that the imitative drive has not stopped short at the dwelling 

Places of other cultures but has extended even to their places of 

worship, in a manner so typically lacking discrimination, thereader 

finds that Tod, as usual, is moved to respond with profound aestheticism, 

"it is hard to laugh at the need for beauty and romance, no matter how
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tasteless, even horrible, the results of that need are. But it is 

easy to sigh. Few things are sadder than the truly monstrous".6

Others are less objective and academic. Those who have to live in such 

places, who come to California in search of some new life or even 

identity, are profoundly affected by the singular lack of definable, 

cultural ties in their three-dimensional ’sets’. The timid, ill- 

socialised Homer, living in the mock Irish-cum-Spanish house with 

its two identical rooms, its mixture of paper, plastic and real 

plants, its tenuous hold on the farthest edge of the canyon and its 

excessive proximity to the slope behind, is a pathetic figure. Caught 

in this nightmare of a developer's whimsy, relying on a lizard for 

company, unable to express emotion save through the jerky convolutions 

of his hands and too afraid to seek release in the shape of sleep, 

he is physically typical of those who West sees as having come to 

California to die and mentally typical of those who bring their 

stunted private worlds to Hollywood in seach of some alter ego. Thus, 

his house is a stage whose props give no clue as to the appropriate 

role. Homer does not know whether he is Hamlet or Falstaff.

Sammy Glick lives in an equally mixed mansion. But, in this case, it 

is in a way appropriate, reflecting his chequered career and being 

the variegated symbol of his ultimate success:

The house itself was of baronial proportions, an 
interesting example of the conglomerate style that 
was Just beginning to disappear in Hollywood, a kind 
of Persian-Spanish-Baroque-Norman, with some of the 
architect's own ideas thrown in to give it variety.
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Of course, stylistically alien architecture is not the prerogative of 

Hollywood; Tom Buchan's house, in The Great Gatsby, is mock-homestead 

and Dodsworth's Sans Souci development is intended to be European in 

design. But in both these cases, there is a certain, albeit obtuse, 

relationship between the chosen style and the private world of the 

character. Only in Hollywood does one find such extreme and illogical 

mixtures of modes, which bear no conceivable relation to the inhabitants 

but which, once more, show how the 'factory of fantasy’ is none too 

scrupulous nor too cerebral in its appropriation of artefacts which 

were once meaningful. Hence, the author writing of Hollywood cannot 

use the physical environment to complement the mood or highlight 

facets of the private world contained by it, for that environment 

owes more to the script-writers of the studios than to the cultural 

Identities of the inhabitants. Only Myra is quite at home in her 

pseudo-Chateau Marmont, for to her the admixture of inappropriate 

styles ̂ s the native, culturally meaningful one. For those who seek 

to find a more mundane 'reality', it is not.

To accommodate this singularly intractable public world within the 

context of their fictions, novelists resort to a variety of techniques, 

all dependent upon private worlds which are qualified by their 

eccentricity to comment on the whole, or at least to put it into a 

different perspective from that which the actual public world purveys. 

Thus, Myra Breckinridge, and, one might suggest, Norman Mailer, ride 

roughshod over reality, borne aloft on the wings of fantasies more 

outrageous and extreme than any ever dreamt of in the annals of 

Hollywood, seizing upon myth, magic and sheer weight of words in what 

18 an open attack on the reader and his traditional views. Although 

lacking their ego-centric force. Tod Hackett has a vision whose 

sensitivity to the 'intrinsic worth' of objects, coupled with his
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stoicism, makes him an apt commentator on a scene which he places in 

the category of visual experience. From the unfinished The Last Tycoon 

one has the impression that Cecilia Brady was intended to fulfil a role 

akin to that of Nick Carraway in The Great Gatsby; she is involved but 

not submerged in the life of the studios and her prejudices are made 

known to us so that we may allow for them when attempting to assess her 

worth as a commentator. The satiric intention of What Makes Sammy Run? 

is clear in the Horatio Alger proportions of Sammy Glick. However, A1 

Manheim’s love/hate relationship with both Sammy and Hollywood do not 

qualify him as a valuable sensibility. As Nailer and Vidal show, in 

order to make an impression on this resilient topic, it is necessary to 

push the bounds of credibility far beyond their reasonable limits.

If, so that they may make valid comments upon the public world, the 

central characters in the novels have eccentric private worlds, the 

majority of other characters fall into readily definable categories. 

Lacking strong private resources, they are eager to conform to the 

dictates of a public world whose chaotic physical aspect belies its 

powerful, conformist influence. Hollywood has the advantage of 

inhabitants who are there not through any accident of birth but by 

active choice, who have severed their cultural ties and are willing to 

adopt the colourations of their chosen milieu. The same could, of 

course, be said of those characters whom one encounters in novels 

dealing with the campus. But there is one important difference.

Hollywood, the social set-up surrounding the film-making and film

makers, is a world singularly concerned with surfaces, with such 

Histrionic externals as dress, gesture and intonation. Its conformist 

demands are far more minute and exacting than those imposed by the 

campusj it is ready to criticise not only the failure to conform but 

the quality of the overt performance suggesting that conformity. Such



externals become clues not to the private worlds of the characters but 

evidence of the roles to which they aspire.

It was all nonsense. She mixed badly understood advice 
from the trade papers with other bits cut out of the 
fan magazines and compared them with the legends that 
surrounded the activities of the screen stars and 
executives. Without noticeable transition, possibilities 
became probabilities and wound up as inevitabilities. 
...all her questions were rhetorical and the stream of 
words rippled on without a break.

None of them heard her. They were all too busy watching 
her smile, laugh, shiver, whisper, grow indignant, cross 
and uncross her legs. The strange thing about her 
gestures and expressions were that they didn’t really 
illustrate what she was saying.8

Were one able to distinguish what, in Norman Mailer’s Marilyn, is fact 

and what fiction, based on some cliche recollected by the author, then 

one might be tempted to remark that this description of Faye Greener's 

performance could, with equal veracity, be applied to some of Miss 

Monroe’s. However, this is not possible, as the distinction is so 

blurred. What the passage does stress are the repercussions of concern 

with surface alone. Gesture becomes divorced from meaning until it, 

like the one-dimensional flat, is accepted as a sufficient indication 

of the desired illusion. The underlying private world is irrelevant, 

a mere support for the facade, antipathetic to the illusion and 

therefore best left unexplored.

Faye Greener, the 'actress' in the above, is an aspiring starlet and 

as such is not expected to possess great psychological depths. 

Nathanael West accepts the tradition, but makes this inadequacy 

aPPalling. With a beauty which is "structural, not a quality of mind 

or heart”,9 Faye is incapable of feeling genuine emotion, even when 

watching the corpse of her father being 'wheeled out' for exhibition



in the funeral parlour. Prior to his death. Greener himself had reached

the stage where he could not distinguish real pain from the pretence 

of pain, wondering, as he suffers a heart-attack, whether he is acting 

sick or not, "Suddenly, like a mechanical toy that had been overwound.

he began to spin through his entire repertoire. The effort was

purely muscular, like the dance of a paralytic This theme

of meaningless gesture is most extensively explored in The Day of the 

Locust. It takes various shapes, from the baby who sings sexy songs

with appropriate gesture and intonation’, through Faye and her father

to the young drag artiste whose gestures matronly, tender and

aborted’, are a species of double-bluff, "what he was doing was in

no sense a parody; it was too simple and too restrained

Norman Mailer goes some way towards defining the phenomenon in Marilyn 

For an actor lives with the lie as if it were truth. A false truth

can offer more reality than the truth that was altered”. H e  intends 

this to be taken as the excuse for Monroe's lurid and inaccurate

accounts of her childhood, envisaging her as living "in the continuing 

condition of the half-lie, which she imposed on everyone as absolute
T O

truth". Had Marilyn Monroe followed a more professional script, 

rather than one of her own devising, then perhaps Mr Mailer would have 

had no need to indulge in such nice speculations but could have 

accepted the illusion for reality. Myra Breckinridge is more subtle. 

Excessively alive to her own gestures and intonations, modulating 

them in imitations of the best screen simulations of whatever emotion 

seems appropriate, she has reached the point where she may inadvertently 

slip into such imitations, "I realised too late I was playing Gail 

Patrick and would have to continue flashing brilliant smiles for the 

remainder of the two-scene since I seldom abandon a role once I have 

embarked upon it".14 The semi-stars in The Last Tycoon play at being



Hemingway characters, "the only way to Keep their self-respect", 5 

and Cecilia Brady unwittingly exposes how far Hollywood forces even 

the non-actor to falsify his attitudes when she remarks, "I knew what 

you were supposed to feel about it (Hollywood) but I was obstinately 

unhorrified".16

Thus, the public world actively encourages the empty display of emotion, 

allowing characters who are deficient in their private resources to 

seek succour in psychologically simplified roles, substituting gesture 

and intonation for emotion, accepting simulations as adequate and so 

rendering the private world, the actual personality, null and void.

Overt behaviour is not a clue to the underlying private reality so 

much as the signal to the public world, in the code determined by 

that world, of the reality to which the character aspires. Unlike 

other public worlds discussed, Hollywood's codes are rooted less in 

moral or social grounds than in histrionics. Characters who choose to 

use this code appear in almost every novel in recognisable shapes; there 

is no allowance made for 'character parts' in which the individual may 

assert his own subjective interpretations and, indeed, characters who 

adopt the simplified roles do so largely because they are deficient in 

the ability to make such interpretations. What Cecilia Brady says of

Stahr’s idea for a film is also true of such characters, "What gave
.. „ 17
the play its importance was entirely the situation... •

Even entrepreneurs, such as Sammy Glick. Brady and Buck Loner, have to 

concede to the public world as far as behaviour is concerned and act 

in stereotyped ways. Shrewd, glib and not over-scrupulous, they are 

al* guilty of fulfilling what Norman Mailer calls 'the producer-laying 

starlet syndrome', "Of course, sex dies hard in the sultan, and Hollywood
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was built on the contemptuous principle that if an actor is nothing

18
but a mouth, what could an actress be?" The public world's 

expectations are a species of self-fulfilling prophecy, for where 

the distinction between fact and fiction is blurred, what happens in 

fact and what happens according to gossip becomes indistinguishable. 

Only the screen writers are credited with any resistance to the 

pressures, given an honourable place in the microcosm because of their 

imaginative, creative vision. One must also remember that Fitzgerald, 

West and Schulberg were all, at one time, screen writers themselves 

and that Vidal sold the film rights of Myra Breckinridge.

There is a close parallel between the manner in which the various 

styles of architecture in the surrounding area reflect the sets and 

the way in which the clothes of the inhabitants imitate the costumes 

of the actors:

A great many of the people wore sports clothes which 
were not really sports clothes. Their sweaters. Knickers, 
slacks, blue-flannel jackets with brass buttons were all 
fancy dress.19

The limited attempt to create fantasy within the walls of the studios 

again spills over into the 'real' world where, divorced from all 

rationale, it spreads illogic and rootlessness. If the variety of 

costume in the streets is less striking in 1975 than it was when West 

wrote in 1939, it is, nevertheless, a phenomenon which even Myra 

finds worthy of a pseudo-intellectual comment:

The costumes that the young men now wear as they act 
their simple-minded roles, hopefully construe ng a 
world in order to avoid confronting the fact that 
man in a society of machines is to be expendab e, a 
auxiliary to what is useful and hard.



These costumed characters are as much a part of the background as any 

building and they are remarked by the authors in the same way. One

begins to wonder, as such details recur from novel to novel, whether

the author writing of Hollywood is not forced into adopting a sort of

realism', becoming passive and even voyeuristic in face of a public

world which is already so replete in trivial fictions

Both West and Fitzgerald give us descriptions of the costumed extras

thronging the paths of the studio, effectively emphasising the illogical

nature of this 'real' spectacle by rendering it up to us without

contextual modification. The problem of holding fast to one’s sense

of what is actuality is brought home to us by Prince Agge’s reactions

to 'Lincoln' in The Last Tycoon

Then he saw Abraham Lincoln and his whole feeling suddenly 
changed. ...He had been told Lincoln was a great man whom 
he should admire, and he hated him instead, because he was 
forced upon him. But now seeing him sitting here, his legs 
crossed, his kindly face fixed on a forty-cent dinner, ... 
now Prince Agge, who was in America at last, stared as a 
tourist at the mummy of Lenin in the Kremlin. This, then, 
was Lincoln.

The passage is crucial to our understanding of the ability of Hollywood 

to confuse not merely poor visiting Princes but everyone else as to 

the facts of history. That Agge's life-long dislike of the figure 

should be suddenly altered in this way is eloquent of the power 

exercised over the intellect as well as the imagination. Hollywood 

can change not only the facts of history Con which, if one is to judge 

by the comments of Cecilia and her companions on the steps of Jackson’s 

house, it has but the most rudimentary and tenuous of grasps), it can 

also alter the reactions of other nations to that history. That the 

actor should be put on a par with the mummy of Lenin once more evokes



the elusive nature of reality in the Hollywood setting; indeed, this 

'living and breathing' Lincoln has an even greater power over the 

imagination of the Prince than any mummy. Having 'life', it has 

also the potential to alter history as apprehended by the imagination 

and need not rely on fact. It is, therefore, perfectly possible that 

the Hollywood interpretation of history may, as here, take precedence 

over the less 'real' but more realistic interpretation offered by 

documentary sources. Agge is clearly unaware of the commonplace 

'forty-cent dinner’; his vision of American society predisposes him 

to view it from a historical perspective, and the studios are all too 

ready to encourage and distort that view.

Thus, we have, as a fairly constant factor in all the novels the 

environment which surrounds the studios, with its 'conglomerate', 

culturally alien styles of architecture and its characters with their 

modes of fancy dress, the studios with their incredible, illogical 

juxtapositions of people and places from all conceivable ages and 

lands, the false facades adopted by the majority of characters and 

the pressures which the public world puts upon its inhabitants to 

behave in certain ways. Such natural, physical features as the hills 

and the Pacific Ocean tend to be taken over as props in the creation 

°f the illusion. Myra speaks of the ocean as if it were a hypnotic 

drug, dulling the senses and the ability to discriminate, and the 

hills, in The Day of the Locust, are all but smothered by the houses. 

In The Last Tycoon. Stahr takes his girlfriend to the ocean to enjoy 

a love scene which, although it may be more suggestive of Fellini than 

of Griffith, is nevertheless theatrical. The public world strips 

objects and places of their 'intrinsic worth' and its lack of what 

William Gass calls 'esthetic purpose’22 is everywhere apparent.



Because, however, the public world is concerned only with surface 

appearance, this does not mean that the author writing of Hollywood 

need be similarly restricted. If all the authors choose to present 

the central area with something approaching verisimilitude, they still 

remain free to put this area into whatever context they please, be it 

that of an eccentric private world, a peripheral public world or a 

wider social set-up. It is through this choice and creation of 

context that the author may re-assert his artistic control over the 

finished shape of the overall fictional reality. In doing so he also 

ensures that, if we are presented, in the novels, with a view of 

Hollywood which strikes us as owing much to the traditional views 

which the place has of itself, then we may assume that this too is 

the result of authorial choice, not of his passivity.

Nathanael West makes effective use of all three of the solutions 

mentioned. Tod Hackett's is the eccentric private world, Homer and 

the people in the streets are the peripheral public world and the 

two combine to put this portrayal of Hollywood into the wider context 

of artificially created expectations, rousing people of limited 

imaginations to violence when the expectations are not fulfilled. The 

frenzied dancers performing feats for the static audience is a major 

motif in the book. The former group consists of those such as Faye 

and her father, the latter of those who ’have come to California to 

die'.

Tod examined him eagerly. He didn’t want to be rude 
but at first glance this man seemed an exact model for 
the kind of person who comes to California to die, 
perfect in every detail down to the fever eyes and 
the unruly hands.23



As with Tod himself, appearance here is deceptive. Homer is no more

typical than Tod is doltishj Tod's artistic training enables him to

look beyond the obvious, beautiful people in which Hollywood abounds

and to consider those on the fringes of this microcosm whose only link

with pictures is through the Mail Order Catalogues from which they

choose their ill-fitting and uniformly drab garments. Their main

interest in life is watching the other group, feeding on its brittle

glamour until, an embittered and hostile minority, this spectacle no

longer satisfies their stunted imaginations and thwarted hopes, "it

was a mistake to think them harmless curiosity seekers. They were

savage and bitter, especially the middle-aged and the old, and had

24been made so by boredom and disappointment". Expecting to find a 

world of drama, death and violence, because this is what they see in 

films and read of in newspapers, they ultimately take matters into 

their own hands and the book ends with a riot of anarchic extremity 

against which any product of Hollywood looks pale.

West, like the audience, may initially be static in his contemplation 

of the dancers, merely providing the reasons for their dance and forcing 

them to ever more hectic and extreme movement, but he finally asserts 

his artistic control in a telling and active way, making their 

falsifications and arousals of emotion seem an irresponsible and 

dangerous exercise. The audience are an imaginative, and one might 

sven say prophetic, counterbalance to the volitionless fantasy of the 

central public world, rooted more deeply in the visual tradition than 

those other exponents, the actors:
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...he thought how well Alessandro Magnasco would dramatise 
the contrast between their drained-out, feeble bodies and 
their wild, disordered minds. He would not satirise them 
as Hogarth or Daumier might, nor would he pity them. He 
would paint their fury with respect, appreciating its awful, 
anarchic power and aware that they had it in them to destroy 
civilisation.25

This recognition that the audience are not an ephemeral by-product of 

Hollywood but have a history and a tradition of their own expands 

the relevance of the novel beyond the immediate microcosm and places 

it in the ranks of those novels which make a comment on society at 

large.

The peripheral public world plays a different role in liyra Breckenridge. 

She does mention the ’type’ who come to California, if not to die, at 

least to escape contact with harsh reality:

...a bronzed, empty face with clear eyes and that 
vapid smile which the Pacific Ocean somehow manages 
to impress upon the lips of almost everyone doomed to 
live in any proximity of those tedious waters. It is 
fascinating how, in a single generation, stern New 
England Protestants, grim Iowans and keen New York 
Jews have become entirely Tahitianized by that dead 
ocean with its sweet miasmatic climate in which thoughts 
become dreams while perceptions blur and distinctions 
are so erased that men are women are men are nothing and 
everything are one.26

Unlike West, Vidal is not concerned to explore the implications

effect of setting upon the perceptions of this group. It is.

salient to note how this passage confirms the notion that

of Hollywood discard or lose all cultural identify, and that

_ .MoUnctions between appearance tiore suggests an inherent blurring of the

and reality. The character who attracts Myra s venom

lawyer, hired by Buck Loner to discredit her claims to

* „h-intv to foreshadowQne cannot fail to be impressed by Vidal's apparen



events) not only does he use 'tapes’ to portray Loner’s reactions, but 

this ’type’ of lawyer has, of late, brooked large on the Washington 

scene and, indeed, the last line of the quotation might well be used 

to sum up the whole Watergate affair, in which distinctions were, most 

certainly, ' erased'.

Vidal's novel is set in a microcosm within a microcosm, a college 

perpetuating the myths and modes of Hollywood in faint hopes that a 

few of its students may find a place in films, "any evidence that

there could be a real world outside South California tends to demoralise

27our students”. The inmates of this world are doubtly sheltered from 

what might be called reality, for their enclave is surrounded by 

another, larger model with the same, unrealistic bent. Created and 

sustained, for profit, by the one-time celluloid cowboy. Buck Loner, 

the college is so self-contained that its inhabitants are at once 

spectators and participants, learning their patterns of behaviour, 

their intonations and gestures literally in the same school and testing 

them within its walls. This group are, of course, devoid of the 

anarchic power of West’s audience, all co-operating to maintain the 

public world in which their private inadequacies are ignored. It is 

through the eccentric private world of his 'heroine' that Vidal asserts 

his control over the structure of the fictional reality, flyra s vision 

owes almost everything to the films of the forties, or at least to 

her singular interpretation of them. Fanatical and suffering from 

megalomania, she is nevertheless naive enough to take such soap operas 

seriously, seeing them as enshrining all the values now lost to modern 

socisty. When one couples this belief with her belief that she has a 

messianic mission to save the world by turning all men into human capons, 

one begins to appreciate how clever Vidal is being. The reader cannot 

accept this central sensibility's insights, yet to dismiss it entails
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dismissing a great deal of the public world as well. His discomfiture is 

further heightened by Myra’s uncanny ability to predict what his reactions 

are liable to be. Interspersed with her 'commentary' are verbatim tape 

recordings of Buck Loner’s feelings about the threatening presence of 

his niece. As the novel was written in 1968. we must treat these 

'tapes’ without the cynicism attendant on more recent examples of the 

genre; nonetheless, we cannot like Loner nor endorse his grasping 

opinions. Vidal has created the sort of fictional cleft stick familiar 

to the reader of Nabokov and Barth. It is discussed at length in the 

sections dealing with the eccentric private worlds of the protagonists.

How Fitzgerald intended to structure the overall fictional reality of 

The Last Tycoon is not, of course, entirely evident in the unfinished 

novel. Cecilia Brady is, however, the sort of commentator who unwittingly 

reveals the flaws in her vision. In spite of her new-found Eastern 

cynicism and her youthful arrogance, she is deeply immersed in the life 

of the studios and at the same time as she relates the story of Monroe 

Stahr she endows him with characteristics which tend to confer on him 

the status of a myth. Honest enough to admit that "some of my more 

romantic ideas actually stemmed from pictures - 42nd Street, for 

example, had a great influence on me”, she is not sufficiently 

discerning to see Just how far the public world has shaped her private 

one.

As a 'species of novel ready to play by the rules of biography’, Norman 

Mailer's Marilyn is in a slightly different category from the other 

works discussed in this chapter. How Mailer interprets the 'rules of 

biography’ is not immediately apparent. Certainly, he debunks most of 

what others have written on his subject, yet this, as he on occasion 

odmits, is not done on the basis of superior factual knowledge. The



boundaries between fact and diction are blurred in the true Hollywood

manner and, whilst Mailer descries the many, small 'myths' which

surround Monroe, he seems intent on making her into a super-myth

Were this a work of pure fiction, one might be tempted to regard

Mailer’s role in it in the same light as one regards Charles Kinbote

in Nabokov's Pale Fire. The personality, history and preoccupations of

the narrator play no small part in the book, indeed they at times

overshadow its ostensible subject. As with the other novelists

however. Mailer leaves the central area of Hollywood intact, asserting

his control over the structure of the work by peppering it with long

theoretical discourses, reminiscent of those in Myra Breckinridge, and

by endowing Miss Monroe with motives and thoughts based on his vision

of her. That vision is, of course, little more than an elaborate

rococo echo of the ideal purveyed by other commentators. Because he

is on the 'side' of his heroine. Mailer portrays the studios and the

producers as insensitive to her talents, too short-sighted to appreciate

her true acting and publicity-getting potential and too concerned with 

box-office receipts to risk using this innocent who had once posed naked 

before the camera. Allowing for this predictable prejudice, the 

portions of the book devoted to Monroe's fight for fame against the 

Hollywood establishment do seem to present that establishment in 

'factual' detail.

What Makes Sammy Run? is, like The Last Tycoon, set in the

Hollywood arena. Its narrator. Al Manheim, is set apart from the dancers

in that he is a screen writer with roots outside California.

is, however, neither eccentric nor particularly engaging

history of his love/hate relationship with Hollywood and S y

there is little that might cause offence to the extant pub

Schulberg does not risk heresies of the same order as
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instead on a modicum of exaggeration and the occasional 'cerebral' 

passage to suggest that the perspective offered is at all individual

istic, "If I were trying to tell this as a picture story instead of

just putting it down the way it happened, my hate for Sammy Glick

29would have to be exalted into something noble and conclusive".

The reader remains unconvinced that this story is distinguishable from 

the script of a ’B* film. Its ’racy’ style, its slick, cynical narrator, 

its ’love interest’ and its improbable central character all remain 

within inoffensive bounds and might well have sprung from the annals 

of the studios rather than from the pen of an author capable of putting 

his own construction on the public world.

Where Nathanael West places the central area of Hollywood in a context

of his own creation, Schulberg merely records it. The group of acolytes

surrounding Glick ’laugh automatically from time to time’ whereas, in

The Day of the Locust, laughter is integrated with the theme of empty

gesture and is exposed as yet another, sinister distortion of natural,

emotional release, "this new laugh was not critical) it was horrible.
30

When she was a child, he (Harry) used to punish her with it". In the

midst of the final mayhem. Tod Hackett ’knows enough* to laugh with the

mob, submitting to their tyranny with an empty gesture, and the book

snds with a vision of the commonsensical Tod being carted off in a

police wagon, unable to distinguish the noise of the siren from his own

laughing and even imitating it. Tears, too, are devalued as emotional

currency, "But to those without hope, like Homer, whose anguish is basic
31

and permanent, no good comes from crying. Nothing changes for them 

Even though he is not trying to falsify emotion, the outward signs of 

are as empty of meaning for Homer as they are for any occupants of 

the screen. Faye may ’flutter a tiny lace handkerchief’ to her eyes 

during her father’s funeral, but her ’distress’ is not so great that she



235

cannot at first respond to, then reject. Tod's advances. This is, 

after all, a big moment for herj for once she is the centre of the 

stage with a definite part to play. As a setting for moments of 

high human tragedy, the funeral parlour, here, in Waugh’s The Loved One 

and Vidal's Messiah, is portrayed as a theatrical environment. One 

cannot, in this context, omit to mention Mailer's version of Miss 

Monroe's 'performance' at the funeral of Johnny Hyde, nor fail to 

recall the extent to which death-bed or funeral scenes were used as 

emotional 'banquets' in the nineteenth century novel, allowing the 

reader to indulge himself, vicariously, in accesses of grief.

Sex, too, undergoes a transformation in the environs of Hollywood. 

Faye's 'sexy' photograph strikes Tod as "an invitation ...closer to 

murder than to love", whilst the brothel is described as "a triumph 

of industrial design",^ making vice attractive by 'skilful packaging’ 

and being run by a lady of Impeccable and inviolable refinement. Yet 

again, the outward appearance is taken as the sum of the whole and West 

neatly integrates phenomena from the extant world with his major theme 

of the curious and dangerous relationship between illusion and reality. 

What Myra does with sex will be discussed later and, of course, Myron s 

prowess is entirely the result of Dr Monger's handiwork, just as Myra's 

Physical attributes owe more to silicone than to nature. The illusion 

and the reality have, by 1975, become inseparable.

is clear that, in a situation where every other aspect of human 

behaviour has ceased to reflect the private world of the character, 

^nguage too must suffer. Homer is predictably inarticulate about the 

experiences which have meant a great deal to him, engaging Tod with 

'muddy flow' 0f WOrds, out of their usual, sequential order. Faye 

Sives speeches whlrh n m  'out of svnc' with both her gesturesspeeches which are 'out of sync'
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expressions, Harry is reduced to a repetitious round of words whose

original meaning has long been lost and Abe, the dwarf, is aggressive

and pugnacious, no matter what the context. Manheim, somewhat sourly,

remarks that Glick "overcame the fact that he had no literary ability

whatsoever by inventing a lingo which everyone took for a fresh and

34unique style when it was really plain unadulterated illiteracy”.

Myra is as obsessed with language as she is with sex, constantly 

reminding the reader that, in the time she has taken to write something 

down, the present tense has become past, excusing a looseness of style 

on the grounds of the need for spontaneity, insistent that things are 

'themselves alone' and therefore spurning both metaphor and simile, and 

generally discomfiting the reader by persistent reminders of the medium 

she is using. This aspiration towards total 'realism' is an ironic 

counterbalance to the fantastic thoughts and events she is recounting 

and this, together with the conceit that the novel actually consists 

of notes written for the benefit of her Jewish psychiatrist, makes 

for a highly complex overall fictional reality. Myra's spoken words 

are mere adjuncts to the roles she is playing, a part either of her 

conception of herself as Super-woman or of her accidental assumption 

of the role of an actress playing a role. In this she mirrors not only 

Jay Gatsby but Mailer's Marilyn, a lady whose ability to reshape 

actuality in response to some concept of self is a recurrent theme in 

her 'biography*.

Turning from the consideration of how the public world is represented 

In these various novels to the private worlds, one notes how, as in 

the novels dealing with campuses, authors tend to light on the 

sensibilities of eccentric outsiders as the major factor in the structur

ing of the overall fictional reality. This is, of course, scarcely 

surprising, for it is the arrival of a newcomer which makes the



extant microcosm verbalise its traditional stances, or at least, adopt 

them. Hollywood differs from the campus in that it's inmates, or at

least few of them, bear any formal relationship or play any formalised

rolej they improvise wildly on the fringes of the scene, hoping to

attract the spotlight. Therefore, the addition of one more person

to the audience is scarcely liable to affect their performance. More

then, than in the campus novel, it is the vision rather than the physical

presence of the central sensibility which is important. It is, perhaps

significant that a movie made in 1935 and entitled 'Private Worlds

should be about mental illness. The active private world is, in the

context of the Hollywood portrayed in the novels, the rare exception

whose outward manifestations might well be taken as symptomatic of

insanity, at any rate in a world concerned with surfaces alone and

accustomed to the enactment of readily recognisable, psychologically

simplified roles

Budd Schulberg's failure to offer his readers a new perspective on

Hollywood and the fact that, of all the characters, A1 Manheim is

the least eccentric are closely linked. Manheim's ambivalence, unlike 

that of Myra Breckenridge, is not so much a reflection of the nature 

of his private world as a symptom of the author's inability to commit 

truly iconoclastic acts. Where, in other works, Hollywood's involvement 

with American myths is extensively explored 

it is largely disregarded as the book strives to create a 

in the shape of Sammy. Both Manheim and Schulberg fail to penetrate 

beneath the surfacej frequent passages of generalisation about human 

behaviour and American society serve only to show how far the author 

bas failed tn mict-nr +ho (ntraptahip eettine and make it, in the words

in What liakes Sammy Run?

new



I thought of Sammy Glick rocking in his cradle of hate, 
malnutrition, prejudice, suspicion, amorallty, the anarchy 
of the poor. ...I was modulating my hatred of Sammy Glick 
from the personal to the societal. I no longer even hated 
Rivington Street, but the idea of Rivington Street, all 
Rivington Streets of all nationalities, allowed to pile 
up in cities like dung heaps smelling up the world, 
ambitions growing out of filth and crawling away like
worms.35

This shift of the burden of blame from the shoulders of the individual

on to those of a hostile environment is pure Social Determinism and

when coupled with a tendency to use language to less than efficient

effect, it strengthens our impression that Schulberg, although writing

in 1941, belongs not with Dos Passos and Dreiser but with Norris, Crane

and company. As Cecilia Brady remarks, "You’d know from the way you

talk that we were on our way to Hollywood. ...It's always years and

years behind the times

Nanheim’s return to the environment which nurtured Sammy in his search

for the truth about the man is, in the light of this, utterly

predictable, as predictable, indeed, as his conclusions. Schulberg 

thus neatly avoids the whole thorny problem of appearance and reality 

by assuming that the whole improbable story may be Justified on the 

grounds of early experience. His approach is summed up in the phrase, 

"It was screwy, it was Horatio Alger, it was true". Because it is 

satire, he need not trouble too much about making the tale convincing, 

yet, although Sammy's rise is itself unlikely, the context of covert 

status-games played between producers, columnists and writers, the 

battle between the writers and the studios and many of the other 

details are patently not exaggerations. The fictional reality is, as 

a result, hopelessly divided and although Sammy may pass off his 

illiteracy as a fresh and novel style, Schulberg's readers are perhaps 

^re discerning.
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The connotations of the phrase 'eccentric private world' alter radically

in the context of this particular public world. In another setting. Tod

Hackett might be an altogether unnoteworthy commentator. In Hollywood,

his stoical commonsense sets him apart from the rest. This is not to

suggest that he is lacking in psychological depths, for we are told

that "despite his appearance, he was really a very complicated young man

with a whole set of personalities, one inside the other like a nest of 

30Chinese boxes". Thus, he may be moved to respond to Faye's obvious

sexual allure, but he feels the need to justify this reaction by 

specious argument, seeking to find in her transparent falsity some 

sort of worth:

He found still another way to excuse her. He believed 
that while she often recognised the falseness of an 
attitude, she persisted in it because she didn't know 
how to be simpler or more honest. She was an actress 
who had learned from bad models in a bad school.

We, of course, can see that Faye does not have the saving grace of 

naivete. She may be bad at playing the role, but she has chosen to 

play it and does so to the end, disregarding all humane considerations 

and substituting apparent concern or whatever else seems appropriate.

When not blinded by Faye, Tod is alive to the ironic possibilities of 

his environment. Watching the filming of Waterloo, he alone notes that 

the director, in sending his troops up an unfinished hill, is making 

a tactical error identical to that made by Napoleon, who sent his 

troops charging up Mont St Jean, unaware that there was a deep ditch 

at its foot into which the heavy cavalry would fall. The parallels 

between the original event and the replication continue as the director 

responsible is sent to the dog-house, just-as Napoleon was sent to 

St Helena, but there they stop. The whole episode is underwritten by



240

the insurance companies so that the injured do not suffer but in fact 

benefit, a wry parody of the cinematic happy ending, and the battle is 

not lost but re-fought another day. This incident serves to underline 

how limited the awareness of those actively involved in the recreaction 

of events are; it takes the outsider Tod to note the ironic saliences 

and recall the actuality.

Narrators such as Manheim would be incapable of making this sort of 

comment on the scene, for their involvement is with the surface rather 

than the implicit. Tod imposes his own structure on the public world, 

using the conceit of the dancers and the audience to express his analysis 

both in paint and in words. While he reacts in a mundane fashion to the 

superficialities, this very mundaneness throws the unreality into high 

relief for the reader, for it is not what the high, artificial drama 

demands. Tod perceives that the true drama lies in the audience, the 

crowd who move from funeral to premiere carrying with them the cloud 

of "vicious, acrid boredom that trembled on the edge of violence .

His fallibility and self-doubt mark him as a 'real* character, "he 

wondered if he himself did not suffer from the ingrained morbid apathy 

he liked to draw in others",^ and his vision is ultimately endorsed 

by West, proving that it is the faculties of all the others which are 

impaired. Faye has her mechanical dreams, hoping to make things real 

by using mundane techniques, Homer is burdened with emotional impotence 

snd inarticulateness, Earle has no emotion save apathy and violence,

Abe is in a perpetual state of aggression and Claude must falsify his 

interaction with the world by hiding behind a screen of urbanity. None 

can respond to the world in a simple, self-forgetful way. All but Homer 

can watch the bloody and violent cock-fight apparently unmoved, unaware 

the close parallel between the birds whose natural Instincts have 

bean aroused in the Interests of spectacle and themselves. It is the
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reader who must bear the full horror of the fight, appalled by the gory 

detail and the spectator's sang-froid. At the end of the novel, it is 

the turn of the audience to enter the ring, their instincts aroused by 

what they have seen in films, unable to prevent themselves from committing 

the violent acts which they have come to regard as their staple diet.

Only this time there is no audience. Illusion has become deadly reality 

and none, not even Tod, can escape.

West counterbalances the expansive, aesthetic vision of Hackett with that 

of Homer Simpson, the lonely and tragic figure who only appears to belong 

with the audience, but who in fact has no place anywhere, save within 

his hopeless and inadequate self. The two men meet on the common ground 

of admiration for Fayej neither is directly involved with either of the 

groups and each finds expression through his hands. Tod with paint,

Homer with nervous gesture. Where Tod can create his vision on canvas, 

express his concept of the world both in words and images, Homer can 

find no means of communication. He has a great need for the escapist 

fantasies of Hollywood but, because he is trapped in anguished self- 

awareness, he can make no use of them. Just as he sits daily gazing at 

dis garage door when, by merely moving his chair an inch or two, he 

might command a view of the entire canyon, so in life he remains fixed 

in an uncompromising private hell. Having once found himself sexually 

excited and then frustrated, he lives in perpetual fear of subsequent 

arousal, imagining that, once set alight, his passions would be
42

uncontrollable, "he somehow knew his only defence was chastity". As 

a result, he has become emotionally impotent, living in terror of himself, 

the world about him and the world of his dreams:



His emotions surged up in an enormous wave, curving and 
rearing, higher and higher, until it seemed as though the 
wave must carry everything before it. But the crash never
came.

Going about as if he were 'sleep-walking or partially blind', the only

parts of this ’badly made automaton’ which show any sign of life are

the monumental and incongruous hands, "his hands seemed to have a life 

44and a will of their own”.

Homer does not reject the public world on aesthetic or intellectual 

grounds. He is, quite simply, unable to communicate with it, too 

terrified to risk intercourse, yet too timid to refuse contact when it 

is thrust upon him in the shape of the Greeners. He is the dupe of 

everyone, including himself, a misfit who cannot find a place even in 

this most variegated of settings. Afraid both of the revealing glare 

of the light and the unnamed terrors of the dark, "he hurried between 

lamp-posts where theshadows were heaviest, and came to a full stop for 

a moment at every circle of light", the stunted Homer seems to stand 

for all those inadequate people who lack the physical co-ordination to 

lose themselves by dancing with the dancers and who cannot even become 

a part of the audience, their every attempt at conformity turning into 

a grotesque burlesque of bonhomie which sets them instantly apart. His 

repressed and impoverished private world cannot be succoured by the 

fantasies of Hollywood nor by the humanitarian concern of Tod. Life 

Plays the same dirty trick on Homer in Hollywood as in Waynesville. 

Finding that Faye, far from being the beautiful child he had believed 

ter to be, is merely a ’tramp’ prepared to exploit him to the extent of 

sleeping in his bed with another man, Homer decides to return to Waynes- 

'/ille. He is stayed en route by the riot. More unco ordinated tha 

sver, clutching a suitcase and wearing a mechanical grin, he at 

unleashes the pent-up emotions of years by killing the child.



West bases the overall structure of The Day of the Locust on a dichotomy 

taken from the extant public world» Tod Hackett's concern with actors

and audience and with the inherent implications for the distinction

between appearance and reality acts as a unifying factor, enabling West

to put the central public world into a context of his own devising, a

context whose careful, artistically distinguished and coherent patterning

proves that the author has triumphed over the already fictionalised

public world. The private worlds of those such as Earleand Faye

when compared to the worlds of Tod and Homer, seem as thin as the

story of 'Le Predicament de Marie' would, were it compared to The Day

of the Locust

It is clear from what there is of The Last Tycoon that F Scott Fitzgerald

was no less aware than West of the need for tight artistic control when

writing of Hollywood. Like Carraway in The Great Gatsby, Cecilia Brady

is obsessed with the man about whom she writes. Knowing that he is

already surrounded by legends of all kinds, she nevertheless puts him

a mythic pattern of her own devising

From where he stood [and though he was not a tall man, 
it always seemed high up) he watched the multitudinous 
practicalities of his world like a proud young shepherd 
to whom night and day had never mattered. He was born 
sleepless, without talent for rest or the desire for 1

She repeatedly emphasises the 'heights' of Stahr's perceptions, the 

fact that he seems to be set apart from other men, never alio g 

admiration for him to be affected by his lack of interest in 

woman. The explanation she offers has a historical as oppose

nl,t of a thousanda personal basis, "...he had just managed to d i m

.he cherishedyears of Jewry into the late eighteenth century. ^

the parvenu's passionate loyalty to an imaginary p

„.«• i. -.«>»>" ”‘,h
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the place whióh deals in traditional myths and the re-creation of 

history. But one cannot help being aware that it is Cecilia, the 

child of Hollywood, who is putting this construction on the man. It 

may be more subtle and more profound than the sort of interpretation 

one expects theworld of the 1940's cinema to produce, but this is not 

to say that it is not seriously flawed. Cecilia does tend to see 

herself, too, in larger-than-life terms, imagining a stop-over in the 

plane Journey to the West coast as ’the coastal rich alighting from 

their cloud in mid-America'. She is struck by the fact that there are 

'real cows, with warm flanks' in this place and she does not seem to 

notice when Wylie White gets his history of Andrew Jackson a little 

wrong. Thus, the historical perspective which she has is suspect.

It bears all the marks of deliberate distortion in favour of greater 

impact.

Hollywood itself is seen in a far from flattering light. It is 

possessed of what, at best, might be described as nalv&té, at worst, 

as ignorance, failing to understand why an old Russian prince should 

refuse the part of an old Russian prince, even though it knows he is 

a Communist¡ the projected film of the Russian Revolution, 'to be told 

in terms of America's thirteen states' bears all the marks of the same 

failure to see beyond the immediate surface. The finished structure 

°f the fictional reality is not, of course, apparent in the unfinished 

manuscript and, tempting though it might seem to be to use Fitzgerald’s 

notes as clues to his ultimate intention, it would scarcely be legitimate 

a thesis whose aim is to analyse novels according to the balance 

struck, within their pages, between public and private worlds. On the 

basis of the completed part of the book, one may say that Fitzgerald's 

Portrait of Hollywood is not so far removed from the political maneouver 

lnEs of the studios as that of West. Because, however, his desire to

k >■ i> ^ l  %/' 4  \ *•'*
mm
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explore the relationship between Hollywood and traditional American 

myths is equally clear, the book cannot be classed with What Makes 

Satiny Run? Even as it stands, the assertion of artistic prerogative 

is apparent, the awareness of the ironic possibilities unremarked by 

the public world and the knowledge that its fictions are akin to Faye's 

'mechanical dreams' being but two clues that the author's intention 

was to impose his own structure on the public world.

If neither Tod Hackett nor Cecilia Brady are noticeably eccentric, in 

the usual sense of the word. Gore Vidal shows that it ¿s possible to 

use an idiosyncratic private world as the key to the public one.

Where, with a Jamesian character, the state of mind of that character 

may well become the environment, this is not strictly the case with 

Myra Breckinridge. Taking elements from the public world of Hollywood, 

such as actors and films, and elements from a book entitled Magic and 

Myth of the Movies, Vidal creates an enfant terrible whose vision is a 

lunatic perversion of what Hollywood intended. Like Barth and Nabokov, 

Vidal structures his overall fictional reality in such a way that the 

private world of the central character is the only clue the reader has 

to the public world (the tape transcripts of Buck Loner's reactions to 

the advent of Myra into his little empire do not add up to an alternative 

view as they too have Myra as their central focus). By making Myra 

talk of real films and real actors and by allowing her to use a real 

book as her bible whilst, at the same time, making her outlook so 

extreme and so elegantly insane, Vidal further dismays the reader, who 

is already reeling under the hail of insults hurled at him by this 

megalomaniac hermaphrodite, “not even I can create a fictional character 

as one-dimensional as the average reader". This aggressive approacn 

is coupled with an acute awareness of the fallings of the medium being 

used to communicate with us. “the novel being dead, there is no point to

49
writing made-up stories".
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Just as Myra is a psychoanalyst's nightmare, so the novel is a 

critic's Armageddon. Adopting Myra’s own words as a motto, "there 

will be no speculation, only simple facts simply stated",50 and clinging 

fast to our dichotomy, we must enter the fray in the faint hope that 

we will find a place among the Chosen Few. Although Myra says a great 

deal, in styles ranging from the high-literary to the extreme colloquial, 

and although she prides herself on her control of language, her ability 

to be realistic and explicit, the most important insights are to be 

found in inadvertent admissions and unwitting implications. Being a 

fanatic, she, like Charles Kinbote, mis-judges her readers’ reactions 

from the outset, writing in the happy conviction that we will accept 

her as Superwoman, will be convinced by her theoretical discourses on 

films and will share her cynical dislike of all the other characters.

She makes no attempt to appeal to us, nor to conceal from us the 

extent of her ego-mania, but exposes herself at every turn in a manner 

which, in itself, might be deserving of our sympathy, "I alone have 

the intuition as well as the profound grasp of philosophy and psychology 

to trace for man not only what he is but what he must become, once he 

has ceased to be confined to the single sexual role1’.5  ̂ Such cavalier 

assumptions as these, her insistence that she lies outwith the scope 

of normal human experience and her self-congratulatory appreciation 

of her own cleverness are, of course, psychological pathognomic and 

there seems little doubt that Vidal, who is not without his own form 

of 'cleverness', has carefully constructed a trail of psychological 

red-herrings for the reader to follow. This technique is not unfamiliar 

to the reader who has some experience of the works of Vladimir Nabokov 

(see Chapter VIII).
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Myra’s admiration for Parker Tyler’s Magic and Myth of the Movies directs 

our attention to that work, where we find the following:

At one time the pagans believed in Diana as goddess of the 
moon and the hunt. ...like so many legends it holds a 
mesmeric appeal for the mindj Diana represents, as a matter 
of fact, a certain sexual type - the vigorous virgin, the 
woman resistant to love. ...So the essence of myth has 
also the status of permanent possibility ... in short, 
desires may have the same power over the mind and behaviour, 
indeed a much greater power, than facts.52

Grateful as we are to Mr Tyler for this lesson in Classical Mythology, 

we cannot help but feel that Myra is not alone in the field of cavalier 

assumptions. The chief interest of the above lies not in what Mr Tyler 

is saying but in what she, and Vidal, make of it. Just as many of Myra's 

theories about films are culled from this book, so, it would seem, is

her image of herself as "the New Woman whose history is a poignant
53

amalgam of vulgar dreams and knife-sharp realities”. The ’facts' are

that Myra, once Myron, Breckinridge has come to Hollywood to claim her

share ofthe profitable college run by Buck Loner, that she is seriously

deranged and believes that her transformation from male to female ought

to establish a precedent, “my mission is to re-create the sexes and

54thus save the human race from certain extinction", that, under the 

cover of this ’mission’, she indulges in many bizarre sexual exploits 

until, as a result of a road accident, she is returned to some form of 

normality, re-adopting the male role and settling down to married life 

with Mary Ann in what can only be described as a grotesque parody of 

the cinematic happy ending. It is, of course, significant that one 

with so tenuous a grasp on what is fact and what fiction should come to 

Hollywood. Myra's attachment to the place is based on the films it 

Produced in the time of West and Fitzgerald: her Journey is not merely 

the result of practical necessity, it is a pilgrimage. Myra, not content



to legendize herself, is determined to give the Hollywood of the late

thirties and early forties mythic status, "During those years the

entire range of human (which is to say, American) legend was put on

film, and any profound study of those extraordinary works is bound to

55make crystal-clear the human condition”. Thirty years on, Myra 

confirms the suspicions voiced by West, that the replications of 

experience, and the whole set-up surrounding these replications, have 

come to take precedence over the original event. This transposition of 

historical significance enables Myra, in Myron, to state that John F 

Kennedy was important ’only because he was the brother-in-law of 

Marilyn Monroe’.

Implicit in the disposition of Myra's private world is a comment on

the public world, on the sort of scholarship which leads Mr Tyler, with

Mr Mailer, to make the medium into the myth. Myra’s ideas are, in

almost every case, traceable to Tyler, whom Myron emulated by writing

such gems as 'The Uterine Vision in Films of the Forties'. Were one

to wonder to what end Myra had been created, one might well find the

answer in the connections between the two books. Vidal appears to have

taken the hypotheses of Tyler's spurious piece of critical erudition

end used them to shape a character whose fanatical extremity is a most

telling comment on the original inspiration. Tyler, at any rate,

seems to have felt himself to be under attack, for in the Preface to

the First British Edition of his text, he expends a great deal of time

in proving that his work is of slight relevance to Myra Breckinridge,
56

that he is, in fact, "only alluded to as the author of a book". This 

rssponse will be examined later, in the context of discussion on fact, 

fiction and Norman Mailer.
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However, just as Myra contradicts her assertion that her book is written 

as notes for the psychiatrist. Dr Montag, by addressing us directly as 

readers, so Vidal's work is not limited in its audience to the 

unappreciative Mr Tyler. The salient question becomes how we are 

intended to react to this most extraordinary private world.

I shall not begin at the beginning since there is no 
beginning, only a middle into which you, fortunate reader, 
have just strayed, still uncertain as to what will be done 
to you in the course of our common voyage into my interior.
No, to our interior. For we are, at least in the act of 
this creation, as one, each trapped in time» you later, I 
now, carefully, thoughtfully forming letters to make 
words to make sentences.57

We, who a mere moment ago were 'one-dimensional', have now been engaged 

in a benign, intimate way, eased into the narrative stream by one who 

seems to understand our natural fear of its muddy depths. But we, 

like Cecilia Brady’s father, have suspicions, 'developed like muscles' 

and cannot forget that elsewhere this same narrator talks of "first, 

excessive flattery with a grain of truth swathed in cultured nacre,
C O

and then the lethal puncheroo”. We may also recall, with reference 

to the journey into the interior:

And, if I may say so, it is presumptuous for anyone even 
to pretend he can know what another person's interior is 
really like, short of autopsy. The only thing we can 
know for certain is the skin.59

Seldom, if ever, do we come to know theskin of a fictional character so 

intimately as Myra's. She devotes long passages, justified by the need 

ior immediacy, to describing her physical attributes, the texture and 

smell of her person. This is consistent with her general ego-maniaj no 

l,»tter how a passage may begin, it is almost certain to end up amongst



250

her experiences or her pores, confirming our contention that she is 

convinced we find her quite as fascinating as she finds herself.

As with Jacob Horner, so with Myra we are forced to come to terms 

with the fact that, no matter what this character may say, she is 

liable to contradict it, or to inadvertently give it the lie. She 

is at war with the world, staging a pitched battle on the ground of 

an utterly ego-centric private world.

Many of her claims must be rejected. We can no more accept that she is 

writing a literary masterpiece than that she is Superwoman. From the 

outset, it is obvious that she 'stages’ her life according to various 

films she has seen. Her thorough Knowledge of the technical aspects 

of film-making enables her to support her fantastic notions with 

impressive detail, "beauteous Fay Wray who I resemble left three-quarters

profile if the key light is no more than five feet high during the
fin

close shot". Her tendency to slip into roles accidently has already 

been remarked, although it is, of course, a moot point whether to the 

observer these 'performances' are of the quality she claims or whether, 

indeed, she is not merely imposing the same flattering construction 

upon her own actions as she does upon the soap-operas of the Forties. 

Because she is not really a woman, she finds it remarkably convenient 

to adopt ready-made personas, with their attendant wardrobe of gestures 

and intonations. Her view of human interactions, like her view of 

American history, depends not on the immediate event but on the 

re-creation of the event on film.

Although she prides herself on her control of language, she is apt to 

break her own rules. Making a fetish of 'immediacy', eschewing metaphors 

and similes on the grounds that "things are themselves entirely and do
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not need Interpretation, only a minimal respect for their precise 

61integrity”, (a singularly ironic belief for one who is so obsessed

with imitation), she nevertheless forgets such rules in moments of high

excitement, "I was like a woman possessed, riding, riding, riding my 

62sweating stallion”. At times, recalling her theory, she is forced

into the clumsiest of circumlocutions, "...not unlike (but again not 

63really like)”. Her sensitivity to the techniques necessary to create 

the desired impression would also seem to contradict her insistence 

that "the only useful form left to literature in the post-Gutenberg

age is the memoirj the absolute truth, copied precisely from life,

64preferably at the moment it is happening”. By constantly digressing, 

by commenting on the need for spontaneity, achieved through 'looseness 

of style’, and by underlining the fact that everyone talks just as she 

does, she belies her claim to unfalsified writing. It is scarcely 

surprising that everyone should talk as she does; there are few modes 

of expression which she leaves unused.

What escapes through the 'fine net’ of her dialectic is sufficient to 

convince the reader that he has found the truth, that Vidal has been 

adroit enough to make this private world the prime element in structuring 

the overall fictional reality without allowing it any credence. Her 

obsessions have a pronounced sexual bias and so, in trying to achieve 

her 'intellectual' goal, the living out of all her fantasies and the 

consequent overstepping of the bounds of human experience, she can 

indulge in excesses made respectable by their 'higher' purpose. In 

the scene where she anally assaults Rusty, she experiences personal 

gratification but, in quieter moments, chooses to interpret the whole 

thing as the New Woman subjugating the archetypal male. Explicit 

ssxual detail is further excused on the grounds that it is part of



her war with the analyst, Montag, "these graphic notBs (about an orgy)

are really for your benefit, dear Randolph. Examples of the way the

65
goyim you essentially despise behave” . Vidal's game is constructed 

along similar lines. Whilst one would hesitate to accuse him of writing 

pornography under the guise of a modern, psychological novel, one can 

see that he is intent on titillating his readers under the pretext of 

the overall fictional reality and is, even, perhaps using Tyler's book 

as an excuse for creating literary and critical mayhem. The Jewish

dentist-turned-psychiatrist, "it was the tongue, not the teeth, which

6Rinterested him”, belongs, with similar figures in Portnoy's Complaint 

and The End of the Road, in a tradition where the analyst is used as a 

literary device, allowing the central character to lay bare his private 

world. It is also the case that, where the structure of the overall 

fictional reality hinges upon a highly disturbed, and therefore 

unreliable, private world, the reader is forced to make certain re

adjustments in his approach to the work. What is written between the 

lines, the unwitting admissions of such characters, comes to be as 

important as what is actually written 'by them'. The matter is discussed 

at length in Chapter VIII, in relation to Pale Fire and The End of the 

Road.

It comes as no surprise to find that, at the end of the book, Myra the 

Myth is exploded by her alter ego, Myron, "I don't suppose it would be 

giving away any secrets to say that like so many would-be intellectuals 

back East Myra never actually read books". But we cannot help but 

"»urn her passing. Spiteful and deluded though she was, at least her 

caustic tongue occasionally produced gems of wit the like of which 

the dull, smug Myron never dreamed. Or did he? The sequal to Myra 

§£gckjnrldEe. simply entitled Myron, deals with the war between these 

two halves’j the simplest explanation of its strange plot would be
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that it was a dream of Myron's but, as history appears to have been 

altered by its occurrence (John F Kennedy is still a senator trying to 

get elected to the White House in 1973), this cannot be so. Now a 

Chinese caterer, powell-less worker for planned parenthood, racist, 

Corrmunist-fearing-Nixon supporter, Myron’s suburban idyll is shattered 

by the re-emergence of Myra and his subsequent transportation through 

the television screen into 1948 and the making of the film 'The Siren 

of Babylon'. This is only the beginning of what for Myron is a nightmare 

and for Myra, a dream re-awakened. As the pair struggle for control of 

the same body, she determined to caponise the entire male population 

and to save Hollywood from decline, he to return to Mary-Ann and the 

dogs, we see that Myra has lost none of her ability to mythologise 

herself:

As the world knows, my total victory over Rusty et al., 
put an end not only to the American conquest of Asia but 
to the previously undisputed primacy of the combustion 
engine.

Unhappily, my creation of Unisex proved to be no more than 
a stopgap. ...it is now evident that I have doomed the 
entire human race to death from famine and pestilence as 
the result of overpopulation, because, thanks to my efforts, 
the American male now lacks the arrogant sexual thrust to 
conduct those wars that in the past were so necessary to 
population control...68

Interesting though the conceit that her failure is responsible 

present ills may be, one cannot help but feel that the joke has been 

long in the telling. One must admire Vidal's inventiveness, 

substitution of the names of Justices instrumental in a ' g 

obscenity for certain anatomical terns, on the assumption that this 

procedure will lend his novel an unquestionably high mor 

an amusing, lexicographal exercise. The running battle betwe 

two 'halves' of M. Breckinridge shows that both are equally delud

--- M m



Myron as to his 'straightness' and the 'rightness' of American society 

and Richard Nixon, Myra as to her mythic status and her power to change 

the world, and Vidal happily abandons any pretensions to 'reality' in 

his fictionj unlikelihoods which, in Myra, could be put down to the 

delusions of a private world are here an integral part of the overall 

fictional reality. Yet, in spite of the superbly sinister Mr Williams, 

the seedy Mannix Motel and the centrality of a singularly awful film, 

in spite of witty bon mots and amusing character sketches, complex 

fictive levels and equally complex sexual role-playing, one cannot 

but object that the book is too clever and too contrived. Myron may 

not have been the most suitable mausoleum for Myra, but the exhumation 

is unwarranted, and even the vision of Richard Nixon trying to gain 

admission to this 'other world’ to escape Watergate cannot change 

this opinion. The book may, of course, make a more rewarding film.

The Myra who looked on Hollywood as “the source of all this century's
On

legends" and who regarded the studios of MGM as her 'rightful kingdom' 

was initially a brilliant inspiration, for through her Vidal could 

explore the relationship of Hollywood to the historical consciousness 

of America. That the conclusions he drew were remarkably akin to those 

suggested in 1939 by West, namely that the process of artifice and 

its attendant myths were taking precedence over the original experiences, 

is a tribute to the insight of the earlier novelist. The thoroughness 

ond the clarity of the vision found in The Day of the Locust may largely 

explain why what has subsequently been written of Hollywood has tended 

to seem commonplace. West's analysis could not be bettered. By placing 

^yra on the campus of a college designed to shelter aspiring stars from 

the harsh reality of the declined film industry, and by making her 

obsessed with the heyday of that industry, Vidal can avoid dealing 

wlth the changes in the actual world. Acting as taught by Buck Loner
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bears the stamp of his eraj the 'life stories’ of his staff all follow 

recognisable film-scripts, "We all recognised the plot of 'The Seventh 

Veil' and so were able to ash her the right questions to help her 

complete the fantasy”,73 and even the students are 'throwbacks' to the 

forties. For liyra, the giant figure of a chorus-girl, forever revolving 

outside the window of her hotel room, is 'the image of deity'. For the 

reader it is reminiscent of PIcLuhan's 'gyrating mechanical dolls’, the 

reduction rather than the elevation of human effort, eloquent less of 

glamorous aspiration than of crass, impersonal and tawdry dreams. Even 

the white-walled tyres of Babbitt’s delight had more personal meaning.

The shape of Myra's private world, owing as it does a great debt to a 

mythical public world, is a comment on that world of puerile fantasy.

As Parker Tyler says, "It is the status of the background that determines 

the strength of a myth and of its perspective in human history”.

The connection between his text and Myra Breckinridge is more obvious than 

he seems prepared to admit. When, for example, he talks of "the tendency 

of screen stories to emphasise - unintentionally - neuroses and
72

psychopathic traits discovered and formulated by psychoanalysis”, 

we can see how Myra is the embodiment of this remark, although, of 

course, the same trend is discernible in many other modern novels and 

this too is undoubtedly a factor in her creation. Vidal's technique, 

like that of Tyler, might well be called the 'psychoanalytic-mythological , 

used the more effectively because it has fiction and not critical 

conviction as its end. Vidal, unlike Myra, does not get Tyler wrong.

She may well omit the negative from the latter's remark, "things are 

hot always what they seem”73 and so pervert it into an unwieldy theory 

literature) he does not make the same mistake, literally translating 

fyler's theory into superb fictional practice, revealing the idiocy of 

tfiat theory without in the least doing disservice to the quality of the



fiction. Tyler’s analytic powers, already cast into doubt by the

novel, are confirmed by his insistence that he is 'only mentioned'

as the author of a book. This so trivial reference has, nevertheless,

led him to expand his introduction from the original eight to an

amazing seventeen pages. He reports that, on being commiserated with

over his inclusion in Myra, "I rebutted silently, by looking as serenely

complacent as possible. No doubt my mute proud rebuttal was highbrow

74and esoteric, if not also supersubtle". We can but hope that this 

audible echo of Myra’s voice is a deliberate parody.

It is clear, from this complex interweaving of fact and fiction, so 

reminiscent of the controversy surrounding Randall Jarrell's Pictures 

From An Institution (See Chapter VIII), that the distinction between 

the two, treated with such nalvfite in the central public world, becomes, 

elsewhere, a matter of compelling interest. This chapter concludes by 

looking at that 'species of novel biography', Norman Mailer's Marilyn, 

a book whose pretensions to a factual basis suffer from the author's 

mixed motives and metaphors as well as his obtrusive personality. Such 

complexity as is involved in Mailer’s interweaving of fact and fiction 

has nothing to do with the creation of an artistically distinguished 

overall fictional realityj that reality is undistinguished and the 

complexity is a mark not of narrative control, but of its absence.

Marilyn might well be described as a consideration of the public image 

of the private world of Marilyn Monroe, seen from the point of view of 

the private world of Norman Mailer, who is himself a worshipper at the 

Public shrine. Of course. Mailer believes, in a manner reminiscent of 

Myra, that he specially privileged, that his insight into her character 

are far removed from the 'factoids’ purveyed by other writers on the 

same topic. The subject could suggest a whole new definition of our



dichotomy, based on the 'public1 and 'private' lives of those who 

live in this glare of the spotlight. Because, however. Mailer chooses 

to cast his work in the curious fact/fiction mould, the terms are quite 

adequate in their original definition. In spite of all the strenuous 

inductive efforts of Mr Mailer, the Marilyn who emerges from his book 

bears a strong resemblance to West’s Faye Greener. Telling us of 

Monroe's problems with the line "It's me. Sugar”, admitting that she 

needs no less than forty-seven takes to get it right. Mailer, rather 

like Myra, does not appear to realise that the reader may choose to 

interpret the incident according to his own lights, rejecting the 

suggestion that "she is searching into the nuances of identity.
7!

...she is working out a problem of psychic knots worthy of R D Laing”. 

Likewise, when Monroe asks where the headlights are on a horse. Mailer 

leaps in to prevent us reaching for the most obvious explanation, "She 

would not know about headlights on a horse because she would assume

that after the barbarity of the saddle and the cinch, all the other

76accessories were possible”.

The similarities between Marilyn and Myra extend beyond the improbable 

interpretation of events. Mailer is much concerned with putting his 

subject into her proper context, not the context of well-documented 

childhood and career, but the context of American Myths. To this end, 

he is quite unscrupulous. She is, we are told, ”the last of the myths 

to survive the long evening of the American dream”. Reinforcing 

this idea. Mailer envisages her as having ”all the cleanliness of 

clean American backyards”, ^  chooses to see her memory of watching a 

man shoot a dog in terms of the ”backed-up intensity of the frontier 

jammed at last into a suburban veranda",79 calls part of her upbringing 

the classic American small-town comedy", ^ describes her as creating 

”one last American innocent. ...She is as simple and as healthy as the
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whole middle of the country” and concludes that, in 1955, she was

02"the most magical and marvellous heroine of New York”. When it comes 

to 'making a subject his own', in the Jamesian sense, Mr Mailer appears 

to exalt the fictional element over the factual in a manner which can 

only be called astounding. The 'dog' incident has no definite factual 

basis, yet with this as a premise, the author goes on to overlay it 

with a burden of significance which would be hard to justify even were 

the initial premise indisputable fact. Again and again one feels that 

Mailer’s 'looseness of form' is, like that of Myra, not a clever 

construct serving the purpose of communication but the excuse for a 

great deal of unwarranted induction.

Mailer’s methods are in keeping with his overall structure. Hoping,

with this 'species of novel' to capture her 'elusive charm’ and in the
83

end offer "a literary hypothesis of a possible Marilyn Monroe”, he 

gives himself almost unlimited scope, which he abuses to the full.

Satisfied that, by bringing, or dragging, in the frontier, the American 

innocent, the small town, the backyard and other such emblems of the 

nation's identity, he has put his subject firmly in her cultural and 

historical pattern, he superimposes on this design another, more 

metaphysical and speculative one. Mailer has a sharp eye for coincidences 

which, to him, appear to point to the operations of an ironic, if not 

malevolent. Fate, ’’At every step of her life, coincidences spring 

underfoot like toadstools".^ These coincidences, like much else in 

the book, are hypotheses wrought by the author who at one stage
n 85Proundly proclaims, "we have now transgressed every border of history .

A bowl of tomato juice spilt down her groom's jacket, a woman reporter 

hilled whilst chasing the honeymooners' car and the bride's period are 

Pulled together into what Mailer calls 'a vision of blood', a vision 

wlth serious, if vague, implications for the tenuous sanity of the heroine.

81
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Her name may be linked not only with myths but with those other great 

American figures, notably the Kennedys and Nixon, by a similarly elastic 

process. Juggling with a twenty-mile distance between their early homes 

and the assumption that Monroe’s upbringing qualified her to be one of 

the Silent Majority, a phrase used, much later, by Richard Nixon, Mailer 

implies that their lives were linked by some mystic thread. Elsewhere, 

he states the connection more explicitly, "...it is possible she is 

already tlike Richard Nixon) searching for an imperial sense of self-
DC

Justification". Because Marilyn watched the inauguration of John F

Kennedy whilst she was in Dallas, the author feels obliged to underline

the significance, "the most electric of the nations must naturally

67provide the boldest circuits of coincidence". One might add that 

the most eclectic of authors must naturally provide the flimsiest of 

fictions.

The form Mailer has invented, if taken seriously, raises important 

questions about the nature of fact and fiction. Ever since, in 1098, 

Norris's hero, Condy, gave vent to the cry 'Life is better than 

literature', there has been a growing feeling that the former was 

overtaking the latter in terms of sheer improbability; such books as 

Capote’s In Cold Blood brought the issue under serious consideration 

in the 1960's and such works as Mailer's Miami and the Siege of Chicago 

also raised the question of the place of the writer of fiction in 

the face of modern complexity. With Marilyn, however. Mailer appears 

to settle the issue; it matters little whether the deranged sensibility 

responsible for the shape of the overall fictional reality belongs 

to the author himself or to a character created by the author. As 

Mailer says, ”... the inductive voice speaks with no more authority 

than the romantic, that is it is also an unproved thesis, and does 

oo more than scorn the first thesis".88 Because he has stipulated his



own terms, he seems to feel secure in the belief that the overall 

structure cannot be faulted either on the grounds that it pays scant 

attention to the facts of Monroe's life or that it weaves improbable

and complex fictions.

Mailer asserts his control over his material in a variety of ways. We 

have already examined two of the means by which he attempts to fit his 

heroine into a pattern of mythic and historical significance, implying 

rather than stating her place in that design. He disposes of the 

extant fictions surrounding her by dismissing them and their perpetrators 

in a high-handed fashion, although it must be noted that he is not averse 

to utilising some of their 'insights’ when all else fails, "One can only 

offer a set of quotes from Marilyn ben Hecht fished right out of the

Factoidal Gulch, but there is always hope it may be equal at least to 

89a poor translation”. Myra, too, despises the man on whom her sense 

of security depends; Mailer forces Hecht to play Montag to his Myra.

Both narrators are addicted to the extended theoretical discourse and, 

if Mailer is more catholic in his choice of subjects, both are agreed 

on the unfortunate influence of television, in Mailer's words, "living
90

like an inchworm on the aesthetic of the drug-deadened American belly . 

Presumably because he is writing of Hollywood, he speaks of the cinema 

as 'the occult church" of film’, a phrase which Myra would undoubtedly 

applaud. Having wasted some time speculating about the character of 

Marilyn's unknown father, he performs a Myraesque volte face, coming,

in one swift leap of the pen, to the conclusion that such speculations

•t 91are the acme of the facetious".

is here that one feels impelled to draw a line, to insist that even 

in so whimsical a pursuit as the capturingof an elusive personality with 

a web of biographical fiction, there must be some basic discipline.
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And this Mailer lacks. To deal with an essentially inarticulate 

character, whose life is hedged about with speculation, rumour, 

publicity releases and gossip, by imbuing her every action with 

obscure motives and replacing myths you have discarded with new, more 

unlikely, versions of the same, is a dubious enterprise. One suspects 

that Mailer is merely re-working the old stories, touching them up 

with more explicit sexual references and a greater psychological 

bias, and relying for success less on any intrinsic merit in the book 

itself and more on the name of the subject and the superb photographs.

Had these photographs been touched up as clumsily as the stories, then the 

whole would have been a dismal failure.

She is now the secret nude of America's dream-life - secret 
precisely because it has been so public. ...She is now part 
of that core of psychological substance out of which one 
concocts one's life judgements. Marilyn has become the 
protagonist in the great American soap opera.^2

With, one must add, a little help from Mr Mailer.

The private world of Marilyn Monroe, ostensibly the focus of the overall 

fictional reality, does not emerge with any coherence or conviction 

from Mailer's welter of lay psychology, sociology, biography and 

speculation. This is partly the result of his desire to leave no 

theoretical stone unturned, no public myth unmolested, and partly 

the outcome of his outrageous wiring up of the circuits of coincidence.

But there are two other factors crucial to the failure of the overall 

structure. One is the language which Mailer uses. In his eagerness 

to 'place' Miss Monroe In the historical and psychological context of 

the nation he prefixes almost everything with the word American, without 

over being foolhardy enough to venture upon a definition of this 

Phenomenon. We begin to feel that we are here discussing Superauthor.



the mate of Superwoman, for Mailer again mirrors Myra in his manner of 

ranging freely over modes of expression. He swings from such pretty 

metaphors, replete with single-entendre, as "the pimples of the

93adolescent working his first gas pump would also pump for her”, 

into the depths of pseudo-psychological jargon:

...to comprehend psychosis, and the psychology of those 
who are exceptional [like our heroine), it could be time 
to look upon human behaviour as possessed of a double root.
Whilst the dominant trunk of our actions has to be influenced 
by the foreground of our one life here and now and living, 
the other root may be attached to some karmic virtue or 
debt some of us (or all of us) acquire by our courage or 
failure in the lives we have already lived. If such a 
theory is certainly supported by no foundation, nonetheless 
it offers some assistance in comprehending the insane, since 
it would suggest we are not all conceived in equal happiness 
or desperation.94

Whilst one must admire Mr Mailer's audacity and willingness to tackle 

any topic without a second thought, baseless hypotheses are not the 

firmest of footings for either radical views of psychology or for 

novel biographies. Qf course, unless Mailer is talking here of some 

form of re-incarnation, then he is mistaken in assuming that the 

notion of a dual psychological basis is new; 'it could be time' must 

refer to the chronology of the book, unless Mr Mailer is grossly 

ignorant of the fact that it was at least sixty years ago that Jung 

first put forward his concept of the collective unconscious.

Such vast tracts of theoretical discourse and the very varied language 

°f the rest of the book, a variety which may, indeed, reflect the 

variety of sources from which Mr Mailer drew inspiration, combine to 

work against coherent structure. The reader frequently finds himself 

confused as to just what area of Miss Monroe's experience is being 

dealt with at any given point. The double-personality theory is put
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to effective use throughout the book, often providing a much-needed 

solution to apparently contradictory pieces of evidence. But this 

duality is itself a factor furthering the confusion, and, when one 

adds to the dual personality of the heroine the intrusive personality 

of the author, the complications increase apace. He is keen, as 

children say nowadays, to get a piece of the action and is not hampered 

in doing so by any nice sense of scruple. Confessing that, "One of 

the frustrations of his life was that Jne (that is. Mailer) had never

met her (Monroe), especially as a few people he had known had been so

95near to her", he shows how near the miss was, as ever ignoring the 

obvious explanation that the acquaintance of those close to Marilyn 

with Mailer might well have been the reason for the absence of a 

meeting. He tells us that, in their impoverished days, he and Arthur 

Millar had shared the same brownstone. Years later, Millar, now 

married to Monroe, does not invite our hero to visit them, in spite 

of a mere five-mile journey between their respective homes. As the 

shades of Myra fade for a moment, those of Kinbote are awakened.

Mailer is honest enough to admit that even he might have failed to 

make a go of marriage to Monroe, contents himself with 'this study 

which must stray towards the borders of magic' and promtly plays a 

cabalistic game with the letters of his own name and those of Marilyn 

Monroe.

It is to be regretted that there is no discernible design underlying 

the confusion of fictive levels in this book, that the discussion of 

the nature of the work included in its pages is not part of a clever 

game with the reader but merely an attempt to enlighten him (and, 

one suspects, to help the author to get his ultimate intentions 

straight). There seems little doubt that Mailer is a character in 

this as in others of his works, here playing the casting director and 

Producer of a fancy fantasy version of the life of Marilyn Monroe.
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Had the reader been allowed to watch the finished 'film', or even to 

look through the camera at the scene, rather than being forced to 

stand where he must see the director as well as the actors, then he 

might have had a more unified impression of the central action. As 

it stands, the book brings to mind a remark made by that other 

intruder in a film, Myra Breckinridge:

Like my countrymen, I am always thrilled when someone 
entirely without talent is able to become through 
strenuous effort and even pathological publicizing 
of himself a part of the nation’s consciousness and 
for a season famous because that is our American way.96

Had Mailer chosen to write of an admiral, a statesman or a politician, 

he could scarcely have applied the same method. Only a subject coming 

to him already surrounded by the confusions of fact and fiction inherent 

in Hollywood could be treated in such a way. However, where Vidal 

successfully employed exaggeration, psychohistory and mythology to 

create a fictional character. Mailer's attempt to do likewise founders 

on its factual basis. Instead of using it as an outline requiring a 

skilled colourist to give it depth, he covers it with messy daubs, 

losing the features of the original and failing to superimpose an 

abstract impression of any great merit.

If it is true that the already mythologised nature of his subject had 

a considerable influence on Norman Mailer, this is less true of the 

other authors discussed in the course of this chapter. Mailer may 

attempt to justify his covert, but nevertheless wholesale, adoption 

of the legends purveyed by Hollywood, the studios and the circumambient 

Publicity machine, on the grounds that he is writing a ’special’ kind 

°f fiction. This argument has, however, a hollow ring to it and the 

marB claim that he is imposing a new shape on the material carries



little conviction in face of the fact that he is only distorting and 

exaggerating it. Schulberg makes no claims for his work and seems 

content with simple reproduction spiced with a few ’theoretical' 

passages. Vidal, West and Scott Fitzgerald may re-create the central 

public world with something akin to realism, but they put this world 

into a context of their own devising, all stressing the importance of 

myth and exploring its repercussions for the private world's grasp of 

reality. Intensity of emotion, dramatic experiences and histrionic 

predilections are not the prerogative of Myra; Cecilia Brady too feels 

impelled to give Stahr 'larger than life' qualities, to see her relation

ship to him in ways that owe an obvious debt to films she has seen and 

to adopt roles when entering the presence of her 'hero'. The structure 

of West's overall fictional reality differs from that of the other two 

in that it does not hinge to the same extent upon the perceptions of 

one character. His minor characters, such as Faye Greener and Homer 

Simpson, are important as representatives of groups in the public 

world, their private worlds being translated into telling comments 

on the nature of the public world to which they have willingly come.

It is crucial that Hackett’s vision, whilst credited with comparative 

commonsense, should also be essentially dramatic and visual. Through 

his private world West puts Hollywood in the context not of American 

myths (although this aspect is thoroughly dealt with) but of such 

spectacles' as Sodom and Gomorrah. All three authors note that 

the public world is divorced from a meaningful connection with history 

snd with the consequent moral realitiesj this historical/psychological 

Pattern, so fundamental in the works of Faulkner and so necessary a

Precondition of other public worlds, comes, in the context of Hollywood, 

to be translated into yet another one-dimensional facade, a mime whose 

gestures alone are significant.
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The resemblances between the novels discussed in this chapter are 

perhaps greater than the mere coincidence of setting would warrant.

In each the private world of the central characters and the public 

world of the author’s creaction are disposed around the self- 

fictionalising centre of the actual public world, and the insights 

of the authors into the relationship between this centre and American 

myths and into the implications for the individual of a concern with 

surfaces alone, also bear a resemblance which can only be explained 

by the fact that, in its hidden depths as well as in its overt 

manifestations, Hollywood is Hollywood. In a rare moment of insight, 

ParKer Tyler, that well-known apologist of Hollywood, defined the 

phenomena to which we refer. It seems fitting that he, at least 

once, should be given the privilege of the final word:

266

...in a sense, every spectator of art is also a maker, 
psychologically speaking, and inversely a maker a 
spectator, both psychologically and literally, because 
the latter sees and forms notions of the finished 
work whether his own or another's.9?

•*R*
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Towards the end of Absalom, Absalom! C19361, Quentin Compson says of

the South, "You can't understand it. You have to be born there".1

His statement is neither dismissive nor egotistical, but is the

despairing acknowledgement of the impossibility of explaining his

cultural heritage to an outsider. Faulkner is more successful,

although it required thirty years of painstaking writing to make

the reader 'understand' his vision of the South and although, in the

process, he presented that reader with, in the words of Robert Penn

Warren, "the most challenging single task in contemporary American
2

literature for criticism". The task is challenging in both size and 

complexity. Because Faulkner created an entire public world, complete 

with history, topography and social structure, and placed most of his 

novels within this meticulously imagined setting, it is proposed to 

devote one chapter to the study of that setting, its 'factual' dimensions 

and its fictional implications. Written by a man who was an experimentor 

both with language and with the possible structures of fictional reality, 

Faulkner's works do not, like those of Henry James, present the reader 

with a linear pattern of increasing refinement and complexity. The 

second chapter on Faulkner is devoted to works in which private worlds 

of certain characters play an unusually significant part but, even in 

these works, the fusion which their author effects between public and 

private worlds is inescapable. He creates his fictional realities 

according to historical and psychological patterns which owe nothing 

to the arbitrary, chronological divisions so basic to actual worlds.

The historical and psychological patterns are inextricably interwoven 

Even in the map which he drew of the county^ 1 {see over), Faulkner
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marks places in terms of the incidents occurring there. Place is never 

divorced from its attendant associations, associations which may be 

delineated, as in Requiem For A Nun C1951), by the author but which are 

more frequently and tellingly evoked by the characters. Thus, the 

historical and psychological patterns are fused through the medium of 

language. Absalom, Absaloml is based on repetitions of the Sutpen story; 

each repetition slightly alters the focus of the story in response to the 

sensibility of the narrator, until the character furthest removed from 

the actual events makes an imaginative leap which enables him to identify 

with those immediately involved and so to assume the right to render the 

story in greatest detail. At the same time this character, Quentin 

Compson, witnesses the final act of the long drama and so becomes, in 

actuality as well as in imagination, a part of the story. Absalom, 

Absalom!, as Faulkner's most extensive exploration of the nature of 

the historical and psychological patterns, is studied in detail in 

the succeeding chapter.

That’s the one trouble with this country: everything, 
weather, all, hangs on too long. Like our rivers, our 
land: opaque, slow, violent; shaping the life of man 
in its implacable and brooding image.3

As Doc Peabody so acutely observes, if man-made environments have their 

historical associations, natural environments also have some force.

Their common ground i s ,  to  use  a F a u lk n e r ia n  te rm , a t te n u a t io n ;  p la c e s  

which are e v o c a t iv e  o f  p a s t  e v e n ts  make th o se  e ven ts  'hang o n ',  renew  

their e x is te n c e  in  p r iv a t e  w o r ld s  p re d is p o s e d  by th e  n a tu r a l en v ironm en t 

to  accept such a t t e n u a t io n s .  T h is ,  a s  F a u lk n e r  shows ag a in  and a g a in ,  

l s  not n e c e s s a r i ly  a good t h in g .  The c o n te m p la t io n  o f  th e  pa st may 

become an o b s e s s iv e  h a b it ,  p re v e n t in g  th e  in d iv id u a l  p r iv a t e  w o rld  

from in t e r a c t in g  w ith  h is  ongo in g  e n v iro n m en t. Q uen tin , M is s  Rosa
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Coldfield and the Reverend Hightower are but three examples of 

characters transfixed by the past. Just how it distorts their 

individual private world is discussed in the next chapter. Elsewhere, 

nature is seen as a beneficent force, sustaining and complementing the 

quiescent mood of the opening sections in Light in August (1932), 

providing succour, in the shape of flowers and trees, for the idiot 

Benjy and forcing man to extend himself in Go Down, Hoses (1942).

The figures who inhabit this landscape and who are, according to the 

terms of our dichotomy, also a part of the public world, are credited 

with what might be called a ’communal consciousness’. This entails 

something more than the awareness of moral and social codes. Shaped 

by the same natural environment, sharing a historical past and with 

an inborn appreciation of social order, the natives of Yoknapatawpha 

are more closely bound together than, for example, the inhabitants 

of Mrs Wharton’s New York. The social structure may be hierarchic, 

but the divisions do not entail any diminution of human status for 

those at the lower end. Pride, dignity and social grace are, as the 

scene in Sartoris shows, as much the prerogative of the impoverished 

McCallums as they are of the Sartorises. In Faulkner's vision of it, 

the society operates according to values more deep-rooted and meaningful 

than money or manners, although the last are, of course, an outward sign 

°f the individual’s appreciation of the values. Naturally, the interaction 

between communal consciousness and individual private world produces a 

variety of results but, as we shall see, the shaping influence of the

Attempting to escape the guilt he feels for having caused his grand
father's heart-attack, young Bayard Sartoris retreats to the backwoods.
In the house" of the McCallums he is located not as a superior but as a 
follow huntsman.
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public world cannot be ignored. It, like Faulkner’s vision of the 

society, is complex and profound, more evident in the enclosed space 

of Jefferson than in the backwoods, more refined in the Compsons and 

Sartorises than in the Varners and the Armstids but indisputably 

present in all cases.

The history of the mythical YoknapatawphaCounty does not emerge from 

Faulkner's novels in chronological order. As befits a man who views 

time as a 'fluid condition’, he gives it to his readers in fragments, 

which may, with some effort, be rearranged into a coherent, chronological 

whole. Our concern, having noted the salience of the historical/ 

psychological pattern and the existence of the communal consciousness, 

is to examine the portrayal of the county in more detail and to 

consider the intention informing the design. In this context, the 

phrase 'overall fictional reality’ may be expanded to refer not merely 

to the illusion created within a single work but to the illusion born 

of all the novels dealing with Yoknapatawpha. Of these there are 

fourteen, Sartoris [1929), The Sound and the Fury, [1929). As I Lay 

Dying (1930), Sanctuary [1931), Light in August (1932), Absalom,

Absalom! (1936), The Unvanquished (1938), The Mild Palms (1939), The 

Hamlet (1940), Intruder in the Dust (1948), Requiem For A Nun (1951),

I_he Town (1957), and The Mansion (1959). To these one must add a 

number of short stories and Go Down, Moses (1942), a combination of 

both forms. It is possible to discuss these works under a variety of 

thematic headings! one may trace the history of the Compsons, the 

Sartorises, the McCaslins, the Snopes or the farmers of Frenchman's 

Bend; or one may consider them from the point of view of the Negroes, 

the planters and their families, the townspeople of Jefferson or the 

poorer white group. To do this is, however, merely to rearrange the



fragments given us by the author and to make no attempt to explore his 

vision of the public world as a whole. Because this vision was sustained 

in a unique fashion through novels written over a period of thirty years, 

the attempt to encompass the panorama, although a difficult and delicate 

undertaking, is worthwhile.

The historical and psychological patterns are inseparable and must, 

therefore, be discussed together. In an effort to gain an overview of 

Faulkner’s public world one must take into account the map he drew of 

the county, the force he attributes to the wilderness and to natural 

objects, the historical and psychological significance he attributes 

to man-made structures, the importance which characters attach to 

’public’ events, the verbal tradition which is seen to be so essential 

to the establishment and continuance of the 'communal consciousness’, 

the language which Faulkner deploys to portray all these things, the 

internal structures of the fictional reality in his various novels and 

the social groupings into which he divides his world. Discussion will 

proceed in the above order, in the hope that by avoiding strict 

historical or chronological rearrangement one may come closer to 

Faulkner’s own vision of his microcosm.

Most of the salient physical features of Faulkner's public world may 

bs seen on the map reproduced above. It is a tribute to the thoroughness 

or complexity of his overall design that most critical texts are 

accompanied by genealogies, chronologies and other assorted diagrams 

to facilitate the reader's understanding of the county and its history, 

the danger is, of course, that such aids may well lead one to confuse 

tact with fiction, that one may begin to discuss the works in socio

logical rather than literary-critical terms. Such 'confusion' as 

Faulkner creates as to the 'facts’ in his fictions is quite deliberate.
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His intention is not that we should comprehend the 'facts’ but that 

we should respond to the complexities underlying the relationship of 

characters to environment. As Chick Nallinson says, in Intruder in 

the Dust, the inhabitants of Yoknapatawpha are of 'a specific kind and 

even race1:

...the dirt, the earth which had bred his bones and those 
of his father for six generations was shaping him into not 
just a man but a specific man, not with just a man's passions 
and aspirations and beliefs but the specific passions and hopes 
and convictions and ways of acting and thinking of a specific 
kind and even race...4

Thus, in the map, the annotations are of more importance than the lines 

indicating roads, etc. As has been said, place is always seen in terms

of the incidents which give it a position on the historical pattern and

that pattern, in turn, shapes the consciousness of those such as Chick. 

It is significant that the map should not include Beat Four. It's

occupants, the Gowries and the Wormitts, are thus put literally as

well as metaphorically beyond the palej their place in Yoknapatawpha 

is that of the outsider who operates according to his own moral and 

social codes and whose presence, like the presence of the incomer in 

the campus novel, serves to highlight the modes of the extant public 

world. This point is discussed at length in the following chapter.

Initally, of course, all men are intruders in the dust of this land.

In Do Down, Hoses, Faulkner makes man's relationship to the land a 

central issue. Beginning in 1077 with Ike McCaslin's initiation into 

the ways of the wild, the book explores the virtues inherent in both 

nature and the men willing to challenge it. Sam Fathers, son of an 

Indian chief and a part-white Negro, takes charge of Ike’s ritual 

initiation, smearing him with the blood of a deer as a token of his



newly achieved manhood. Fathers' wisdom is directly traceable to his 

Indian forebearersj he speaks of 'the People’, of Issetibbeha, his 

grand-uncle, who sold the land to Carothers McCaslin, and opens Ike's 

eyes to a moral code whose base is the belief that the wilderness is 

"of the men, not white nor black nor red, but men, hunters, with the 

will and the hardihood to endure, the humility and skill to survive".5 

Hardihood, endurance and humility are cardinal virtues. With courage, 

pride and honour, they emerge from many of Faulkner's novels as the 

hallmarks of worthwhile private worlds and it is fitting, in terms of 

the structure of his overall fictional reality, that they should be 

implicit in the first attacks on the wilderness. The 'big woods' can 

dwarf man into 'an almost ridiculous diminishment' and the attempt to 

civilise the country is seen as 'puny clawing’ at their edges. Only 

the virtues inherent in the attempt, the heroism of the men who oppose 

nature, can justify and elevate it to the plane of noble undertaking.

Taken together, the stories 'The Bear’ and 'Delta Autumn’ trace the

face of the wilderness and the fate of Ike McCaslin who learned his

moral beliefs in grappling with it. From being a mere thirty miles

away from Jefferson in 1877, by 1941 the wilderness has retreated to

two hundred miles distant and the virtues with which it was associated

are equally far removed from the centre of civilised life. Believing

that no man can 'own' land and appalled by the incest committed by

his forebearer, Carothers McCaslin, Ike renounced his heritage only

to find, at the end of 'Delta Autumn', that the idealistic gesture was

of no avail. Like the original 'evil and unregenerate' possessor of

the land, Roth Edmonds has 'got a child' with a Negro girl and then
0

tried to "dismiss her because she was of an inferior race' •

Realising that his repudiation of sixty years ago has come to naught, 

ike can only give the girl the hunting horn which for him symbolises



the virtues of the wilderness, hoping that the distaff side of the 

family in the shape of the unborn baby may yet salvage these virtues.

Faulkner’s attitude to the coming of civilisation is somewhat ambivalent. 

The wilderness is a place where natural order reigns supreme and this 

communicates itself to the men who first venture into it. Whilst it 

is clear that he deplores the differences born of race, Faulkner does 

not suggest that all men are equal. Sam Fathers and Boon Flogganbeck 

have similar mixtures of blood but because Sam is descended from Indian 

chiefs, his superiority is acknowledged, "That was the way it should 

have been. Sam was the chief, the prince; Boon, the plebeian, was 

his huntsman. Boon should have nursed the dogs".'7 This is a 

reflection of the natural order. The old two toed bear, impervious to 

all bullets and the true goal of every hunting expedition, is also an 

aristocrat. This animal is portrayed in a semi-mystical fashion, not 

only because its ability to survive has made it a myth in the county, 

but because it is in a way an emblem for the wilderness. In hunting 

it the hunters are metaphorically hunting the spirit of the wild; its 

death at the hands of the child-like and incompetent Boon is swiftly 

followed by the death of Sam and by the death of the wilderness 

itself. Ike senses this:

It was the beginning of the end of something, he didn't 
know what except that he would not grieve. He would be 
humble and proud that he had been found worthy to be a 
part of it too or even Just see it too.®

Ihe bear, which had moved with the 'speed of a locomotive* through the 

woods, is replaced by an actual locomotive as the forests are denuded 

°'f their trees and Ike is left to devote his life to continuing the 

traditions he learned in those woods, a futile task. As Faulkner shows

in ’Delta Autumn' and in Requiem For A Nun, civilisation cannot comprehend
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In the latter we are told of the founding and naming of Jefferson:

...the same men met at the project before sunrise on 
the next day..., looking about them at the meagre huddle 
of crude cabins set without order and every one a little 
awry to every other and all dwarfed to doll-houses by the 
vast gloom of the woods which enclosed them - the tiny 
clearing clawed punily not even into the flank of the 
pathless wilderness but into the loin, the groin, the 
secret parts... - not even speaking for a while yet 
since each one believed that the thought was solitarily 
his, until at last one spoke for all and then it was 
all right since it had taken one conjoined breath to 
shape the sound... 'By God. Jefferson'.^

—
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coupled with the fact that impetus for formally founding the town 

comes from the breaching of the lean-to shed hitherto used as a jail, 

might suggest that, in this late novel, Faulkner is parodying the 

myths he set up in earlier works. Indeed, Requiem For A Nun is a 

feverish incantation of the history of Yoknapatawpha, replete with 

images used in other works, the whole being put in the context of 

Temple Drake’s moral degradation. But the manner in which the tale 

of Yoknapatawpha is re-told does not warrant the name parody, although 

Faulkner is very much alive to the humourous possibilities of having 

characters perform in all seriousness deeds which, to the onlooker, 

are comic. In the above quotation, he allows us to see how small the 

men are when compared to the encroaching wilderness, but the smallness 

is a matter of visual perspective, not of moral worth.

The jail and the courthouse are the first buildings to be constructed 

by common consent for a common purpose and they survive the passage of 

time to become a record of the changing history and consciousness:

And so, being older than all it (the jail) had seen all: 
the mutation and the change, in that sense, had recorded 
them (indeed, as Gavin Stevens...was wont to say, if you 
would peruse in unbroken - aye, in overlapping - continuity 
the history of the community, look not in the church 
registers and courthouse records, but beneath the successive 
layers of calsomine and creosote and white-wash on the walls 
of the jail...11

Faulkner endorses Stevens' conceit. In that part of Requiem entitled 

The Jail', we are given the entire history of the town, from earliest 

beginnings to what is, implicitly, post-Second World War degradation, 

^hat the jail records is not merely the change from halting-post to 

town, but the:
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...shapes and motions, the gestures of passion and hope and 
endurance, of the men and women and children in their 
successive overlapping generations long after the subjects 
which had reflected the images were vanished and replaced.12

The repetition of 'successive' and 'overlapping' is not accidental.

The pattern of the lives and the layers of paint are closely linked, 

so closely that one might say that physical things are credited with a 

species of consciousness. The ledger, in 'The Bear’, contains 'the 

whole land in miniature’, each entry signifying more than the mere 

fact of a purchase of oil or whatever. Faulkner’s view of history is 

not like that described in Mr Sammler's Planet, "If you had the 

comparative or historical outlook you would want only the most note

worthy, smashing instances. When you had those you could drop, junk

13and forget the rest, which were only a burden or excess baggage”.

His approach allows him to make the 'excess baggage’, the trivia, a 

meaningful mirror of other, larger patterns. Thus, in Requiem, even 

the dust is seen to contain in suspension the prints of the past. The 

story of the town is told again from the point of view of those prints, 

from the 'moccasins and deer-hide sandals’ worn by the first white 

men to dispossess the Indians, through the 'fitted shoes’ brought from 

the East by Doc Habersham and Louis Grenier and the cavalry boots of 

the Civil War heroes to the all-obliterating prints of "a heavy leather 

heel engaged not in the traffic of hardihood and endurance and survival, 

hut in money”.14 This last, the imprinting of the man-made on the 

natural, is analogous to the establishment of civilisation in the 

wilderness; all the patterns are concentric.

Faulkner regrets the passing of the old South. Requiem For A Nun leaves 

one in no doubt as to the author's attitude to the supplanting of the 

last of the forest trees with 'synthetic shrubs'. The 1950 inhabitants
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of Jefferson are portrayed as living in "the shadowless fluorescent

corpse-glare”,15 ignorant of history, lacking the imaginative power

to "burn away the rubble-dross of fact and probability, leaving only 

16
truth and dream”. Cleanth Brooks says that the structure of this 

book "constitutes perhaps one of the most daring but perhaps the least 

successful solutions of structural problems”.17 Certainly, the 

elaborate evocations of Yoknapatawpha history alternate with scenes 

from a play whose thin dialogue and whole artificial, disembodied air 

are meant to underline Faulkner’s feelings about the modern world.

Temple and Gowan’s own past history (the subject of Sanctuary) is full 

of gothic horror, but it bears all the signs of a breakdown of standards. 

There is nothing or hardihood or endurance in their tale nor in its 

after-effects. Only Nancy, the Negro maid standing trial for the murder 

of their child, shows any awareness of 'truth and dream’. Her faith is 

deeply rooted and her action moral according to criteria deeper and 

more humane than those of which the law takes account.

If modernity is a malignant force, driving the individual even further 

from contact with the universal truths implicit in the wilderness and 

participation in the communal consciousness which comprehends the 

history of the county, it is also a part of the historical/psychological 

pattern. One may trace its development from the post-Civil War period, 

the time when contemplation replaced action and the verbal tradition 

came into its own. This tradition gradually breaks down as people 

from the country are exposed to experiences outwith the scope of the 

limited community of Yoknapatawpha. Young Bayard Sartoris’s reckless- 

ness ante-dates his Great War experience! Quentin Compson’s crisis 

takes place in the alien setting of Harvard. Before going there, he 

was immersed in his environment, finding in it a force capable of 

shape and meaning:
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It (the story of Sutpen) was a part of his twenty years' 
heritage of breathing the same air which the man himself 
had breathed between that September afternoon in 1909 
and that Sunday morning in June 1833 when he first rode 
into town out of no discernible past... . Quentin had 
grown up with that; the mere names were interchangeable 
and almost myriad. His childhood was full of them! his 
very body was an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated 
names) he was not a being, an entity, he was a commonwealth.18

Just as the earth contains the vestiges of the events which have occurred 

on it, "it was more than Sartoris earth; it was Vicksburg too: the 

yelling was in it, the embattled, the iron-worn, the supremely invincible", 

so the individual in tune with his public world contains the past of 

that world. The above, from Absalom, Absalom!, is perhaps the most 

succinct authorial expression of the fusion between public and private 

worlds to be found anywhere in Faulkner. Mr Compson, responsible for 

passing on a great deal of the history to Quentin, talks of 'having a 

few old mouth-to-mouth tales’, together with letters and uniforms, 

which act as catalysts in the reincarnation of the past, "we dimly 

see people in whose living blood and seed we ourselves lay dormant 

and waiting, in this shadowy attenuation of time possessing now heroic 

proportions".20 Both men are guilty of displacing experience, dwelling 

on the past to the detriment of the present. They live vicariously 

on the heroism of those who once defended the South and all that it 

stood for. Quentin’s problems in The Sound and the Fury (1929) 

largely stem from his feeling that the standards of his family have 

dropped far below the level suggested by these tales.

Hightower, in Light in August, has a similar relation to history. He 

thinks "as though the seeds his grandfather had transmitted to him had 

been on the horse too that night and had been killed too and time had 

stopped there".21 Absolutely static in his contemplation of the past. 

he imbues it with the life which ought to belong to his present and

relates to it even more directly than Mr Compson. Exhuming an old
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Civil War uniform from a trunk, he feels that "the cloth itself had 

assumed the properties of those phantoms who loomed heroic and

tremendous against a background of thunder and smoke and torn flags". 

His is a special case. He comes to Jefferson to get nearer his 

apocalyptic moment; the death of his grandfather is remembered by 

him alone, it is not a part of the town's lore and does not become 

so, save as a peripheral aspect of the myths woven round the grandson. 

Hightower effectively inverts the historical pattern, making the 

later not the earlier generation the force which compels the attention 

of the town.

Although the private world may act as a catalyst in the resurrection 

of the past and may even re-shape it according to some design of its 

own, that new design is itself bound up with the communal consciousness 

in two ways. Firstly, for the sake of consistency, it must take into 

account the extant versions of the story and, secondly, its designer, 

the private world of the character, is itself dependent for shape on 

the public world. The tendency to imbue the past with heroic proport

ions is manifest in numerous works and may be seen as a basic part of 

the verbal tradition.

...as she grew older the tale itself grew richer and 
richer...; until what had been a hare-brained prank 
of two heedless and reckless boys wild with their own 
youth had become a gallant and finely tragical focal 
point to which the history of the race had been raised 
from out the old miasmic swamps of spiritual sloth by 
two angels valiantly fallen and strayed, altering the 
course of human events and purging the souls of men.23

Events do not have to belong to the distant past, to the years of the 

Civil War, to gain heroic status. The above 'prank' occurred in 1918.

"**■ is the teller, the weaver of complex and significant tapestries, 

who i3 important, not the event itself. Looking more closely at what

27



the narrator of the above, Mrs du Pre, makes of her nephews' actions, 

one can see the influence of the public world. When the field of battle 

was the South, then individual actions did, in this limited context, 

have a certain salience for the history of the race. It is, therefore, 

scarcely surprising that one schooled in tales of that war should 

ignore the infinitely greater death-toll in this war and should choose 

to see the action of her family as peculiarly significant, endowing 

them with the virtues of heroism so often associated with the earlier 

struggle. In the works of James such distortions of actuality are 

attributable to the exercise of the private world of a character, 

the active, idiosyncratic interpretation of the public world. But in 

the works of Faulkner such distortions may be attributed to the public 

as much as to the private world, because the distortions all bear the 

same stamp and emphasise the same aspects or virtues. History, likened 

in Absalom, Absalom! to the ripples in a pond, needs someone to cast 

the original stone, to commemorate the event so that, by natural 

progression, it may become part of "the town's composite heritage of 

remembering that long back, told, repeated, bequeathed to him [the 

inhabitant) by his father’’.24 The little boys who, in The Sound and 

the Fury, make of ’’unreality a possibility, then a probability, then 

an incontrovertible fact",25 illustrate in a simple way this framework 

so fundamental to the structure of Faulkner's fictional reality.

Where Jamesian characters have the ability and the right to impose 

their own definitions on a variety of microcosms, Faulknerian 

characters can exercise little freedom in face of their wider, common 

microcosm. Their individuality is marked only by their choice of 

obsession, which of the many given facets of the public world they 

choose to give priority.
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This tendency to turn inwards, coupled with the tendency to respond to 

the physical world in an affective, subjective way, may remind us of 

the Barthian or Nabokovian protagonist, but there is an important 

difference. The latter turn inward in face of a public world which 

is too vast or too complex for them either to cope with or to affectj 

it is an intellectual retreat into a separate sphere. Even that great

realist, hr Sammler, is "accustomed to put his own very different

26emphasis on things” and so to come up with a unique vision of 

the world. Turning inwards, for the Faulknerian character, is no 

escape. His private world is inextricably bound up with his public 

world and that public world is not too unmanageably complex but, often, 

all too painfully present in its every aspect. Translation into the 

verbal tradition entails a measure of simplification, for the saliences 

are predetermined. The emphasis is ever on the larger-than-life heroics 

and those such as Quentin fail to see that the traditions which they so 

revere have been elevated to unattainable heights by the repetitions 

of the 'mouth-to-mouth tales'. Having been brought up in the verbal 

tradition, he cannot allow for the distortions inherent in what he 

accepts as truth. It takes Shreve, his Canadian roommate at Harvard, 

to question the nature of the hubris:

We don’t live among defeated grandfathers and freed slaves... 
to be always reminding us never to forget. What is it? 
something you live and breathe like air? a kind of vacuum 
filled with wrathlike and indomitable anger and pride and 
glory at and in happenings that occurred and ceased fifty 
years ago?27

It is, of course, amongst the descendants of the heroes that their 

memory is most celebrated. But Faulkner is aware of more than the 

tragic and self-defeating facets of this involvement with the past 

and the aggrandisment of events. In The Hamlet (1940), Ratliff,
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sewing-machine salesman and tale-teller extraordinary, mimics the 

verbal tradition by inverting it. He delights in making the unworthy 

Snopes the focus for his exaggerations, weaving legends around the man 

which are full of prodigious feats of nastiness. Stevens and Ratliff 

both attempt to repel the invading Snopes, those harbingers of self- 

seeking modernity, and their efforts are themselves a parody of the 

campaigns waged in the Civil War to defend the Southern way of life.

They too are doomed to fail andthe story of Flem Snopes' rise from poor 

sharecropper's son to Vice-President of the bank is, as Cleanth Brooks 

points out, 'a sardonic Horatio Alger story'.

To return to the verbal tradition, Faulkner denotes the empathy of the 

inhabitants of his close-knit world through the medium of language. 

Characters have a consonance of vocabulary and tone which implies 

their shared consciousness. When it is necessary to his artistic 

purpose that individual voices be distinguishable, then Faulkner proves 

himself to be a master in the use of the colloquial, as in As I Lay 

Dying (1930), the insane, as in Benjy's portion of The Sound and the 

Fury, or whatever other variation on the theme of language is best 

suited to his purpose. The vast, repetitious sentences which are the 

hallmark of his prose may be linked with the verbal tradition. Without 

resorting to specific examples, a procedure which would reveal some 

unjustifiable longwindednesses, it is fair to say that his language 

is the key to the underlying pattern of historical and psychological 

responses. It echoes, in its oxymorons and multiple choices of words, 

the verbal tradition and its many approximations to 'the truth and the 

dream' and its successive re-evocations. Not only in individual novels 

hut in the context of his works as a whole, certain phrases and images 

recur with the cumulative effect of becoming a species of code. Their 

brevity belies their import, they depend less on their immediate context
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establishes in a single work and continues thereafter. Such images 

are discussed in detail in the next chapter.

Having, as he himself noted on his map of the county, set himself up 

as 'sole proprietor and owner’ of his public world, Faulkner exploits 

the consequent freedom of invention to the full. Within the physical 

dimensions he describes psychological dimensions, fusing the two 

through language. His actual control of his public world allows him 

to disregard any definition of verisimilitude other than his own and 

enables him to indulge in artistic experiments, both linguistic and 

structural. Language is discussed at length in the following chapter, 

in relation to specific texts. Structurally, the fictional reality of 

each novel has an experimental element. The design of Requiem has 

already been described. In The Wild Palms (1939) two completely 

different stories alternate through the book, their connection never 

being made explicit, save that one concerns the search for freedom 

and the other a striving after captivity. The Sound and the Fury depends 

on four voices weaving their different interpretations around a central 

event; The Town (1957) has three narrators telling an ongoing tale, 

correcting and modifying each others' viewpoints both verbally, as they 

interact in the story, and through the medium of their written recordsj 

Absalom, Absaloml is a complex chorus of voices which tell and re-tell 

the same story with constant changes of focus, whilst As I Lay Dying 

consists of a number of 'voices' reacting to ongoing events. Hence, 

one cannot look to Faulkner in hopes of finding a linear development 

technique. Each experiment must be judged as a whole but his 

artistic innovations complement each other. The focal points in one

novel may be mentioned in passing in another. Sutpen, cynosure of the 

incredibly complex Absalom, Absaloml is dismissed, in The Unvanquished
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thirty years before the war, nobody knew from where except that Father

29said you could look at him and know he would not dare to tell"; 

in Requiem his story is put even more succinctly, "a tragedy had 

happened to Sutpen and his pride - not a failure of his pride nor 

even of his own bones and flesh, but of the lesser bones and flesh

30
which he had believed capable of supporting the edifice of his dream".

Figures and their stories occur and recur, Bayard Sartoris, the old man 

in Sartoris is the youthful narrator of The Unvanquished whose death 

appears, along with almost every other story ever told in the county, 

in the annals of Requiem. The after-effects of the events recounted 

in Sanctuary become the play in the latter book, and so on. Gavin 

Stevens makes an important contribution to Light in August and to 

Intruder in the Dust, comes to the fore as a character in The Hamlet, 

where he is a youthful romantic, and in The Town (1957) is treated as 

a pleasant but old-fashioned figure by his nephew, Charles Mallinson, 

now a Harvard graduate himself and ready to take over the role of 

commentator from his uncle. This cross-referencing and natural 

progression from generation to generation is proof that Faulkner was 

not without his own sort of 'social realism*. His regret at the 

passing of the old Jefferson, so evident in Requiem, may in part be 

seen as a rueful acknowledgement that the period in which fiction could 

encompass large-scale yet closely interrelated communities and still 

maintain a semblance of realism was past.

So far the communal consciousness and the historical/psychological 

dimensions have been discussed in relation to those at the upper end 

of the social scale. The descendants of the 'heroes' are, naturally.

More aware of their history; each family of planters or wealthy towns
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people has a story unique to them, just as each is in some way impeded 

by the awareness of that story, of the standards it sets for bravery, 

morality and endurance, all raised by hindsight to an unattainable 

height. But those lower down the scale also partake of the communal 

consciousness. In his book William Faulkner, The Yoknapatawpha Country, 

Cleanth Brooks goes to great pains to make clear the distinctions 

between yeoman and tenant farmers:

Though the planters of the Old South and the Negroes play 
a very important part in Faulkner’s novels, the folk who 
dominate much of his fiction...are white people, many of 
them poor, most of them living on farms; but they are not 
to be put down necessarily as 'poor whites' and certainly 
not necessarily as 'white trash’.

As was said at the outset to this chapter, a lower place on the social 

scale does not entail any diminution of human value. The Tulls, the 

Armstids and the Varners all show, in their reactions to the Bundrens' 

escapade and to the pregnant Lena Grove, that they have both humour 

and the ability to make aesthetic and moral discriminations without 

loss of humanity. All are appalled by the stench of Addie's corpse, 

all suspect that Lena is unmarried, yet none fail to assist. Their 

direct involvement with the practical necessities of day to day life 

and the fact that none of them has ever had slaves and so they have 

loat nothing in the Civil War, means that their relationship to the 

history of the county is somewhat different. But, as Faulkner shows, 

history need not consist in great deeds: so long as an event has made 

sufficient impression on someone to merit commemoration in the form of 

a re-telling of the tale, then that is sufficient. Thus, the difference 

between the planters and the poor white people is not one of kind but 

of degree, the degree being dictated by the characters' social and

snvironmental experience. Cora Tull, in As I Lay Dying, interprets
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the Bundrens according to standards as remote from her actual experience 

as those which so obsess Quentin. It matters little that the source of 

Cora's language is orthodox religion and that of Quentin's is family 

history; in both cases the public world exerts the same influence on 

the private world, cushioning it from contact with 'reality'. So long 

as people belong to or are in sympathy with Yoknapatawpha, they partake 

of the communal consciousness. The advent of the self-seeking Snopes 

throws the nature of this consciousness into high relief. It is 

parochial and even naive, but it is preferable to Snopesian opportunism. 

Ratliff, who makes the Snopes part of the lore of the place, must bear 

some responsibility for their increasing hold on the county. In 

translating them into terms the public world can understand, exaggerating 

their faults tothe point where they seem demonaic, he prevents people 

from realising the real threat which the Snopes pose to the extant way 

of life. The Snopes’ horses are discussed in the following chapter as 

wild, untameable variations on a familiar theme.

Apart from the Snopes, other groups who might be considered as standing 

in a slightly different relationship to the public world, namely Negroes 

and women, have an identity given to them by that public world to which 

they respond and conform. Women, particularly the spinsters or childless 

widows with no stake in the future, are oriented towards the past and 

play a vital role in furthering the verbal tradition. The 'towns 

composite heritage' is best communicated to the inhabitant by:

••■his mother: from her mother: or better still, to him 
when he himself was a child, direct from his great-aunt: 
the spinster, maiden and childless out of a time when there 
were too many women because too many of the young men were 
maimed or dead: the indomitable and undefeated maiden 
Progenitresses of spinster and childless descendants still 
capable of rising up and stalking out in the middle of 
'Gone With the Wind’.32



293

Mrs Virginia du Pre is the archetype of this speciesj it is she who

stalks out of the gross misrepresentation of Southern womanhood and

she who finally fits the story of her nephews into the glorious

tradition. She, together with Granny in The Unvanquished, Miss

Habersham in Intruder in the Dust and Rosa Coldfield in Absalom,

Absalom!, is undefeated. Faulkner seems to imply that the men who

went to war and experienced the actual defeat were somehow emasculated

and passed this emasculation on to their descendants. Men are frequently

pictured as sitting passively reliving the glorious past whilst the

women take decisive action, digging up corpses, visiting deserted

houses cr organising mule thefts. It is they who bring vitality to the

verbal tradition and to the actual world. Mr Compson is wrong in saying

that women were made into ghosts by the defeat of the South. Aunt Jenny,

with her taste for lurid newspapers and her acid tongue, "the war just

33gave John a good excuse for getting himself killed", is no ghost.

Her abrasiveness and cynicism about the men who surround her is not 

at odds with her glorification of the past. She is merely trying to 

counter the pressure of that past in some active, albeit negative way. 

Proof that she too holds the traditions of the family dear comes with 

her reaction to her brother's heart-attack:

Miss Jenny felt that old Bayard had somehow flouted them 
all, had committed lese majesty towards his ancestors and 
the lusty glamour of the family doom by dying, as she put 
it, practically from the 'inside out'.34

Addie Bundren, carrying the burden of her inactive husband and shaping 

the private worlds of her children according to her own obtuse design, 

is no iess worthy of a place in this tradition. It is she who holds 

the family together, substituting, in accordance with the family's 

inarticulate tradition, hard work for more abstract adhesives, main
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her own way, to compensate for the ineffectual Anse.

Younger women are almost invariably portrayed as corrupt or corrupting. 

Caddy Compson, who blames her promiscuity on 'something terrible' in 

her which grinned at her through the faces of her lovers, Dewey Dell 

who in her innocence sins because the bag of cotton was full when she 

and Lafe reached the end of the row. Temple Drake who is not totally 

averse to the perverted ministrations of Popeye and Miss Bundren, who 

drives Joe Christmas to excesses which even he finds distasteful, all 

confirm Quentin’s assertion that women have an affinity with evil. It 

is no accident that their willingness to submit to outsiders coincides 

with the 'rape' of the public world by incomers. The decay of the 

public world is imagined in as complex and as thorough detail as its 

growth. One is left to question whether it is the passing of the 

South as a distinct, cultural entity which Faulkner mourns, or whether 

his obvious distaste for the modern is based on its lack of themes 

commensurate with his artistic powers.

The other group which is given a specific role by the public world is 

that of the Negroes. Faulkner accepts the conventions of the role of 

the Negro in the South only at a superficial, sociological level. He 

does not deny them links with the 'truth and the dream’, in fact in 

many novels he seems to suggest that the adversity of their social 

Position calls forth qualities similar to those evoked by the con

frontation of the white men and the wilderness. It is often the lot 

of the Negro character to make the tersest and truest comment on any 

given situation. Although his fate may largely depend on that of his 

white masters, he is in the position to face 'reality' more directly, 

without the distorting pressure of family history. In The Sound and
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it is spoken by the author, so we cannot penetrate the depths of her 

private world, only endorse her conclusions that what she is witnessing 

is 'the end' for the family. Even in Go Down, Moses, the book which 

deals most extensively with the Negro state of being, one feels that 

Faulkner does not wish to define that state so precisely as he does 

that of the white characters. The psychological dimensions of the 

Negro remain, like his social standing, overshadowed by the predominant 

whites.

Light in August shows that Faulkner is interested in the historical 

and psychological components of 'niggerhood’, but Christmas reaches 

no conclusions and finds he cannot penetrate beneath the surface of 

either white or black states of being. He is restricted to the more 

overt manifestations of the difference, such as the spacing of the 

white houses and the crowding together of the black cabins. From 

the white point of view, Negro blood is a stain; it lies at the root 

of the first failure of Sutpen's grand plan and is a source of anguish 

to Christmas. Charles Bon's son chooses the blackest possible of wives, 

perhaps to reinforce the Negro in his own blood or, perhaps, as a 

defiant gesture toward Judith and Clytie who, from the start, stripped 

him of the white identity and the fancy clothes given him by his mother 

and forced him into the denim of the Negro. We are not given sufficient 

insight into his private world to judge his motives. Christmas s crisis 

hinges on whether or not this definition applies to him, whilst Lucas 

Beauchamp is despised by the public world because he refuses to behave 

as the colour of skin demands he should. He chooses instead to assert 

his individuality and his white blood and the events in Intruder in the 

occur only because Chick Mallinson cannot bear to feel that he is 

indebted to a Negro. In Go Down, Moses, we see that Lucas is an
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individual who, like old Carothers McCaslin, his forebearer, and 

Sutpen, lusts for power, who despises Ike for renouncing his heritage, 

taking it as a sign of weakness, and who is sufficiently self-assertive 

to accuse Zack Edmonds of cuckolding him.

The ’pure’ Negro state of being is never fully explored. Each family 

of planters has a family of slaves whose genealogies run parallel to 

their own and, all too frequently, connect through the white male. 

Judith Sutpen is balanced by Clytie Sutpen, Henry by Charles Bonj 

Lucas Beauchamp is the great-grandson of Carothers McCaslin, Ike the 

grandson, and so on. If any portion of the mixture of bloods is 

condemned, then it is the white. After having been brought up in 

Lucas’s house, accepting him as surrogate father and Molly as mother, 

Carothers Edmonds suddenly begins to look on them as 'niggers':

Then one day the curse of his fathers, the old haughty 
ancestral pride based not on any value but on an accident 
of geography, stemmed not from courage and honour but 
from wrong and shame, descended on him.35

It is the combination of bloods which is most often dealt with in depths, 

the conjunction of polar opposites in one person. Perhaps out of 

deference to the actual structure of the South, Faulkner leaves the 

pure Negro's relationship to the communal consciousness as a matter for 

conjecture and induction.

There is much such conjecture in Intruder in the Dust. Gavin Stevens 

maintains that the whole Civil War was fought not in order that the 

South might keep the Negro in bondage, but so that it could choose to 

release him in its own time. He admits that the South is guilty of 

Injustice towards the black race but reasons that too hasty a redress 

these wrongs would have led to the Negro losing his best qualities.
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his 'capacity to endure and wait and survive', and supplanting them

with the worst aspects of the white man. Although one feels that,

in spite of his PhD from Heidelberg, Steven's intellectuality is

sometimes a trifle spurious, Faulkner seems to endorse his analysis.

The tide of Negroes in The Unvanquished, wandering en masse to the

Jordan or any convenient river, are utterly lost. Only when Granny

takes charge of them and returns them to their original places do they

recover their identity; until her arrival, the liberators from the North

were completely nonplussed, unable to control the flood of humanity

they had let loose. Ringo’s statement, "they ain't no more niggers

36in Jefferson nor nowhere else", is darkly comic, a comment on the 

North's misapprehension of what the term nigger implies. It refers 

not merely to a state of bondage but to a state of being, an integral 

part of the communal consciousness of the South which, if never fully 

explored, comes by implication to be associated with sturdy, common- 

sensical qualities. Caspey’s assumption that, "If us cullud folks

is good enough ter save France fum de Germans, den us is good enough

37ter have de same rights as de Germans is", may be logical but, even

in 1919, is still premature. Caspey returns to a grudging servility

under the lash of Miss Jenny’s tongue. The fate of the Negro is seen

in Requiem. The break-up of rural society has driven him to "New York
3B

and Detroit and Chicago and Los Angeles ghettos”.

Thus, Faulkner creates a vast fictional reality, a public world whose 

dimensions he dictates, of which the internal fictional realities of 

his various novels are but fragments. Although these fragments are 

complete in the context of individual works, it is only in trying to 

make the panoramic sweep that one comes to appreciate in depth the 

design of each fragment. As we have seen, Faulkner dictates not only 

the physical dimensions of his world but also its history, its traditions
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its social groupings and, most importantly, its hubris or psychological 

demeanour. This demeanour is most evident and roost complex when it is 

evinced at the upper levels of the society, but, as subequent 

discussion of As I Lay Dying and Light in August shows, it is also 

apparent in the lives of those lower down the scale. So far the 

emphasis has been laid on the wider manifestations of Faulkner’s 

vision of his public world. But, because that vision is detailed and 

extremely thorough, there are many more subtle manifestations which 

also warrant consideration.

Just as he drew a map of Yoknapatawpha, so Faulkner draws, with the

medium of language, the fundamental psychological dimensions of his

characters' private worlds. As the former led to the recurrence of

certain places, so the latter leads to a recurrence of certain

psychologically significant words. A detailed analysis and painstaking

word-count of the repetitions may be found in Florence Leaver's essay,

39
'Faulkner: The Word as Principle and Power’. Ms Leaver lists 

"honor, pride, courage, vanity, sacrifice, endurance, destiny, abnegation, 

outrage, repudiation, humility, despair" as words associated with 

the Sartoris-Compson-Snopes myth. One should add that they are also 

associated with the Sutpen story, with the reactions of the town to 

Lucas Beauchamp's 'crime', with Joe Christmas in Light in August and 

with the whole history of the county as told in Requiem. The 

explanation would be far simpler were their reference restricted to 

the Sartoris-Compson-Snopes myth. By 'leaving' out the rest, one may 

glibly relate them to the theme of traditional values at war with 

modernity which Marion O'Donnell was the first of many to suggest is a 

basic element in all Faulkner's fiction. Both assumptions are too broad 

to be really accurate. Honor, etc. may initially be associated with 

ibe Sartorises, if only because the first Yoknapatawpha novel dealt with
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them. But the words become an intrinsic part of the whole communal 

consciousness, their repetition pointing at once to the verbal tradition 

and to the centrality of these attitudes in this world. One must 

remember that it is not only the Sartorises who grapple with the 

Snopes; The Hamlet (1940) deals with the efforts of Frenchman’s Bend 

to repel the invaders. Hence, one may argue that there is a community 

of interest reflected in the application of these words to more than 

the families of the heroes. As one may see in Go Down, Hoses, many 

of them pre-date the Civil War and their referents are inherent in the 

first attack on the wilderness.

Of course, one must acknowledge that the frequency of occurrence of 

certain words is not merely a reflection of the prevalence of certain 

attitudes to the public world. It is also a sign of the presence of 

the author. Faulkner's voice, his linguistic interpretation of the 

historical/psychological pattern, is present in every work. It is 

not restricted to any definite, narrative thread but infuses the speech 

of Quentin, Hr Compson, Gavin Stevens and even Ratliff. Quentin 

recognises that Shreve sounds like his father at the end of Absalom, 

Absalom! and this is but one instance of the interchangeability of 

voices. It is a reflection of Faulkner’s vision of his public world 

in terms of a verbal tradition, with its inevitable consonances, and 

in terms of the deeper levels at which Yoknapatawpha man operates.

His concern is not primarily with characters as individuals but with 

characters as people belonging to a specific, closely-knit public world 

whose historical/psychological patterns have a profound influence on 

the individual. On more than one occasion, characters express scant 

regard for the normal, communicative power of language. According to 

General Compson it is "that meagre and fragile thread by which the 

little surface corners of men's secret and solitary lives may be joined
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for an instant". Faulkner forces it to do more than join 'little 

surface corners’, often disregarding orthodox linguistic and grammatical 

structures in order to better attune the words to the deeper levels of 

consciousness which he wishes to evoke.

Vet, at first glance, both his language and his internal organisation 

of the novels seem to be working against effective communication of 

meaning. Why is Benjy's section, the least comprehensible, placed 

at the start of The Sound and the Fury? Why is the straightforward 

story of Sanctuary complicated by 'withheld meaning and delayed 

disclosures’? Why are 'The Old Man’ and 'Wild Palms' not two separate 

novels? In each case the structure of the overall fictional reality 

radically alters the readers' reactions to the story. Were The Sound 

and the Fury simply narrated then we might be tempted to accept Jason's 

version of the story, to dismiss Quentin as effete, Benjy as an idiot 

and Dilsey as a 'black mammy'. As it stands, the structure effectively 

shifts our attention from the 'facts' of the story to its emotional 

implications for those involved. Orthodox descriptive techniques could 

not have produced the same atmospheric force as those used in Sanctuary, 

Just as the two stories in The Wild Palms, if taken individually, would 

have lost their conjoint impact. The reader finds himself impelled to 

alter his perspective on each as they unfold alternately. Thus 

structure is combined with language in the attempt to highlight the 

m°re profound levels of man’s relationship to his environment.

Aspects of that environment come to have a special, metaphoric meaning 

throughout the books, reinforcing the fundamental psychological pattern 

Water becomes an analogy for timej both, in the fictional context, 

are fluid conditions, the latter in so far as characters disregard 

temporal divisions in their often total immersion in the past. The

41
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vast, featureless expanse of flood-water on which the tall convict Is

carried in 'The Old Man' is clearly intended to be a metaphoric

counterpart of his life. In neither the actual water nor in his

life before entering prison was he in control of his destiny. Quentin

sees salvation, ’not-being', as he gazes into the river, seeking to

drown his shadow in it, whilst Charlotte, in The Wild Palms says she

42’loves water', "That is where to die. Not in the hot air”. Both 

these characters are preoccupied with time as well as with water. 

Quentin's preoccupation is considered at length in the next chapter.

Faulkner's time conceit also involves many images of static motion. The 

moments from the past which characters live and re-live are, in a sense, 

'frozen'. Doc Peabody's remark about 'things hanging on too long' is 

most apt for we frequently encounter characters for whom the past has 

more reality than the present. Old Bayard Sartoris, at the start of 

Sartoris. is less 'real' than the shade of John Sartoris which he and 

his companion re-awaken in their talk and Ike, listening to Sam Fathers 

talk of the Indians is subject to a similar experience, "gradually to 

the boy those old times would cease to be the old times and would become 

a part of the boy's present". Quentin, appropriately, thinks of the 

phenomenon in relation to words, his surrogate for experience:

It (the talking, the telling) seemed to partake of that 
logic-and-reason-flouting quality of a dream. ...the very 
quality upon which it must depend to move the dreamer (veri
similitude) to credulity...depends as completely upon a 
formal recognition of and acceptance of elapsed and yet 
slapsing time.44

There is a hint of almost Nabokovian word-play in the title of this 
story and the remark made in its companion tale, 'Wild Palms , Set, ye 
armourous sons in a sea of hemingwaves" (William Faulkner, The Wild Palms. 
rd sd. (London: Chatto & Windus, 1962), p.69
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Noting the subtle delay before 'verisimilitude' and how it implies 

the slowing of Quentin's own thoughts, we cannot but also remark how 

apt a description this is of the mechanics of Faulkner’s own technique. 

Dealing in extremes of experience, with obsessive, retarded or unhinged 

characters, he nevertheless moves his readers to credulity, if only 

because he forces us into a 'formal recognition' of his complete control 

over his material and what he wishes jjs to make of it. Persisting in 

the face of complications which may often seem unwarranted, the reader 

at last recognises the underlying patterns, no matter how remote they 

may be from the mere surfaces of 'realism'.

Even the dust-cloud following the buggy bearing Quentin and Miss 

Coldfield to Sutpen's Hundreds is suspended in time as well as in air, 

"immobly upward at perpendicular's absolute in some old dead volcanic 

water”.45 It is as if the ride itself were caught, in spite of its 

recent occurrence, in the 'greek frieze' effect mentioned in As I Lay 

Dying and elsewhere, Faulkner’s variation on Keats' 'grecian urn’ 

image. But there is another effect, also related to static motion but 

not to crucial historical moments. Just as the communal consciousness 

is not restricted in its references to great public events, so the 

imagery used to evoke the public world can comprehend the slightest 

detail in such* a way that it becomes linked with the more historically 

significant aspects. Hogs, in Intruder in the Dust, are "immobilised 

by the heels in attitudes of frantic running”46 and Loosh, in The 

Unvanquished, stands "hanging against the lighted doorway like he had 

been cut out of tin in the act of running".47

The historical/psychological pattern is complete, down to the finest 

detail and slightest oxymoron. Faulkner’s public world, truly his 

own domain, is the skilful creation of an artist for whom 'realism' is
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a concept far removed from the pure description of extant public 

worlds. Occasionally he may abuse the freedom which he has gained 

for himself by constructing his own dimensions) he may be tendentious, 

tedious and excessively inscrutable. Such faults, when balanced 

against the magnitude of his achievement in imaginative, technical 

and artistic terms, are of no importance. This achievement may be 

fully appreciated only when this broad survey of his public world 

is accompanied by a close study of just how the historical/psychological 

dimensions, the communal consciousness, the imagery, the social groupings, 

natural and man-made objects and private worlds come together within 

the pages of some of his most successful works. This is the intention 

underlying the following chapter.

(lUfaiti
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CHAPTER SEVEN

William Faulkner: As I Lay Dying, Light in August, 

The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom!

4



The thunder of hooves, that reverberation of the Civil War, is

noticeably absent from As I Lay Dying (1930). In this novel Faulkner 

deals with a group of characters whose physical isolation from other 

groups in Yoknapatawpha society is reflected in their states of 

mind. Lacking living links with the past in the shape of grand

parents or spinster aunts, not given to speech save when practical 

necessity demands it, the Bundrens do not partake of the communal 

consciousness) their microcosm is both physically and psychologi

cally very small. Yet, it is through these characters Faulkner 

shows that the historical/psychological pattern need not depend for 

its existence upon large-scale communal experience. In basic design, 

the private worlds of the Bundrens, especially those of Addle and 

Dari, are identical to those of the Compsons and Sartorises. The 

power which Addle Bundren exercises over the psyches of her children 

is analogous to the power of family history over a Compson or a 

Sartoris. Analagous but far more potent, for, where the latter depends 

largely on a verbal tradition, on the many recapitulations intervening 

between event and response, the force of Addle Bundren is direct, 

applied over the short span of her children's lifetimes and enforced 

without any verbal filter. She is the giver of shape and direction, 

both to the family as a whole and to its individual members, the fount 

of its traditions and the dictator of its standards.

Of the sixty sections into which the novel is divided, only one is 

devoted to Addle's thoughts. In this section we discern the theore

tical outlines of her philosophy) to see it in action, we must turn 

to her children, each of whom derives shape from one aspect of the
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mother, the aspect most prominent at the moment of his or her birth.

To enable himself to explore the profound psychological depths of 

characters who, if they are to retain their credibility, can never 

overstep the bounds of their limited powers of articulation, Faulkner 

conjures with language. Each section is devoted to an individual 

character, to his spoken words, colloquial, direct and environmentally 

bound, to his conscious thoughts, again colloquial but tending more 

to the abstract, and to his unverbalised responses and reflections, 

phrased by the narrator and so freed from the demands of linguistic 

patterns consistent with social standing and education. Thus Dari, 

who, even when he speaks, is less colloquial and less tied to the 

concrete, can reach poetic heights without loss of credibility:

For an instant before the jerk comes onto his arms he 
sees his whole body earth-free, horizontal, whipping 
snake-limber, until he finds the horse's nostrils and 
touches earth again. Then they are rigid, motionless, 
terrific, the horse back-thrust on stiffened, quivering 
legs, with lowered headj Jewel with dug heels, ... 
cursing the horse with obscene ferocity.

They stand in rigid terrific hiatus, the horse trembling 
and groaning. Then Jewel is on the horse's back. He 
flows upward in a stooping swirl like the lash of a whip, 
his body midair shaped to the horse.1

Dari does not witness the above scene, he merely reconstructs it on 

the basis of a thorough and perceptive knowledge of those about him,

Q knowledge which gains credence because such passages merge 

imperceptibly with the ongoing events. Gradually, the vision of 

Jewel and the horse is established as a crucial one in Dari’s private 

world and it begins to be printed in italics. In As I Lay Dying 

Faulkner uses italics to indicate what might be called the 'distilled 

essence’ of characters’ thoughts, images and events on which they
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dwell and which are of great, private significance to them.

Dari is the most complex of the Bundrens, conceived just as his mother 

had convinced herself that her ’circle', her selfhood, had survived 

the 'violations’ perpetrated by Anse and Cash. He is the inspiration 

for her revenge on Anse, and its worst victim. Addie chooses to 

see the shock, which she experiences in moving from the sheltered 

life of a schoolteacher in Jefferson to the harsh reality of subsis

tence with an indolent husband, not as a mistake on her part but as 

the result of the treachery of words. Her experience of love and 

motherhood lead her to conclude that she has been deceived by words,

"That was when I learned that words are no good: that words dont
2

ever fit even what they are trying to say at”. Deeds and words 

become separate entities:

I would think how words go straight up in a thin line, 
quick and harmless, and how terribly doing goes along the 
earth, clinging to it, so that after a while the two are 
too far apart for the same person to straddle from one to 
the otherj and that sin and love and fear are just sounds 
that people who have never sinned nor loved nor feared 
have for what they never had and cannot have until they 
forget the words.

Dari absorbs this fundamental duality. Highly perceptive and 

intuitive, he lacks a firm grasp on realityj he cannot make a 

meaningful connection between the word 'is' and the state of being 

to which it refers:

And when you are filled with sleep, you never were.
I dont know what X am. I dont know if I am or not. 
Jewel knows he is, because he does not know that he 
does not know whether he is or not. ... And since 
sleep is is-not and rain and wind are was, it is not. 
Vet the wagon is, because when the wagon is was, Addie 
Bundren will not be. And Jewel is, so Addie Bundren

■r.W:
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must be. And then I must be, or I could not empty 
myself for sleep in a strange room. And so if I am 
not emptied yet, I am is.4

This ontological insecurity may be traced directly to his mother.

Not only did she not want Dari to be, when he arrived she deprived 

him of her affection, effectively cutting him off from the stable 

centre of the family. So he must exist in a sort of limbo, acutely 

aware of his environment but unable to relate to it as his brothers 

and sister do.

The simplicity of the language in the above passage, together with 

the absence of commas in ’dont’, suggests that these are logical 

conscious thoughts. Like Quentin Compson, Dari has a disturbed 

private world and a public world inhabited by an unmarried sister 

who is pregnant, a brother who, although not an ’idiot’ like Benjy, is 

a trifle odd and a father who is a mere cypher as far as running the 

family is concerned. There, however, the resemblances end. Dewey 

Dell's sexual exploit is known, intuitively, by Dari but it does not 

disturb him greatly. There is no family honour for him to defend, 

no suggestion of incestuous love to cause him suffering. Unlike 

Quentin, he is dissociated from the public world, enrapt in himself 

alone and uncaring about the others’ doings. As Cash says:

I could see all the while how folks could say he was queer, 
but that was the very reason couldn’t nobody hold it 
personal. It was like he was outside of it too, same as 
you, and getting mad at it would be kind of like getting 
mad at a mud-puddle that splashed you when you stepped in 
it. And then I always has a kind of idea that him and 
Dewey Dell knowed things betwixt them.
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Through this private world Faulkner introduces that perspective on 

the public world which may, in other novels, be attributed directly 

to him. Of all the Bundrens, only Dari could credibly sense the 

crucial relationship between the dimensions of time and space, "We 

go on with a motion so soporific, so dreamlike as to be uninferent 

of progress, as though time and not space were decreasing between
g

us and it”; elsewhere he is credited with thinking "as though the 

space between us were time; an irrevocable quality".^ It is he 

who conceives of the air as 'an impalpable plane' upon which "Shadows 

formed as upon a wall, as though like sound they had not gone very
Q

far away in falling but had merely congealed for a moment”.

The imagery used to evoke his unverbalised thoughts marks him as the 

Faulknerian commentator in the book. Envisaging Jewel and Gillespie 

as "two figures in a Greek frieze isolated out of all reality by the 

red glare” and talking of 'tableau savage', he oversteps the bounds 

of his possible conscious knowledge. Yet Faulkner succeeds in 

associating this vocabulary and imagery with the character in such a 

way that the fact that they could not be modes of expression available 

to him becomes irrelevant. One can accept that they are, in spite 

of this incongruity, a telling evocation of the depths of Dari’s 

private world. The freedom which Faulkner won for himself by 

dictating the dimensions of his public world extends to the private 

worlds he delineates. One could object that Dari, who is given a 

set of phrases remarkably akin to those used by Quentin Compson, 

lacks credibility were it not for the fact that Faulkner so clearly 

differentiates between the spoken, unspoken and unverbalised languages 

°f his characters. With Dari, he demonstrates conclusively that 

inability to express certain perceptions does not mean that these
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perceptions do not exist. The philosophical and psychological debate 

about the necessity of language to thought may continue to rage; within 

a fictional context, Faulkner establishes the existence of thought 

unallied to language.

How do our lives ravel out into the no-wind, no-sound, the 
weary gestures wearily récapitulant: echoes of old compul
sions with no-band on no-strings: in sunse 
furious attitudes: dead gestures of dolls.

Dari's awareness of futility and even of comedy inherent in the situation 

may not be of any use to him personally but it does serve to stress the 

element of black humour on the book. His insane laughter at the end of 

the novel reminds the reader that Faulkner’s exploration of the private 

worlds of the Bundrens has not been absolutely serious. Dari's 

situation may be seen as tragic. The possessor of an active private 

world he is put where only passivity and the minimum of thought are 

requiredj yet the shock of being parted from the world in which he has 

no place splits him into two distinct Oarls, the one speaking and the 

other laughing in a grotesque fulfilment of the legacy left him by his 

mother, the total separation of word and deed.

Comedy resides in the journey itself. Although in its course the 

Bundrens undergo ordeals by fire and by water, these do not elevate their 

activities to a heroic plane. Faulkner exploits the disparity between 

the external appearance of the pilgrimage and the internal motivation.

The ordeals are faced and overcome through the determination, though not 

the active assistance, of Anse. And this determination may be traced 

n°t to the fulfilment, against all the odds, of a promise to his dead 

wife, but to his determination to acquire a pair of store-bought teeth 

and a replacement for Addle. As the doing, the hardships of the journey.

we fall into
0



not least of which is the increasing odour of the corpse, go steadily 

and determinedly along the earth, the words of the promise go up in a 

thin, straight line, bearing little relation to the doing, save as a 

cover for the real motives.

When first introduced to the reader, Dari appears to be a very precise 

observer, describing his immediate environment in terms of geometrical 

figures and precise distances, "The path runs straight as a plumb-line, 

... to where it turns and circles the cottonhouse at four soft right

angles and goes on across the field, worn so by feet in fading 

11precision". Later, one sees that this factual observation has 

hidden meaning. Whilst Dari follows the well-worn path. Jewel walks 

straight through the cotton-housei although Dari is fifteen feet ahead 

of Jewel, it is the latter’s head which is visible to ’anyone watching 

us'. Dari's comments are not purely descriptive but imply his jealous 

dislike of his brother. Addle's favourite. Thus, even what the 

characters notice about their environment may give significant insight 

into their private worlds. They themselves are oblivious to this 

significance.

Like Addie, Jewel is given only one section in the book. Again, this

in no way reflects his status within the family, it merely implies that

he, like his mother, is a 'private' person, a magnet to the others

because he is unfathomable. Dari is especially preoccupied with Jewel,

devoting much thought, both conscious and unverbalised, to his doings.

To Vardaman, th e  yo u n ge s t c h i ld .  Jewel i s  e n c lo se d  in  an a u ra , he and

his horse the most exotic things in the environment. Dewey Dell
12

feels that "he is not kin to us in care, not care-kin" and Dari, 

ever perceptive and spiteful, comes closest to the 'difference' which
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’who is your father' and, although in the context of 'Jewel’s mother 

is a horse’, this may be no more than a metaphorical question, it is 

uncannily near the truth. From Jewel's own section we gather that, 

in spite of appearances to the contrary, he is the most devoted to 

Addie. Later he proves this devotion by saving her body from both 

fire and water and by selling his dearest possession, the horse, so 

that they may get her to Jefferson. The stiff, 'cigar-store Indian’ 

face which he presents to the world is a cover for his embittered 

dislike of all the others and their effects on his mother:

It would just be me and her on a high hill and me rolling 
the rocks down the hill at their faces, picking them up 
and throwing them down the hill faces and teeth and all 
by God until she was quiet ... . *

His 'difference' is a source of strength, with its roots in his mother’s 

state of mind at the time of his conception and birth.

Born ten years after Dari, Jewel is the son of Whitfield, the minister 

with whom Addie commits adultery, not as a means to getting her own 

back on Anse but in an attempt to explore the area lying between the 

word and the deed. There is a profound if perverted logic in her 

decision to explore the meaning of sin rather than of virtue. Lighting 

°n a man supposedly the incarnation of virtue, "the instrument 

ordained by God who created the sin, to sanctify that sin He had 

created’’,14 she again shows her tendency to view the world in terms of 

polarities. Committing the sexual act with Whitfield unites the 

opposites of sin and virtue:
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order to shape and coerce the terrible blood to the forlorn 
echo of the dead word high in the air.”'5

By Addie’s reckoning, the conception of Jewel is equivalent to 

'cleansing my house’, expiating the sexual drive, 'the wild blood’, 

and replacing it with 'milk, warm and calm’, a reconciliation with the 

sorry approximations of words. Hence, Jewel becomes the symbol of 

her acceptance of the world, of Anse, of words and of death. Having 

explored sin and found it meaningful, she can then accept that virtue, 

or not-sin, has some currency and be willing to redress the balance 

by giving Anse two more children, the innocent Dewey Dell, so reminis

cent of Lena Grove in her simple, country-born ways, and Vardaman, 

whose actions may seem as insane as Dari’s but who has not, in fact, 

been cut off from Addie’s affection. In blaming her death on Peabody 

and getting it mixed up with the killing of the fish, he is merely 

exhibiting a child’s difficulties in coming to terms with the concept 

of death. Boring augur holes in the lid of the coffin is a natural 

act for a boy who has experienced claustrophobia, seen rabbits kept in 

a cupboard die for want of air and fears that his mother may also be 

suffering.

Addie's private world is the complex centre of the book. She is the 

omnipotent schoolmarm, shaping the minds of her 'charges’ and with an 

almost academic interest in linguistic form and meaning. Anse is her 

polar opposite, an insensitive believer in the empty symbols of words, 

and so she thinks of him as dead, "a significant shape profoundly 

without life like an empty door frame”.16 Because he is so lacking 

in being, Addie resents his right to violate her body, ”the shape of 

my body where I used to be a virgin and 1 couldn't think
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Anse, couldn’t remember Anse". Having intercourse with Whitfield 

gives significance to this shape as well as uniting the word and 

the deed. Afterwards, she is satisfied:

I did not even ask him for what he could not have given 
me: not-Anse. That was my duty to him, not to ask that, 
and that duty I fulfilled. I would be Ij I would let 
him be the shape and echo of his word. That was more 
than he asked, because he could not have asked that and 
been Anse, using himself so with a word."'8

Like all the others. Anse fulfils the ’shape’ given him by Addle.

He uses language to avoid all responsibility and all contact with 

reality, ever harping on about his misfortunes, waiting passively 

for others to do his work for him in the firm conviction that his 

inability to work is yet another of his many trials. Even the 

environment is seized upon as a factor excusing him from all blame; 

he reasons that man, being vertical, is intended to be static and Dari 

was all right "because the land was up-and-down ways then; it wasn’t 

till that ere road come and switched the land round longways ... that 

they begun to threaten me out of him, trying to short-hand me with 

the law”.^

The intense activity of private worlds in As I Lay Dying does not 

diminish the importance of the public world. According to our terms, 

the public world may, for any one character, consist of other characters 

and this arrangement is exemplified by the structure of As I Lay Dying. 

The 'communal consciousness' of the Bundrens is shaped as forcibly by 

Addle as that of the county as a whole is by history. How each of 

the characters stands in relation to her is of crucial importance both 

for themselves and for the others. She is their past history, moulding
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them psychologically and socially. The design of the plot emphasises 

thisj basically linear, it traces the events from immediately prior 

to Addie's death, through the journey with her body to the burial, 

then, with a leap, back to the farmstead and the new situation per

taining there. We see these events taking place through the dialogue 

of the characters and their unspoken thoughts. In their unverbalised 

thoughts, their unspoken observations and the things they remark 

in their environment, we perceive the extant pattern of inter-familial 

relationships. Although Addie, the central figure, is dead, her 

power remains alive in her children and the immediate, practical 

necessity of transporting her bodily remains parallels the psychological 

burden which they must also carry.

Faulkner stresses the introversion of the Bundren public world by 

introducing the comments of eight outsiders, people encountered en 

route to Jefferson, or near neighbours hovering around Addie's death

bed. Addie's section is sandwiched between those of Cora Tull and 

the Reverend Whitfield, the two characters most addicted to clichêd, 

moral bombast. Their empty words contrast sharply with Addie s pro

found concern with the nature of language and actuality. We see that 

Cora, who 'knows' the family well, grossly mis-interprets the inter

relationships, believing Dari to be the devoted son and Jewel the

typical, selfish Bundren, "not him to miss the chance to make that extra
20

few dollars at the price of his mother’s goodbye kiss". Tull and 

Armstid are more discerning, aware that "the only burden Anse Bundren's 

ever had is himself",21 and wryly acceding to the demands he makes 

upon them on the grounds of his spurious weakness. Because Anse is so 

limited and so easily understood, both outsiders and family describe 

him in similar terms. It is Peabody, the doctor who also appears in

l
' r
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Sartoris, who puts the Bundrens into a wider context, reflecting that

Anse’s static nature warrants roots, not feet and legs and that, had

Anse been a tree "there wouldn't ever be a worry about this country 

22being deforested". Peabody deliberately refrains from going out 

to the farm until he thinks he will be too late to save Addle, hoping 

thus to release her from Anse. Arriving at last, he sees that:

She has been dead these ten days. I suppose it's having 
been a part of Anse for so long that she cannot even make 
that change, if change it be. I can remember when I was 
young I believed death to be a phenomenon of the bodyj now 
I know it to be merely a function of the mind. ... it is 
no more than a single tenant or family moving out of a
tenement or a town. 23

But even the perceptive Peabody cannot hope to fathom Addle's strategy

for reconciling herself to life with Anse. He merely believes that

she is like other women, "clinging to some trifling animal to whom

24they were never more than pack-horses”.

Their journey, too, undertaken in the face of the most appaling diffi

culties, exemplifies the extent to which they are isolated from 'normal' 

patterns of behaviour. Had a comparable feat been accomplished by a 

group of Sartorises or Compsons, then it should have been given a high 

Place in the annals of the family. Lacking this verbal tradition yet 

possessing an almost boundless naive capacity for stoical endurance, 

the Bundrens stand as proof that Faulkner’s conception of Yokriapatwpha 

is complete, not restricted to any particular class or bound by any 

need for articulate characters. What links the Bundrens to the 

Compsons is neither history nor any community of consciousness, but the 

author’s conviction that public and private worlds are inextricably 

interwoven, that the construction which a private world places on its
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environment may be directly traced to that environment. Whether the 

dominating feature of the latter be Addle Bundren or noble family tradi

tion, the link remains.

Light in August (1932) explores the severance of that link. The 

tragedy of Joe Christmas stems from his need to find a public world 

to which he may belong. His is a crisis of identity created by a 

public world which sees the state of being white and the state of being 

black as mutually exclusive and opposed and which makes no allowance 

for the hybrid. The story of Joe Christmas, who bears no outward sign 

of ’the mark of Cain’, is contrasted and interwoven with that of Lena 

Grove, who bears all-too-obviously the sign of her transgression. Yet 

she, with her "inwardlighted quality of tranquil and calm unreason and 

detachment", is treated Kindly by the world whose laws she has broken, 

whilst Joe is driven from place to place without ever being treated as 

a person. To Doc Hines, he is the 'devil’s cub', to McEachern some

thing to be shaped in his own righteous and rigorous image, "it was not 

that child's face which he was concerned with; it was the face of 

Satan", and to Miss Burden, a Negro, the logical conclusion to her 

family's history of ’nigger-loving'. Even the reader cannot at first 

approach Christmas save through the medium of other people. That his 

story emerges gradually, by hearsay, is a measure of how far the 

structure of the overall fictional reality is woven about the central 

theme. Joe Christmas is the creature of the public world, the product 

of whatever definition it may choose to inflict upon him, be it the 

name which verges on parody or the title of Negro murderer. His death 

becomes an incident in the life of Percy Grimm, fascist and fanatic, 

the sordid triumph of white ’supremacy’. As Christmas flees from the 

Posse, losing all sense of time, being rejected by white and black alike.
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... he is entering it again, the street which ran for thirty 
years. It had been a paved street, where going should be 
fast. It had made a circle and he is still inside it.
Though during the last seven days he has had no paved street, 
yet he has travelled further in these seven days than in all 
the thirty years before. And yet he is still inside the 
circle.^

The structure of the overall fictional reality in Light in August is

complex in the extreme, implying that, although none of the courses he

embarked upon never led anywhere in terms of his search for identity,

they were always delimited by the dictates of the public world. He

could exercise no freedom of choice until he had broken free from the

narrow defile described by black and white. But he is doomed to remain

in the centre of the road, unable, metaphorically, to walk on either

28
side, "a phantom, strayed out of its world and lost”. The image is 

introduced when Joe steps from the house where the waitress/prostitute 

whom he,in his innocence, loved, had practised her trade. The 'thousand 

savage and lonely streets' run from this point, from his first rejection 

on the grounds of colour. It is only towards the end that he realises 

that what he had mistaken for a linear pattern had, in fact, been circular 

not a journey in search of an identity but a journey around the inescapabl 

lack of it. He is without the cultural and moral roots necessary to 

development, lacking that third dimension which would enable him to 

translate the circle into a spiral:

Now it was still, quiet, the fecund earth now coolly suspirant 
The dark was filled with voices, myriad, out of all time that 
he had known, as though all the past was a flat pattern. And 
going on. He thought of that with quiet astonishment: going 
on, myriad, familiar, since all that he had ever been was the 
same as all that was to be, since tomorrow to-be and had-been 
would be the same. "
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This reconciliation comes only when he has lost track of time and place,

become in physical as well as in spiritual fact a hunted creature,

"being hunted by white men at last into the black abyss which had been

waiting, trying for thirty years to drown him and into which nowand

30at last he had actually entered".

The bitter irony is, of course, that the woman whom he has murdered was, 

until she became the victim of a Negro, herself despised by the community 

as the last of a line of abolitionists. Thus, the revenge which the 

public world seeks is in itself a mockery, bearing personally on neither 

Miss Burden nor Joe, "as if the initial outrage of the murder carried in 

its wake and made of all subsequent actions something monstrous and
31

paradoxical and wrong in themselves, against both reason and nature”.

Its fury is in large part caused by its own failure to recognise Christ

mas as a Negro and by his failure to make such recognition easy by acting 

in the manner prescribed for that race. This same resentment surrounds 

Lucas Beauchamp in Intruder in the Dust.

Although we do not come to 'know' Joe Christmas as we know the Bundrens, 

he is credited with psychological patterns akin to theirs and to those 

of the Compsons:

Memory believes before knowing remembers. Believes longer 
than recollects, longer than knowing even wonders. Knowing 
remembers believes a corridor in a big, long garbled building 
... with sparrowlike child-trebling orphans in identical and 
uniform blue denim and in and out of remembering but in 
knowing as constant as the bleak cells ... .

Even in this earliest beginnings, we see the lack of Identity and the 

image of streets, or corridors, which later come to assume such signi 

ficance. The distinction which Faulkner makes between 'memory' and
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'Knowing' is of some moment for, whilst, at one level, Joe Christmas 

may be seen as the victim of the racist South, he is also the victim 

of his own experiences. Hence, memory, the emotional as opposed to

the intellectual faculty, is here seen to predispose him to view life 

in terms of essential uniformity. One cannot discount the effect of 

this personal, or rather 'impersonal', early life when seeking to under

stand his actions. These, rather than the conflict between black and 

white, may be the vital factor in his feelings immediately prior to 

murdering Hiss Bunden:

... he believed with calm paradox that he was the volition
less servant of the fatality in which he believed he did 
not believe. He was saying to himself I had to do it 
already in the past tense; I had to do it. She said so 
herself.33

It is her kindness and her demand that he pray with her which most offend 

him. He cannot cope with the former; the latter evokes the memory of 

the fanatical, well-intentioned ill-treatment of the young Christmas.

Only in hindsight does he see the murder as an assertion of his black 

blood. He is fated to become involved only with those whose fanatical, 

obsessive drives try to shape him in various, impersonal ways. Faulkner 

succeeds in melding the broad racial issue with personal experience to 

create a remorseless force driving the hunted Christmas to his inevitable 

fate.

The story of Lena Grove frames and intertwines the Christmas story.

Tt is in complete contrast. Lena, too, is often seen on roads, but 

these are actual roads peopled with helpful individuals and leading to 

ar> improbable but real goal. Where Christmas is associated with haste 

with time compressed and with flight, Lena becomes unhaste, innocent
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and bland eternity. It is she who opens the book, sitting beside the

road, waiting for fortune to assist her on her way, projecting herself

serenely into the future on the happy basis of the past, "behind her

the four weeks, the evocation of far is a peaceful corridor paved with

34
unflagging and tranquil faith". Amid all the suffering, horror and 

bloodshed, she quietly gives birth and departs, unconcerned with where 

she may be going, merely certain that wherever it is she will be all 

right. Her child is born in the presence of Joe Christmas's grand

mother, in the hut in which Christmas and the father of the child had 

lived, with the anxious assistance of Byron Bunch, the man who first 

met Christmas when he arrived in Jefferson and who is to become Lena’s 

husband. Her story touches on that of Christmas only tangentially.

Its main import lies in the implicit contrasts, the differing attitudes 

of the public world to the two 'sinners', the idea of innocence as 

opposed to wordly knowledge, the opposites of birth and death. Lena’s 

'innocence' is, however, a curious mixture of genuine ingenuity and a 

tacit ability to make the world her slave by assumption, by total 

reliance. Christmas, in spite of his experiences in 'savage and lonely 

streets', has a paradoxical innocence; he does not know how to relate 

to the public world, spending his life in search of a cultural identity.

Faulkner uses Lena's story as a means to disrupting the chronology of 

the book, rearranging it in such a way that the reader first sees 

Christmas through the eyes of the all-important public world. The novel 

opens in the present tense, with Lena Grove one day’s journey from 

Jefferson, sitting by the roadside waiting for the wagon which she passed 

half a mile back to overtake her and give her a lift. A brief excursion 

into her past tells the reader all he need know of her life up to this 

Point. The narrative then turns to the two men who watched her pass the
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wagon and to their speculations about who she is and where she is going. 

This establishes from the outset the nature of the public world, close- 

knit and curious, willing to substitute speculation for knowledge in 

order that it may 'understand' everything. Lena and the wagon draw 

together, in a passage which bears quotation at length, for it is a 

superb example of Faulkner’s virtuosity in using language:

The sharp and brittle crack and clatter of its weathered 
and ungreased wood and metal is slow and terrific: a 
series of dry sluggish reports carrying for half a mile 
across the hot still pinewiney silence of the August 
afternoon. Though the mules plod in steady and unflagging 
hypnosis, the vehicle does not seem to progress. It 
seems to hang suspended in the middle distance forever and 
forever, so infinitesimal is its progress, like a shabby 
bead upon the mild red string of road.35

Partaking of this mood, Lena drowsily ponders on hearing the wagon 

before seeing it and through a series of steps with an internal logic 

of their own, imagines Lucas enjoying a similar experience in relation 

to her, "And so there will be two within his seeing before his remember-

Having got her inevitable way, not only a lift from Armstid but a night 

in his house, where she remains supremely unaffected by the disapproval 

of Martha, she is taken next day to Varner's store and thence to Jeffer

son. As she crests the hill, she sees the pall of smoke hanging over 

the Burden house. It signifies nothing to her, either at this moment 

or later. She remains apart from the violence, enrapt in herself and 

her coming child, perpetually amazed at the distance she has travelled, 

“My. my. a body does get around".37 These words recur at the end of 

the novel, as she is once more on the move, volitionless but secure in 

her enjoyment of motion, the antithesis of Christmas whose search was
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ever for rest but who was driven to eternal travel which only ended with

death.

At this point, Faulkner introduces Byron Bunch, the man of habit who 

is shaken from his dry, habitual round by falling in love with Lena.

With details deliberately suppressed, the story of Christmas is told 

from the point of view of the town, Byron’s past is rehearsed and then 

the narrative returns to the present, with the arrival of Lena at the 

mill. Only after an excursion into Hightower's chequered career does 

the focus begin to concentrate on Christmas, whose history cannot be 

disposed of in a few pages. From the night preceding the murder, we 

are taken back thirty years to his arrival at the orphanage and, for 

the next one-hundred and sixty pages, we trace his story until we 

return to the night of the murder. The man whom we have first been 

introduced to as a mystery, with "something definitely rootless about 

him, as though no town nor city was his, no street, no walls, no square 

of earth his home”,30 and then seen as a Negro and a murderer, gradually 

emerges as one who has no definite shape, who has spent his life resist

ing the moulding pressures of various fanatics yet who has never 

attained an identity which would allow him to relate to his public world.

The murder itself is over quickly and four days later Christmas is 

caught, being led, ironically, though a ’lane’ of spectators from the 

Mottstown jail and discovering, on the eve of his death, that he has 

literally and metaphorically come full circle, returning at random to 

the place of his birth. His story ends as an incident in the life of 

Percy Grimm, Lena’s concludes as a tale told by the man who gave she 

and Bunch a lift from Jefferson. Thus, although the structure which 

Faulkner imposes on his overall fictional reality relies on a disjunction
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of chronology, the effect is not one of unnecessary complication) it

allows Faulkner to characterize not only the individual figures but the

community which must bear so large a share of the blame for Christmas’s

plight. Towards Lena it is forgiving, towards Hightower, ruthless

then dismissive, towards Miss Burden, uncaring and towards Bunch

curious) yet, in none of these cases does it exhibit the intolerance

and fanaticism attendant on matters of race. All these misfits have

been accommodated by the community, even Hightower who outlasts

harassment by the Klu Klux Klan to become a fixture in the communal

consciousness, "the town had a habit of saying things about the disgraced

minister which they did not believe themselves for too long a time to 

39break themselves of it”.

Miss Burden, as the grand-daughter of an abolitionist, is still treated

with habitual suspicion, the focal point of many rumours about ’queer

relations' with Negroes in spite of the sixty years that have passed

since her ancestors confronted John Sartoris over the question of Negro

votes and were killed as a result, "But it is there: the descendants

of both in relation to one another ghosts, with between them the phantom

40of the old spilled blood and old horrcrand anger and fear". This 

continuation of old attitudes, the fixity of viewpoint in the public 

world, is a factor which cannot be ignored in the novel. It affects 

every individual, this communal consciousness around which all must 

either dispose themselves in attitudes of conformity or accept a 

degree of exclusion. The fear of Negroes is ingrained and Christmas's 

act lands conviction to the hatred and the fear:
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... the casual Yankees and the poor whites and even the 
southerners who had lived for a while in the north, who 
believed aloud that it was an anonymous negro crime 
committed not by negro but by Negro and who knew, 
believed and hoped that she had been ravished too ... .

Collectively, the people who 'moil and clot' around the scene of the

crime are viewed as ghouls, feeding on the horror which imagination

will augment: the women, who have ’ever loved death better than

peace’, and the men, gathering "as if all their individual five senses

42had become one organ of looking”, wait until the fire can become a

'permanent part of their lives as well’, "a monument which could be

43returned to at any time".

The structure of the overall fictional reality serves to evoke the 

public perspective and to explore the historical psychological dimen

sions which induce Christmas's crisis of identity. It is never 

established whether or not he actually has any Negro blood and although 

Gavin Stevens, a commentator who is usually given some credence, may 

explain the story in terms of a battle between black and white blood, 

these terms need not be taken literally. From what we know of the 

man, moral and immoral or sane and insane might equally well be used.

The conflict is phrased in terms of black and white in response to the 

Particular context, but it has more universal implications and is 

translated by Christmas's private world into a search for cultural, and 

hence moral, affinity. The public world of the South stands condemned 

for putting so arbitrary a pressure on the private worlds of its inhabi 

tants, condemned not by polemic or rational, liberal argument but by 

the complex aesthetic evocation of the results of such pressures.

Neither Lena Grove nor Hightower have any greater claim on society than 

Christmas, yet, because they are white, they survive.



Of course, it is not possible for Christmas as an individual to relate 

to the black/white dichotomy in the broad terms described above and it 

is manifested in his personal experience in a variety of ways. Seeking 

his identity, he goes through black and white areas, but cannot penetrate 

beneath the surface differencesj the white streets are 'cool1, well-

ordered and spaced out, places where he can 'walk quiet', thinking,

44"That's all I wanted. That don’t seem like a whole lot to ask".

By contrast, the Negro area is full of cramped 'cabinshapes', echoing

with 'fecundmellow voices’ and claustrophobic, "as though all he and

all other manshaped life about him had been returned to the lightless 

45hot wet primogenitive". He is forever fighting the Negro element, 

as if, in naturalistic novel terms, it were the 'baser instinct’.

Only towards the end, when he is physically exhausted and mentally 

disturbed, does he welcome the 'black tide’ which he feels rising from 

the Negro shoes he wears. In dispossessing Negroes of their church, 

just prior to this, he is exploiting the power of white supremacy, 

abusing this part of his heritage in an effort akin to that of Addie 

Bundren. Both characters are in some way intent upon finding the 

actuality underlying the word, "he had once taunted white men into 

calling him negro in order to fight them, beat them or be beaten; now 

he fought the negro who called him white". Yet Joe resists the 

depths of depravity to which Miss Burden tries to drive him, feeling 

himself 'being sucked down into a bottomless morass’ although he does 

not flee from it, "something held him, as the fatalist can always be 

held; by curiosity, pessimism, sheer inertia". He is doomed to 

dwell among extremes, as though the polarities which he believes he 

encompasses prevent him from walking a middle way.

This idea is stated explicitly towards the end of the novel, as Joe once



more runs through the alien landscape to which he belongs:

It is as though he wants to see his native earth again 
in all its phases for the first or the last time. He 
had grown to manhood in the country where, like the 
unswimming sailor, his physical shape and his thoughts 
has been moulded by its compulsions without his learning 
anything about its actual shape and feel.^®

Again, the inescapable polarity appears in 'first or last', effectively

remainding us that Joe has found no niche commensurate with his state,

that his vision, never having had the opportunity to become limited, is

ever new, innocent and unfettered. Miss Burden, talking of her father,

defines the link between public and private worlds, "a man would have

49to act as the land where he was born had trained him to act”.

Faulkner does give credence to the social determinist argument. We 

cannot blame Joe for his lack of shape, nor even see him as an active 

agent in his own downfall. Such a perspective is prohibited by our 

awareness of his personal experiences, the thread of tragic coincidence 

which drove him from fanatic to fanatic, extreme to extreme. However, 

Faulkner's treatment of the story removes it from the 'naturalist' or 

'realist' categories. Bending chronology, moulding language, creating 

imagery, forging symbolic and thematic links, he raises Light in August 

to the level of high art. Precisely because of the manner in which 

private and public worlds are merged, the structure of the overall 

fictional reality is remote from the mundane or the factual and the 

novel becomes a more powerful piece of propaganda. Christmas, Grimm, 

Miss Burden, Doc Hines, McEachern and Hightower are all, in their 

various ways, logical extensions of tendencies in the public world, 

extreme embodiments of trends which, in their everyday aspect are too 

muted to be seen as threatening.
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Grimm, with his "sublime and implicit faith in physical courage and

blind obedience, and a belief that the white race is superior to all

other races and that the American is superior to all other white

races . ..",5° is the active counterpart of the theoretical Doc Hines,

who preached to Negroes "humility before all skins lighter than theirs,

preaching the superiority of the white race, himself his own exhibit A,

51in fanatic and unconscious paradox”. Miss Burden, with her wish to 

forcibly raise the Negro hopelessly intermixed with her frustrated 

sexual desire, contemplating the completion of her heritage ’even to a 

bastard negro child’ is little better, no less selfish in her Liberalism 

than Grimm and Hines are in fascism. Hightower represents the Southerner 

who is static and immobile in his contemplation of past glories, brought 

to life at the moment of his death with the realisation of how much harm 

his obsession has done, "And if I am my dead grandfather on the instant 

of his death, then my wife, his grandson’s wife ... the débaucher and

murderer of my grandson’s wife since I could neither let my grandson live

52or die", McEachern’s belief in a just God leads to comparable

inhumanity, causing suffering both to Joe and to his own wife. Portrayed

unflatteringly as a collective whole, the public world is no less

likeable in its individual representatives. Ideals, obsessions and

ideas prohibit progress. Byron alone who "fell in love, ... contrary

to all the tradition of his austere and jealous country raising which

53
demands in the object physical inviolability", eludes the grasp of 

stultifying ideals.

•.. and he every man is the arbiter of his own virtues 
whether or not you consider it courageous is of more 
importance than the act itself otherwise you could not 
be in earnest ..• and he you wanted to sublimate a 
piece of natural human folly into a horror and the 
exorcise it with truth and i it was to isolate her out 
of the loud world so that it would have to flee us of 
necessity and then the sound of it would be as if it 
had never been ... .54



The above quotation from The Sound and the Fury (1929) is a variation 

on the theme of stultifying ideals. In this novel, the public world

is far removed from the events, which come to the reader through the 

filter of Individual sensibilities. The book is divided into four 

sections, three of them devoted to the thoughts of members of the 

Compson family and the fourth to the words of the narrator. Quentin, 

the ’voice’ in this quotation, has a private world incapable of coming 

to terms with the reality of his sister’s sexual promiscuity. In part, 

he deplores the act because it marks a break with the long family 

tradition of sound, moral conduct but, underlying this, we see a sexual 

element in his love for Caddie which leads to further torment and 

despair. As his father points out, the attempt to aggrandise Caddie's 

act is a strategy dependent on escape from reality. The 'reckless 

escapade’ of the Sartoris sons comes, through telling, to be an act 

significant in terms of the fate of humanity. Quentin’s wish to make 

promiscuity into incest bears the same stamp, the desire of those 

descendants of the heroes of the South to elevate their own actions to 

a comparable plane, even though,in this case, it entails increasing the 

horror rather than the heroism.

Quentin naturally fails to escape reality; he merely perverts it, 

becoming obsessed with time and with his own shadow, that paradoxical 

reminder of his own, inescapable substance. Seeing in water the fluidity 

and mutability which he wishes were the qualities of time, he tries to 

draw the two together but succeeds only in distorting his private worlds 

and driving himself to the increasingly inevitable suicide by drowning, 

ib is the only possible way of merging the two, yet it is neither heroic 

nor in any way effective in altering the actuality. His section opens 

°n the morning of his suicide with an immediate link between water and



time, "it was between seven and eight o'clock and then I was in time 

again hearing the watch". As the day progresses he becomes ever 

more disturbed and memory and reality merge,- fighting his college 

fellow Gerald, Quentin is only conscious of his attempt to fight with 

Dalton Ames, Caddie’s seducer. Grammatical structures cease and the 

whole narrative becomes a river of words, associations, images, all 

making sense when one has read the succeeding sections in which Jason 

and the narrator re-tell the events in accessible order.

Quentin's obsession with time is not without roots. In giving him the

watch, his Father had remarked, "I give you the mausoleum of all hope

and desire. ... I give it to you not that you may remember time, but

that you might forget it now and then for a moment and not spend all

56your breath trying to conquer it”. He tries to finish with it by 

breaking the watch but it continues to click, although bereft of hands 

and dial. In taking it to the watchmaker to see if it can be repaired 

he seems to be seeking confirmation that time will continue even after 

he is no longer 'in’ it. Throughout the day he is haunted by the 

chiming of the college clock and by the movement of shadows, whose 

positions indicate time.

Shadows also indicate actuality. Quentin spends the day trying to 

escape his, 'trampling my shadow's bones into the concrete with hard 

heels', 'standing in’ his own shadow, walking down steps 'just ahead 

°f it’ and trying to drown it:

... my shadow leaning flat upon the water, so easily had I 
tricked it that it would not quit me. At least fifty feet 
it was, and if only I had something to blot it into the water, 
holding it until it was drowned.57



His private world is clearly so deranged that he has come to believe 

that his shadow is the substance of his being, the thing which contains 

his suffering and from which he must escape. Again, the Shakesperian 

reference in the title appears to extend to within the book itself, 

life for Quentin i£ 'but a walking shadow'. His displacement of 

emotion parallels his displacement of blame; time not actuality is 

the enemy, for were it not for time then the event would not have 

happened, would have no tense and therefore no existence.

The purification which he seeks in the water is not for himself alone,

"if it could just be a hell beyond that: the clean flame of the two of 

58us more than dead”. His ideal is that he and Caddie should be 

united, beyond actuality and time. He strives to replace her lovers,

"you thought all the time it was them but it was me listen I fooled you 

all the time it was me ...". We gather that not only has Quentin 

tried to seduce Caddie, and failed, but that his college fellows regard 

him as odd, calling Shreve his 'wife' and speculating about his virginity. 

His father believes that his trouble will be resolved if he can overcome 

his own 'negative state' of purity, but Quentin hates women, describing 

them as "liquid putrifaction liked drowned things floating like pale
60

rubber flabbily filled getting the odour of honeysuckle all mixed up”. 

There is no explicit statement of Quentin's sexual abnormality, although 

his self-centred and ambitious mother, his love for Caddie and his 

loathing of women in general might well strike those with a fondness for 

Freud as being highly significant.

His state of mind is not so easily defined. Faulkner succeeds in 

showing that the nature of Quentin’s concern for Caddie is far from 

Purely sexual. With an idiot brother and a renegade sister, he is
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burdened with the continuance of the family's good name. He is also

aware of the glorious traditions of the South and all these elements

combine to put a distorting pressure on his private world, "I used to

61think of death as a man something like Grandfather” he remarks, 

showing how far he, like the Bundrens, needs to express things in terms 

of what he knows, people and environment. When that environment 

becomes unbearable, disrupted, his private world response in like 

fashion.

Sometimes I could put myself to sleep by saying that [when 
will it, the rain, stop) over and over until after the 
honeysuckle got all mixed up in it and the whole thing 
came to symbolise night and unrest I seemed to be lying 
neither asleep nor awake looking down a long corridor of 
grey half-light where all stable things become shadowy 
paradoxical all I had done shadows all I had felt suffered 
taking visible form antic and perverse mocking without 
relevance inherent in themselves with the denial of 
significance they should have affirmed thinking I was 
I was not who was not ... .

Honeysuckle becomes the emblem and odour of corruption, for it is 

associated with Caddie’s promiscuity. It appears in both Quentin’s 

and Benjy’s sections, its sweet, cloying scent evocative of ripeness 

bordering on decay. The above passages show how the initial whiff of 

corruption disrupted and undermined the rest of the structure upon which 

Quentin's private world depended for meaning. The analysis of funda

mental psychological pattern, with ontological insecurity following hard 

on environmental disturbance, mirrors, in an elaborate way, the pattern 

discerned in Dari Bundren. Thus, although we would appear to be 

immersed in the depths of a private world, the public world is not with

out relevance) the link between the historical (in the sense of 

immediate family history) and psychological remains a basic element in 

the structure.



Despite this, Quentin can make fun of the sort of ’history' purveyed by 

Gerald’s mother, the next one is to be how Gerald throws his nigger 

downstairs ... I will wait for the one about the sawmill husband came

to the kitchen door with a shotgun Gerald went down and bit the gun in

63two”. He scoffs at this attempt to endow everyday actions with

significance and heroic proportions, whilst trying to do the same thing

himself; the difference may be that where Gerald's mother’s stories are

designed to impress the public world, Quentin's are turned inwards.

He has an ironic awareness of sorts, saying that Gerald’s mother approves

of her son associating with him "because I had at least revealed a

blundering.sense of noblesse oblige by getting myself born below Mason 

64
Dixon", describing Herbert as 'hearty, celluloid like a drummer’ and 

Dalton Ames as 'theatrical fixture, just papier mache', but this ironic 

awareness is limited in its application. Quentin may have learned 

since coming North that, "a nigger is not a person so much as a form of 

behaviour, a sort of obverse reflections of the white people he lives 

among”,65 but he has gained little insight into his own relation to 

history. The images of static motion in his section, the 'gull 

motionless in midair*, evoke his basic immobility in face of events 

which he cannot escape, cannot blot from his mind, can only contemplate.

... she ran out of the mirror like a cloud, her veil 
swirling in long glints ... running out of the mirror 
the smell of roses roses the voice that breathed o'er 
Eden. ... running across the grass, into the 
bellowing where T.P. in the dew Whooey Sassprilluh 
Benjy under the box bellowing.

Quentin's vision of Caddie’s wedding day is remarkably akin to that of 

BenJy, the idiot, who also records phenomenon from the external world, 

smells and movements, without being able to impose any logical pattern



on them. He. like Quentin, is obsessed with the disappearance of the 

sister who had been his surrogate mother. He and T.P. are drunk that 

day, although Benjy does not, of course, understand what is the matter.

He assumes that objects move in relation to him rather than vice versa. 

The effects of drink are, therefore, visible in the objects, "the cellar 

stairs ran up the hill in the moonlight and T.P. fell up the hill into 

the moonlight",6  ̂ "the cows came jumping out of the barn”,88 etc.

Benjy’s assumption that he is the static centre round which things move 

mirrors his mental immobility. Stuck forever with the mental age of 

three, he cannot find any rationale underlying the movements of objects. 

'The plate went away' is his impression of the plate being removed by 

unseen hands. Thus, he continues to believe that Caddie will return, 

spending his days watching the golfers and bellowing everytime they 

shout 'caddie*. Although Quentin strives to come to grips with the 

unbearable facts through intellectual effort, his inevitable failure 

brings him closer to Benjyj he too records phenomenon from the public 

world without imposing on them any logical framework) the fundamental 

lack of logic or justice which he finds in his experience with Caddie 

overwhelms him until he can find no logic in any aspect of the public 

world.

Benjy's is the first section in the novel, barely comprehensible on first 

reading, for he cannot see things in their chronological perspective.

His mind works by association, a word or an image evoking memories from 

any one of the seven separate occasions which have engraved themselves 

on his memory. Chronological changes are marked by italics, the 

associational link being given in full, then, the new time having been 

established, the print returns to normal. Which time it is is not 

immediately apparent» stray references to Benjy's age or size must act



338

as the clue, for his vision remains static, he continues to record

dialogue, smells and movements in the same way whether he be three or

thirty-three. ’Caddie smelled like trees’ is his way of expressing

contentment with the world; when she comes home after her first

promiscuous act, it is the smell which gives Ben the sense that something

is wrong and which sets him bellowing. He cannot even differentiate

sleep from wakefulness, "Caddie smelled like trees and like when she 

69says we were asleep”. Even his bellowing is not something he can 

control, "I began to cry. It went loud".70

In spite of all this, he is the register of the family's moral and social

condition. His bellowing forces Caddie to face that what she is doing

71is wrong, "I won't anymore, ever, Benjy", it is he who smells death, in 

relation to both his father and his grandmother, and he who suffers most 

when the pasture has to be sold to finance Quentin’s career at Harvard. 

The fire, the cushion and the mirror are his sources of comfort, but even 

the mirror has to be sold as the family fortunes decline:

The windows went black, and the tall place on the wall came 
and I went and touched it. It was like a door, only it 
wasn't a door.

The fire came behind me and I went to the fire and sat on the 
floor, holding the slipper. The fire went higher. It went 
onto the cushion in Mother’s chair.^

This, like much else in Ben's section, is not immediately comprehensible. 

Tt is only later, in Jason's section, that we learn what it means:

Ben went to the dark place on the wall where the mirror used 
to be, rubbing his hands on it and slobbering and moaning ...
He put the poker back and got the cushion out of Mother's chair 
and gave it to Ben, and he hunkered down in front of the 
fireplace and got quiet.^



When Ben says, ”1 got undressed and looked at myself, and I began to

cry. Hush, Luster said. ... They gone.”,^’’ the reader must wait until

Jason's appearance to realise that Ben has been castrated. His attempt

to chase the schoolgirls, "I was trying to say and trying and the bright

76
shapes were going again”, is, like much else about him, misinterpreted

For him, it is not a sexual act but an attempt to recapture the 'bright 

shapes' which signalled sleep and security and the presence of Caddie.

"Then Ben wailed again, hopeless and prolonged. It was nothing. Just 

sound. It might have been all time and injustice and sorrow become 

vocal for an instant by a conjunction of planets” This narrative

comment leaves the reader to wonder how far Benjy's bellowing does 

'signify nothing’. As readers, we know that what the public world, 

save for Caddie, takes to be 'just sound' is in fact the expression of 

an active sensibility. Ben’s section is so structured that it reveals 

both the limits and the potentialities of his private world* in spite 

of his inability to order experience in meaningful ways, he registers 

the most vital moments and responds with moral outrage in the form of 

bellowing. His love of flowers, his sensitivity to scents and nature 

and his craving for stability and affection mark him as the most moral, 

if the least effectual of the Compsons. The novel closes with an 

explicit statement of just this:

The broken flower drooped from Ben’s fist and his eyes were 
empty and blue and serene again as cornice and facade flowed 
smoothly once more from left to right) post and tree, window 
and doorway, and signboard, each in its ordered place.

Faulkner makes certain vital connections between the private worlds of 

Benjamin and Quentin. Ben must accept the public world in the form in



which it comes to himj he has not the ability to attempt to impose his 

own meaning on it. Neither can be extract meaning from it, he power

less in face of objects, dialogues and events, capable only of feeling 

comfort or discomfort without even analysing why one state rather than 

another exists at any given moment. Quentin, on the other hand, 

cannot accept the public world as it is, trying first to reject the 

fact of his sLster’s promiscuity and then all reality, even time.

Although outwardly the 'obverse' of Ben, he is no more able than his 

brother to extract meaning from the public world or to analyse his own 

state of mind. His all-too-active private world leads to the same end 

as Ben’s, to a vision chaotic and without reason. Only because he has 

actively achieved this state does he need to terminate it. Ben's 

capacity for endurance and acceptance are born of his passivity.

Hence, we see Ben on his thirty-third birthday and Quentin on the day 

of his deathj Ban is outside time, the candles mean nothing to him. 

Quentin has to put out his 'brief candle' to achieve this state.

Jason, the third of the Compson brothers, is truly the 'obverse' of 

Quentin. Forced to shoulder the burden of the family at a practical 

level, he is embittered in the extreme, "I never had time to be. I 

never had time to go to Harvard like Quentin or to drink myself into the 

ground like Father. I had to work”.79 His relationship with Caddie’s 

daughter, Quentin, is a callous parody of Quentin's relationship with 

Caddie. Practical to the last, he objects to her whoring not on any 

Noral ground but because she is indiscreet, although he has few illusions 

about the family's standing in the community:



And there I was, without a hat, looking like I was crazy too.
Like a man would naturally think, one of them is crazy and 
another one drowned himself and the other one was turned 
out into the street by her husband, what’s the reason the 
rest of them are not crazy too.80

It is through his section that we being to see the picture in factual

detail, the self-centred mother, the dishonest and conniving Jason, the

shame and the financial hardship. Jason's section is dated Bth. April

1928, the day on which the female Quentin gives the family fortunes

another push on the downward slope by running off with a showman,

taking with her all the money which Jason had misappropriated from the

funds sent for her by Caddie. Jason the fascist, "What this country

needs is white labour. Let these damned trifling niggers starve for 

81a couple of years", the liar and the thief, reduced to clerk in 

another man's store, cannot be regarded as more admirable than Quentin. 

His vision is like that of the Snopes, self-seeking and dishonest, yet 

it is as traceable as Quentin's to the decline of family standards.

Having seen the characters from the point of view of their private 

worlds, it comes as something of a shock to be given an objective 

description of them in the fourth, narrative section. The "big man 

who appeared to have been shaped from some substance whose particles 

would not or did not cohere to one another or to the frame which suppor- 

ted it” is Ben and the ’’cold and shrewd, with close-tnatched brown 

hair curled into two stubborn hooks, one either side of his forehead 

like a bartender in caricature”^  is Jason. Whilst these outward 

appearances do not conflict with what we know of the private worlds 

underlying them, they derive impact from the sudden shift between subjec 

tive and objective vision. This section not only illuminates all that 

has gone before, being arranged in logical, comprehensible order, it
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also brings into focus'the shadowy figure of Dilsey, faithful servant 

and arbiter of the successive generations of negro youths who have

charge of Ben. We do not come to ’know’ Dilsey as we do the other 

three characters; her private world, save for a single suggestion, 

remains closed to us. It is in her actions, her continuing care of 

all the Compsons, her boundless tolerance and her attempts to avert 

the fate she so clearly sees awaiting the family, that her worth 

resides. As she strides purposefully across a landscape "flat and 

without perspective as painted cardboard set upon the ultimate edge of

the flat earth", heading for the negro church and the apocalypse, ”1

84seed de first en de last, Dilsey said. Never you mind me.", she 

seems to possess all the qualities lacking in the Compsons. She faces 

the public world directly, without Jason’s need for the force of money, 

Quentin's obliquity, Nrs. Compson's perpetual self-pity and self

justification or Nr. Compson’s sodden stoicism.

And the congregation seemed to watch him with its own eyes 
while the voice consumed him, until he was nothing and they 
were nothing and there was not even a voice but instead 
their hearts were speaking to one another in chanting 
measures beyond the need for words ... .

Through the medium of the insignificant-seeming minister, Dilsey rises 

above her purely practical level to the height of emotion, to the point 

where she can see "de darkness and de death everlastin upon de genera- 

tions". Implicit in the vision of Dilsey sitting ’bolt upright’ 

beside the ’rapt’ Ben, crying "rigidly and quietly in the annealment and 

the blood of the remembered Lamb",07 is the tragedy of the Compson family, 

a tragedy which might be interpreted in terms of the fate of the old

Values in a modern world but which, without this sort of induction, is 

simply one of wasted potential. The Sound and the Fury, together with
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Sartoris and Requiem for a Nun, shows that Faulkner realised the 

historical/psychological pattern contained the seeds of its own decay.

It could not expand nor even continue in a straight line but was fated 

to become involuted, either to become futile through too great a degree 

of particularity, as in Quentin’s case, or compromised by the need to 

adjust to altered social conditions, as in Jason's.

It is in Absalom, Absalom! (1936) that the nature of the historical/ 

psychological dimension is most fully explored. Where, in The Sound 

and the Fury the private worlds of the characters concentrated upon 

immediate family history, in Absalom, Absalom! they range freely across 

the broad spectrum of Yoknapatawpha life. The pivotal story of 

Thomas Sutpen has little personal relevance to any save Rose Coldfield, 

yet by degrees, through the verbal tradition and the exercise of 

imaginations attuned to the fundamental rhythms of the Southern histori

cal consciousness, it comes to have intensity and meaning. The novel 

opens with the story being told by Rosa, the sole spokesman with any 

claim to direct, if partial, involvement and ends with those of Shreve 

and Quentin. Even Shreve, the Canadian, succumbs to the hypnotic 

power of the story, to the extent that he too has the ability to tell 

it.

The structure of Absalom. Absalom! is at once more and less complicated 

than that of The Sound and the Fury. Where, in the latter, the reader 

could not comprehend the first two sections without having read the last 

two, the Sutpen story is told in its entirety three times in the first 

four pages. Throughout the remainder of the novel, these bare bones 

are overlaid with many layers of flesh, the composition of each 

successive layer revealing much about the private world of the narrating



character. At the same time, the story itself alters subtly, the 

crucial mystery of Henry’s motivation in Killing Bon affecting the 

disposition of the peripheral material. Each private world engaged 

in the act of recreation is alive not only to the nature of the private 

worlds involved in the original story, but to the nature of its fellows, 

to the prejudices and distortions inherent in their interpretations. 

Listening to Miss Coldfield, Quentin is aware that she dramatises the 

story, "Out of the quiet thunderclap he would abrupt (man-horse-demon)

upon a scene as peaceful and decorous as a schoolprize water color,

88faint sulphur-reek still in hair, clothes and beard". In the con

trast between the actual setting and the events evoked, we can discern 

the effects of Miss Coldfield's over-long contemplation of the story, 

the transposition of emotion and drama from the actual to the imagined. 

Her private world, although until this stage alone in its recapitulation 

of the story, has followed the trend discernible in the verbal tradition 

as a whole, that inevitable aggrandisement of theme. The composite 

image, man-horse-demon, succinctly implies the effect of memory upon 

what was once actuality.

... talking in that grim haggard amazed voice until at last 
listening would renege and hearing-sense self-confound and 
the long-dead object of her impotent yet indomitable 
frustration would appear, as though by outraged recapitulation 
evoked, quiet inattentive and harmless, out of the biding 
and dreamy and victorious dust.®®

This passage, like the one at the outset of Sartoris, "freed as he was 

Df time and flesh, he (John Sartoris) was a far more palpable presence 

than either of the two old men",^ shows the degree to which the past is 

Envisaged as a living force, as 'palpable' as the dust-motes in Miss 

Coldfield’s room. There is a positive, nor merely a metaphorical, link
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between the fragments of the past suspended in memory and the dust 

suspended in the air. Even the sparrows, here coming in 'random gusts', 

act as an element in the sense of continuity established from novel to 

novel. In The Sound and the Fury, Quentin encounters the cold stare of 

a sparrow as he strives to come to terms with his heritage, the Court

house and the sparrows are 'the oldest things in town’ in Requiem, and 

so on. It is a mark of the thoroughness of Faulkner’s aesthetic 

design that even such trivial details should carry the sense of con

tinuity in the public world. Sutpen, too, as the man-horse-demon, 

strikes a chord. Hightower’s vision of his grandfather stopped mid

gallop, young Bayard Sartoris on the uprearing horse, John Sartoris 

riding his way through The Unvanquished are but three examples of this 

conjunction which comes, in terms of Faulkner’s fictional code’, to 

evoke heroic acts of the Civil War and may, as in Sartoris,be used as a 

compressed ironic comment on the fate of this heritage. It is no 

coincidence that Flem Snopes, the incomer whose arrival marks the start 

of the disintegration of traditional social standards, trades in untame- 

able horses.

Sutpen is also an incomer, a self-made man whose desire to acquire the 

outward trappings of a Southern gentleman is, like that of Gatsby, not 

based on any admiration for the ’things’ themselves. What Gatsby does 

for love, Sutpen does for revenge, to restore to his private world.the 

dignity it lost when, as a child, he was turned from the door of the 

plantation owner's house by a Negro. Like Gatsby, he failsj but, 

because he is a Faulknerian character, he refuses to accept this failure, 

becoming every more desperate and extreme as he enacts increasingly 

grotesque parodies of his original grand design. In a sense, although 

be does not realise it, he does achieve the status of Southern gentleman.
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His 'indomitable' refusal to accept defeat and his frantic efforts to 

exclude even the suspicion of black blood from his line bBspeak the 

ingrained attitudes of the old South.

Jefferson, like East Egg, surrounds Sutpen with myths, 'running him to 

earth’ and giving him the opportunity to tell his story before resort

ing to imagination. There is always a time-lag between Sutpen's 

actions and the town’s discovery of them. The wagon 'smelling like a 

wolf-den' passes through the midst of the town with its cargo of 'wild

91negroes’, "but the legend of Sutpen's negroes was not to begin at once”. 

Only when they have reached the Hundreds does their fame begin to spread 

back into the town itself. Repeatedly, the townspeople fail to see 

the obviousj they do not realise that Sutpen does not drink because 

he cannot afford to return the compliment to his hosts, that he wears 

the same clothes because he has no others. They are so intent on 

dramatising his story that they miss its actual dramatic quality, over

looking Sutpen's "pristine aptitude for platform drama and childlike 

heroic simplicity”. Quentin hears of all this through his father, 

who had it from his father, who claimed to have been the only one to 

get near the truthi the re-construction itself has the piecemeal 

quality of the original, the conflict between the overtly fantastic 

wild negroes and French architect and the even more fantastic actuality

being recreated by Quentin as he in turn tells the story to Shreve.
93

After two years, "the town now believed that it Knew him"; especially 

the women, who sensed that he was looking for a wife to complete his 

household. However, he succeeds in amazing them by lighting on Mr. 

Coldfield, "In their surprise they forgot that Mr. Coldfield has a
>. 94

marriageable daughter. They did not think of the daughter at all .

Mild speculation obscures the obvious, as Rosa puts it:
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Not that he wanted to be one (a gentleman), or even to be 
taken for one. No. That was not necessary, since all 
he would need would be Ellen's and our father's name on 
a wedding license (or on any other patent of respectability) 
... because our father knew who his father was in Tennessee 
and who his grandfather had been in Virginia and our 
neighbours and the people we lived among knew that we knew 
and we knew that they knew we knew and we knew that they 
would have believed us about whom and where we camefrom even 
if we had lied.^5

Sutpen's ruthless pursuit of his goal, respectability, ensures that he 

may never attain it. After his second trip away from Jefferson, to 

buy furnishings, he becomes a species of public enemy, the town feeling 

that it too has been implicated in the felony which it assumes must 

underlie this acquisition. He is enshrined forever in the annals of 

the town as a renegade, the very trappings which signify respectability 

becoming, in the context of Sutpen's Hundreds, symbols of its antithesis. 

Vet Sutpen makes the status he strives to attain seem parochial and 

somehow beneath him. It is not just that he seizes upon its externals 

in so direct a fashion that their basic shallowness is revealed in the 

act of uprooting and isolating them from their cultural background. 

Jefferson, trembling in superstitious awe of his Negroes, failing to 

realise that the tongue which they speak is French and not some outlandish 

mumbo-jumbo, comes to look effect when compared with Sutpen. He is 

prepared to fight negro-fashion with his slaves, unafraid to test his 

supremacy, where the rest of the white community merely assumes superio

rity. Rosa, in saying, "If he was mad it was only his compelling dream 

which was insane and not his methods”, ^  acknowledges that his lack of 

decorum and nicety entailed a more, not a less, realistic grasp of the 

beans to his end.

No sooner has Sutpen achieved his dream, than the Civil War comes and 

destroys his plantation:



He was unaware that his flowering was a forced blooming too and 
that while he was still playing the scene to the audience, 
behind him Fate, destiny, retribution, irony - the stage 
manager, call him what you will - was already striking the set 
and dragging on the synthetic and spurious shape of the next 
one.9'*

Sutpen plays his part in defending his adopted public world. Indeed, 

he takes over from Colonel Sartoris and earns, in Rosa’s eyes, "the

stature and shape of a hero too" by fighting for "four honourable years

98for the soil and the tradition of the land where she had been born".

He returns undismayed, prepared, even at the age of sixty, to begin

anew, exhorting his less resilient fellow to do likewise, "telling them

that if every man in the South would do as he himself was doing, would

see to the restoration of his own land, the general land and the South 

99would save itself".

What has so far been said of the Sutpen story has been extracted from 

the various version presented in the book, the factual outline dredged 

up from the depths of complex narratives. Quentin Compson asserts his 

force as a narrator by bringing Henry and Bon from under the shadow of 

their father, who dominates all other recapitulations of the tale.

This story, involving a brother and a sister as well as an older, male 

figure, naturally attracts Quentin, whose incestuous feelings towards 

Caddie and latent homosexuality have already been dicussed in the 

context of The Sound and The Fury. He turns it into a tale of repressed 

sexual desired. Sutpen is defeated not only by the Civil War but by a 

civil war within his own family. His son, Henry, kills Charles Bon, the 

fiance of Judith and his own best friend and then disappears, leaving 

Sutpen with nothing of his initial grand design. Having suggested to 

Rosa that he will marry her if she first bears a son by him, Sutpen. the
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"ancient and varicose and despairing Faustus ... who could at one time 

have galloped ten miles in any direction without crossing his own 

boundary” is reduced to “using candy to seduce Wash Jones fifteen-year 

old grand-daughter”100 in vain hopes that he might still, at the age 

of sixty and with a near poor-white girl-child, re-establish his line. 

The 'stage manager1 decrees that he should, again, partially succeed. 

Millie bears a child, but it is another girl and as Sutpen, in his 

disappointment, insults the mother. Wash Jones, his long-time admirer 

and now partner, kills him.

The story of Sutpen, p£re, is writ large across the pages of Absalom, 

Absalom! General Compson, his sole confidant, claims that he, like 

Gatsby, had the quality of 'innocence'. Sutpen is also given to 

bombastic phrases learned from books, "and there was nothing of vanity, 

nothing comic in it either. Grandfather said, because of that innocence 

which he had never lost”. It is through General Compson that we

learn a little of Sutpen's past, how had scrapped the prototype of 

his grand design because he suspected his 'Spanish’ wife was in fact 

part-Negro. It is the fruit of that first effort, Charles Bon, who is 

the undoing of the second, threatening to marry Judith in an attempt to 

get his father to recognise him as a son. Had Sutpen, so careless of 

other moral niceties and viewing Negroes as 'children’s balloons with 

painted faces’, been able to ignore the faint suspicion of Negro blood, 

then his whole plan might have succeeded. Why this man, whose morality 

is marked by 'the minimum of logic, mere ratiocination’, should baulk 

ot so apparently trivial a thing is not clear. It may be that, like 

other fanatics, he has an ideal of purity which cannot be satisfied by 

were appearance of respectability or it may be that, as we have already 

noted, his analysis of the elements of white respectability, enabling
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him to ignore the time-consuming veneer of social nicety, had also led 

him to see that the blacK/white issue was of prime importance and could 

not be overlooked. Whatever his motive, this obsession elevates his 

story from the level of magnificent self-making and puts it in the 

annals of the South. Both Sutpen and the South are doomed because they 

fail to come to terms with the racial question. By treating the issue 

in this way, using an outsider bent on becoming a part of the fated 

culture, Faulkner succeeds in penetrating deep into the heart of the 

matter.

The biblical reference in the title is not restricted to King David’s 

lament, 'My son, my son'. Sutpen's story is, in one sense, a parable, 

a tale whose moral significance is also its major significance. And, 

like a parable, the story is rooted in the verbal tradition. It is

told by men who, although they may appreciate its meaning, and may even 

strive to attain the ideal state it indicates, finds the struggle hard 

and contrary both to their cultural and personal dispositions.

The characters in the original tale do not have private worlds authenti

cated by the author. Their actions are known to us, their motives are 

inferred by the other characters or by the town, which acts as a sort

of chorus, crying "Sutpen. Sutpen. Sutpen.'' or "Rosie Coldfield
102

lose him, weep himj caught a beau but couldn't keep him.", as the 

action demands. Yet it is Faulkner, not his characters, who must bear 

final responsibility for the casting and the staging of the whole novel. 

The scene, the familiar world of Jefferson and Yoknapatawpha, is lit, 

as never before, with a lurid, intense light suggestive of doom.

Against this, the actions of Sutpen, Henry, Bon, Judith and Clytie seem 

axaggerated and unreal. The attempts of Rosa, Mr. Compson, Quentin and
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Shreve to give these actions a semblance of reality enjoy, in this order, 

degrees of success. Rosa, as has already been noted, tends to drama

tise in an intense, almost insane, effort to impress upon Quentin the 

import of her story. She who is so unwilling to excuse herself for 

planning to marry Sutpen, who tries to face up to the reality of her 

feelings at this juncture and who even goes so far as to say that he 

was no longer an 'ogre', a term she relegates to her childish fancies, 

retrogresses as the tale goes on. Sutpen becomes, once more, a demon.

At first she suggests that Quentin might make practical use of the 

story she is about to tell:

Because you are going away to attend the college at Harvard.
... So maybe you will enter the literary profession as so 
many Southern gentlemen and gentlewomen too are doing now 
and maybe someday you will remember this and write about 
it. You will be married then I expect and perhaps your 
wife will want a new gown or a new chair for the house and 
you can write this and submit to the magazines.103

This apparently civil, polite interaction is full of irony and pathos.

It is ironic in the light of what follows, a story in which the central 

character is conceived of as a demon, a rambling expiation of long 

suppressed thoughts. Miss Rosa's notion that this may be exchanged 

for a new gown or a chair shows how far she has lost touch with the real 

shape of the story she tells. Her 'practical' suggestion is, in any 

case, a transparent, carefully worked out cover for her need to commu

nicate. In mentioning marriage at all she reveals the depths of her 

frustrated life, showing that the romantic vision which she had once 

lived out through Judith is still alive. Even in the early pages of

the book, the time-shifts become apparent. We are told, "It would be
„ 104

three hours yet before he would learn why she had sent for him • 

this minor shift Is soon followed by reminders of the major ellisions
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in-law was to toll Quentin almost eighty years later".105 The frag

mentation of time mirrors the fragmentation of the story into pieces 

significant to each of the characters. Rosa focusses on Sutpen in 

relation to her family, the demon who caused their downfall. Mr. 

Compson focusses on Sutpen as he had learned to see him from his father, 

the intriguing, innocent and fated man.

Hr Compson always sounds very plausible. Compared to Rosa, he is at a 

sane distance from the events, with his father. General Compson, to 

lend credence to what he says. But, save when he is quoting the old 

man Mr. Compson tends to imbue the story with a sort of Gothic horror 

and morbid sexuality:

... he named them all [the nigger children) ... with his own 
mouth his own ironic fecundity of dragon's teeth. Only I 
have always liked to believe that he intended to name Clytie, 
Cassandra, prompted by some pure dramatic economy not only 
to beget but to disintegrate the presiding augur of his own 
disaster, and that he Just got the name wrong through a 
mistake natural in a man who must almost have taught himself 
to read.-'®“

He is cynical in his apparent detachment, envisaging the people of the

'dead time’ as 'more heroic, ... distinct, uncomplex' and the present

generation as "diffused and scattered creatures drawn blindly limb from

limb from a grab bag and assembled, author and victim too of a thousand
107

homicides and a thousand copulations and divorcements”. He creates

and dwells, in loving detail, on the sensuous style of Charles Bon, on 

the apartments of the octroon mistress and is the first to suggest to 

Quentin that the relationship between Henry, Judith and Bon might have 

held some latent sexuality:
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And it would be hard to say to which of them he appeared 
the more splendid - to the one with the hope ... of making 
the image hers through possession» to the other with the 
knowledge of the insurmountable barrier which the similarity 
of gender hopelessly intervened ... ,10S

Hr. Compson tends to extrapolate along very general lines, to infer 

in an almost voyeuristic fashion the passions hidden within the 

situation, without giving what he says any great thought or credence.

We recall him in The Sound and The Fury floating similar broad, high- 

sounding ideas which served only to exacerbate Quentin’s confusion.

Thus, although he cannot be accused of Rosa’s near-sighted over- 

dramatising, his private vision does distort the story, perhaps by 

being too long-sighted, placing it in the context of his own predilec

tions.

Quentin takes his cue from his father but, as in The Sound and The Fury, 

he injects a great deal of emotion into the tale. His re-construction 

of the event undoubtedly involves a transference of his own, subjective 

feelings onto Henry and Bon. However, in doing this, he not only shift 

the focus from the father to the sons, but also comes up with a 

credible explanation for the crucial mystery of why Sutpen forbade the 

marriage of Judith and why Henry killed Bon. Rosa views these events 

as proof of Sutpen's demonaic nature. Mr. Compson cannot explain them, 

saying that Bon's octroon mistress, her child and the morganatic 

marriage were insufficient explanation for either the veto or the murder 

that to accept them as such would be "drawing honor a little too fine 

even for the shadowy paragons which are our ancestors born in the South 

and come to man-* and womanhood about eighteen-sixty or eighteen sixty 

one”.109 in QUBntin, we see the pressure from the public world, his 

heritage in which the names are myriad, the story as told by Rosa and by
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Mr. Compson and his own private world interacting as a perfect proto

type of the historical and psychological consciousness. As he tells

it, the story contains seeds of the first three nourished by the 

disposition of the last and comes to be a new entity, with the emphasis 

shifted from the heroic deeds to the psychological motivations of the 

characters.

Just under half-way through the novel, Quentin begins to take part as 

a narrator. Up to this point, he had been merely listening to the 

recapitulations of Rosa and Mr. Compson, during the day on which Rosa 

sent for him and the evening before he rejoins her to go out to the 

house. The narrative shifts suddenly at this stage, moving forwards 

to when Quentin, now in Harvard, receives a letter from his father 

telling him of Miss Rosa’s death. His room-mate, Shreve, at first 

recounts the story, which he has heard from Quentin and which, to 

Quentin's ears, sounds like a rehearsal of it by his father. He then 

takes over, beginning with the life led by Judith and Clytie after 

Sutpen's death until, together, they begin the reconstruction of the 

Henry-Judith triangle:

It was Shreve speaking, though save for the slight difference 
which the intervening degrees of latitude had inculcated in 
them (differences not in tone or pitch but of turns of phrases 
and usage of words), it might have been either of them and was 
in a sense both ... the two of them creating between them out 
of the rag-bag and bob-ends of old tales and talking, people 
who perhaps had never existed at all anywhere ...

The presence of Shreve acts as a catalyst, forcing Quentin to face the 

fact that he has merely echoed his father’s story and encouraging him 

to think about the motives of those involved. Together they embark 

on the recreation, reaching the stage where the cold in their Harvard
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fuse, "So that now it was not two but four of them riding the two 

horses through the dark In their version, Sutpen forbids the

marriage because he finds out in New Orleans that Bon is his son. He 

is forced to tell Henry what the reason is, just before he goes to the 

war and so, for the next four years, the two young men fight both an 

external and an internal battle. Henry is faced with:

... incest of all things that might have been reserved for 
him, that all his heredity and training had to rebel against 
on principle and in a situation where he knew that neither 
incest nor training was going to help him solve it.-112

The two hope that the war will settle the matter, that one or both of 

them will be killed. Shreve then goes on to assume, contrary to the 

authority of General Compson, that it was Henry and not Bon who was 

wounded and that Bon saved him when all he wished to do was die and be 

released from his private torment. Bon, driven by his hatred of 

Sutpen who refuses to recognise him, determines to marry Judith, 

forcing Henry, who can bear the incest but not the miscegination, to 

kill him as, at the gates of Sutpen's Hundreds, he realises Bon is 

determined to go through with it.

Only at the very end do we discover what happened the evening on which 

the book began. Hiss Rosa’s apparently irrational idea that there was 

someone out at the Hundreds with Clytie and Jim Bond, Bon’s idiot 

grandson, proves to be correct. Henry had come home to die. The 

scene leaves an indelible impression on Quentin, the shrunken figure 

in the bed feeding rather than quenching his imagination. Three months 

later, Hiss Roas going out to the house to save Henry, finds the place 

ablaze. Clytie, believing that the town will lynch Henry for the



murder of Bon, creates a funeral pyre of the house, destroying the 

last white Sutpen and the edifice built to contain a dream.

The structure of the overall fictional reality in Absalom, Absalom! is 

as complex an amalgam of public and private worlds as any to be found 

in American literature. Each version of the story reveals a great 

deal about the private world of its narrator. The conjoint narration 

of Shreve and Quentin reflects the union of their private worldsj in 

extrapolating the story of Henry and Bon they are also exploring the 

nature of their own relationship and also, for the reader, presenting 

a picture of the historical consciousness at work. Sutpen’s story 

grows organically, fed by the perceptions of the narrators and feeding 

upon them. For Miss Rosa, it is a focal point for her frustration as 

well as the cause of itj for Hr. Compson it is the affirmation of his 

cynical view of humanity as well as an inspirer of it. The influence 

of environment, the particular described by Chick Mallinson, is every

where in evidence.

Faulkner's historical/psychological dimensions are clearly marked with 

gradations. For each of the three or four generations he deals with 

in his novels, there is an appropriate ethos. None are discreet but 

each is distinguishable from both its predecessors and successors.

In Absalom, Absaloml all four are represented) Sutpen and his dream 

belong to the age of herioc action pre-dating the Civil War, General 

Compson belongs to the first emasculated generation, retaining many of 

the virtues of 'endurance and hardihood’ in the face of defeat) Mr. 

Compson belongs to the second generation, resorting to words and the 

Passive contemplations of decay, whilst Quentin is of the third, still 

Passive, still emasculated but with a growing interest in the motivation
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of the past rather than in its actions alone. When, in The Sound and 

the Fury, he finally takes refuge in the depths of his private world, 

he is doing no more than take the next logical step along the histori

cal /psychological dimension.

Absalom, Absaloml is the 'apotheosis' of Faulkner's work. Within its 

pages he not only uses the historical/psychological dimensions but 

explores them, tests them to their uttermost, at the same time as 

straining the possibilities of fictional reality to its outer limit, 

conjuring with public and private worlds in a manner which makes 

nonsense of any talk of balance between them. The two are fused 

totally in this artistic magnum opus.
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In moving from the works of William Faulkner to those discussed in 

this chapter, one leaves behind the possibility of a complete rapport 

between public and private worlds and enters an area where the 

fictional reality hinges upon a basic antipathy between the two. The 

works considered here are, with the exception of Herzog, set on and 

around college campuses but they have been selected less because their 

public worlds have something in common and more because they in 

various ways illustrate this antipathy. The Groves of Academe (1951) 

is the most limited in its aspirations. Mary McCarthy, like Edith 

Wharton, sets out to expose a certain microcosm, effectively shifting 

the emphasis from the private worlds of her characters to the pressures 

inflicted upon them by their chosen milieu. Randall Jarrell's 

Pictures From An Institution (1952) is, in a sense, a response to Miss 

McCarthy's criticisms (see below, p.375), providing the comic relief so 

lacking in her 'realistic' portrayal whilst, in a witty and urbane 

fashion, remaining critical of the microcosm itself. The relationship 

between the books is much like that of Myra Breckinridge and Magic and 

Myth of the Movies. Pnin (1957) is Vladimir Nabokov's contribution 

to the ranks of the campus novel, appealing in its obvious burlesque 

of the absent-minded professor, spiced, of course, with Nabokovian 

ambiguity, yet implicitly critical of the campus as a microcosm. 

Similarly, Pale Fire (1962) hides beneath its intricate surface with 

a serious comment on the nature of academic criticism and introduces 

the sort of highly disturbed private world which is a feature of the 

more cerebral campus novels. For the protagonist of The End of the 

Road (1967) the campus is a retreat from the wider public world with 

which he has so signally failed to cope. Jacob Horner is the comic
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counterpart of Sy Levin, the would-be champion of Liberal Arts in 

Halamud1 s A New Life (1961) who tries and fails to attune himself to

his environment. Herzog, coming from the microcosm of Downtown 

College, Chicago to the macrocosm of America, also fails to make any 

meaningful connections. Herzog (1961) is the definitive novel of 

this group, although its 'hero' is never actually seen on a campus.

From the last five novels named one can see emerging a faint but dis

cernible basic pattern. Its crux is the disjunction of private and 

public worlds; Pnin, Horner, Kinbote, Levin and Herzog all lack the 

ability to comprehend or assimilate their environments. Pnin, ever 

on guard against disaster, is its constant plaything, Horner can 

operate only by means of the most monstrously mechanical of stratagems, 

Kinbote is lost in a maze of outrageous, megalomaniac fantasy. Levin 

seizes upon an illusion of romantic love and heroic but inappropriate 

action and Herzog, when not searching among the world views which 

succoured previous generations, lies uneasily upon a couch, the ambi

valent emblem of psychoanalysis and repose.^ The world which assaults 

and distorts these private worlds is most fully explored in Herzog.

The psychoanalyst is never far from the side of the man who strives, 
in modern American fiction, to reconcile public and private worlds.
Herzog and Horner both have their ’shrinks’, Pnin is briefly married 
To one whilst Kinbote clearly has need o£ one. Nor is it just the 
distraught intellectual who is associated with analysts. Myra Breckin
ridge has her Dr. Montag, Alexander Portnoy his Dr. Spielvogel, Oedipa 
Maas (in Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49) her Dr. Hilarius and Allert, 
that second-rate Herzog in Hawkes’s Death, Sleep and the Traveler, 
shares not only his problems but his wife with his psychiatrist. Whilst, 
in most cases, the analyst serves as a useful literary device, allowing 
the central character to lay bare his private world, he is potentially 
a more sinister figure. In both Ellison’s Invisible Man and Burrough’s 
Junkie the passive listener becomes an active interferer, performing 
lobotomies in order to alter the basic disposition of the character's 
private world. See p.409 below for more detailed discussion of the 
role of the analyst in modern American fiction.
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Moses E. Herzog is the itinerant academic who brings to his changing 

physical locations a breadth of vision and an awareness of man’s 

potential which are of no use in face of the vast complexity of modern 

life. Like Ellison’s Invisible Man, Herzog finds rationality, 

intellect and traditional wisdom rendered null and void by the chaos 

of actuality. This, in varying degrees, is true of all the major 

characters in the books considered here. Levin, Pnin and Horner all 

look to the campus for a sort of respite. Each is initially happy 

and optimistic in his humble teaching post, yet all are finally 

disillusioned and driven once more out into the wider world. The 

reasons for their failures vary, as do their expectations of their 

chosen environments, yet all encounter pettiness, internal politics 

and a rigid status quo. Thus, although priority is given to the 

private world of the central character it is worthwhile to speculate 

why these various authors, all university-level teachers themselves at 

some point in their careers, should choose to place their protagonists 

on the campuses of colleges, what role the campus plays in the American 

consciousness and how their portrayals of it relate to this role. What 

is it about the campus that attracts characters who lack cultural and 

social roots elsewhere in America, who are either psychologically 

disturbed or extremely eccentric and whose desire to succeed contains 

the seeds of self-destruction? Why should this group of authors, each 

highly aware of the novel as a form, choose to structure their fictional 

realities not merely around private worlds but around the private worlds 

of bachelor academics aged between thirty and forty-five years who 

teach in small county campuses and not in the more typical city centre 

institutions? What does the conjunction of these particular public 

and private worlds signify?

-gTT" -iiS iffirtii*
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Mary McCarthy, although she may not have written a particularly 

successful novel, is a careful compiler of facts and The Groves of 

Academe may be relied upon to stress all the salient features of the 

campus as public world, Henry Mulcahy, her personally repellant yet 

academically respectable protagonist, decides that his dismissal from 

Jocelyn College is the result of youthful, political indiscretion and 

hopes to evade it by appealing to the ’liberal’ sentiments of his 

colleagues, to translate his personal plight into a matter of academic 

freedom. Jocelyn College, being progressive and experimental, demand

ing no loyalty oath or anything else which might be construed as

violating academic freedom, contains "a permanent minority of principled 
1

dissenters". Mulcahy finds, however, that when appealed to

individually, these 'dissenters’ tend to give way to conformist

pressures, "None of them, including the participants, would Know what
2

they thought of this matter till the winner had been certified".

Through double-dealing and sheer determination, Mulcahy survives, 

forcing the President of the college to resign in his stead in order 

that the college’s name for liberalism and progressiveness may survive. 

What Miss McCarthy does is show the insidious effect which the campaign 

waged by her namesake. Senator McCarthy, upon the intellectuals of 

America had in the colleges and Universities. As Robert Nisbet says, 

McCarthy's enemies "were almost strictly and fexclusively the intellec-
3

tuals of this country, academic intellectuals especially”. As one 

can see in The Groves of Academe, this fear of communism working 

against the notion of academic freedom tends to produce an atmosphere 

°f mutual suspicion antipathetic to freedom of mind and academic 

excellence. These same pressures evince themselves in A New Life.

In the first meeting with Fairchild, Levin is told the story of Duffy 

and warned against not only communism but womanising and drinking too. 

Even in those novels less concerned with the actual pressures at work
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within campuses, one cannot escape the fact that faculties and depart

ments are very tight-knit, inward-looking communities whose tolerance 

for individuality and eccentricity is strictly limited and whose 

members spend a great deal of time watching each other.

Although the campuses in the novels discussed here are widely separa

ted geographically, from the ultra-conservative Cascadia College, 

fifty miles from the Pacific in the north-west, through Jocelyn in 

Pennsylvania, Waindell in Maine or New Hampshire to Wicomico State 

Teachers College, Maryland, the internal organisation of their depart

ments are strikingly alike. Perhaps because the protagonists are all 

teachers of English, they tend to enter microcosms which love to 

gossip and tend to mythologize themselves. Gertrude Johnson's one 

perceptive comment about living around colleges making people 'lose 

their sense of the probable' rings true for all the novels. Like 

the students at Buck Loner’s Academy, the Department members are apt 

to resolve themselves into a predictable 'cast', status and appearance 

rather than personality dictating their actions and attitudes. Just 

as Duffy has been assimilated into the verbal tradition of the place 

before the arrival of Levin, so we feel Levin will also be assimilated 

after his departure, used as Another Awful Warning of the dangers of 

nonconformity, a sort of Demon king. Mulcahy exploits this, delibe

rately starting stories confident that "in the telling and the response
4

the story became a living thing - the joint possession of the group”.

The campus counterpart of Faulkner's verbal tradition is dealt with 

most subtly and thoroughly in Pnin. It is only at the end of the novel 

that the reader, who has been encouraged to laugh at Jack Cockrell, 

the head of English, and his limited repertoire of ’Pnin' stories, 

realises that what he has been subjected to is merely a rehearsal of
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the myth by Pnin’s successor out of Cockrell. Pictures From An 

Institution likewise consists largely of 'gossip', compiled and 

adumbrated by a malicious and witty narrator who is also a member of 

the English Faculty.

In almost all the novels, the self-mythologising bent of the extant 

inhabitants is used to make them appear faintly ludicrous or even 

downright comic. Waindell boasts Professor Blorenge, the Head of 

French Literature who 'disliked literature and had no French’, the 

angelic Starrs who teach Fine Art, Clements whose major concern is 

the Philosophy of Gesture, etc. This worthy group receives grants 

to farther knowledge of such fascinating areas as 'the eating habits 

of Cuban fishermen and palm climbers' and sends emissaries to all 

manner of conferences, where they treat their own ineptitudes as if 

'they were some majestic whim'. All in all, Nabokov’s attitude to 

the institutions of Higher Education is a little less than reverent:

And still the College creaked on. Hard-working graduates, 
with pregnant wives, still wrote dissertations on Dostoevski 
and Simone de Beauvoir. Literary departments still labored 
under the impression that Stendhal, Galsworthy, Dreiser, and 
Mann were great writers. Word plastics like "conflict" and 
"pattern" were still in vogue. As usual, sterile instructors 
successfully endeavored to "produce" by reviewing the books 
of more fertile colleagues, ...

No less comic are the academics of Benton, ranging as they do from Hiss 

Batterson, the elderly gentlewoman whose course on creative writing is 

based on 'an elder classic' called How To Write Short Stories and who 

rates aesthetic discriminations with racial discrimination to Dr. 

Rosenbaum, with his love of 'hither-to unthought of, thereafter 

unthinkable' combinations of instruments. Benton also boasts one
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Dr« Whittaker, the scientist who "talked the way a sentence would talk 

- as he spoke, English seemed to have been dead for many centuries".^ 

Less overtly funny are the teachers at Cascadia, Fabrikant the ’scholar’ 

who lives in the style of a Southern gentleman, works in the most 

conservative of institutions and is engaged in writing on 'Liberalism 

in American Education’, Gilley who, in his eagerness to teach, abandons 

all attempts to pursue the academic promise he showed by once having an 

article in the PMLA, Bucket with his thrice-refused thesis on Sterne 

and his half-built house and Professor Fairchild, whose Elementary 

Grammar Texts are symptomatic of a concern with the functional side of 

English teaching and of life. Even in The Groves of Academe, with 

its unmistakeable pretensions to ’realism’, the academics are more 

concerned with individual status and internal politics than with ideas. 

It is perhaps part of Miss McCarthy's case that the influence of the 

outside world, in the form of politics, should be seen to militate 

against intellectual excellence, but nowhere in the ranks of her 

stereotyped characters is this excellence even faintly discernible. 

Mulcahy is a small-town Machiavelli, adept at playing on the weaknesses 

of both his colleagues and his students with a variety of clichSd 

techniques; Domna Rejnev, the Liberated-Expatriot-Intellectual-Women, 

is an idealist of sorts but is easy prey for Mulcanyj Furness, head 

of English, is an Elder Cynic and sterile perfectionist, "extremely 

sensitive to any disarray in the outer garment of reality” and 

Aristotle Poncy the inevitable Unwordly-Old-World-Professor.

Thus all the novels, whether realistic or comic, disabuse the reader of 

ony notion of academic excellence and expose the campus as a microcosm 

riddled with human frailty, trivial, inward-looking, conformist and 

Prey to external pressures. In The Degradation of the Academic Dogma.
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Robert Nisbet maintains that the college or university has become the 

essence of the American’s dream for his children, ”1 believe no people 

has ever lived that has more pride in the idea of college and univer

sity, however naively expressed at times, than the American people".8 

Arguing that what he regards as a crisis in higher education stems 

largely from the failure of the university to become 'truly modern’, 

attempting as it does to maintain an outward show of superiority and 

an internal organisation that is ’quasi-medieval, characteristically 

aristocratic’, Nisbet lends factual conviction to what, in the novels, 

emerges as an excessive concern with other inhabitants of the campus 

microcosm, with their moral and political, but not their academic, 

standards. One has only to look at how the Presidents of the various 

colleges are portrayed to see that, although most of the novelists are 

concerned with the private worlds of their central characters rather 

than with the disposition of the public worlds in which they take 

refuge, they are, nevertheless, aware that all is not well in the 

state of the campus.

In The Higher Learning in America: A Reassessment, Paul Woodring 

observes that no academic willingly takes upon himself the more highly 

paid but less secure job of President when he has any hopes of becoming 

a full Professor via a Departmental Headship. These failed or frustra

ted academics are represented in the novels very much as ’front men’, 

toeing the conformist line whilst their underlings remain relatively 

free to express themselves. Maynard Hoar, President of Jocelyn, "the

photogenic, curly-haird evangelist of the right to teach, leader of
g

torch parades against the loyalty oath ...”, ultimately has to resign 

as the result of Mulcahy’s manipulations of the progressive pose.

Mulcahy succeeds in perverting the worthy cause of academic/political
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freedom, making it into a cover for his own personal weaknesses and

using it to secure his own position. Dwight Robbins, Jarrell’s Hoar,

consults the catalogue of Opinions of Presidents of Liberal Arts

Colleges before committing himself to anything, is "so well adjusted

to his environment that sometimes you could not tell which was environ-

10ment and which was President Robbins” and believes whatever it is

expedient for him, as President, to believe. Fancying himself as a

latter-day Gatsby, this ex-diving champion with the ’boyish’ good-looks

has neither Ph.D. nor teaching experience. He is the complete,

caricature cypher, about as effectual as President Poore of Waindell,

who moves 'with antique dignity' through his private darkness. Marion

Labhart, President of Cascadia College is more potent. In fact, he

is a complete reactionary, denouncing Duffy amid public histrionics

and figuring, in Levin’s imagination, as the equivalent of Hawthorne's

preacher, ’’Levin had a sulphurous vision of himself as Arthur Dimmes-

dale Levin ... as President Labhart stood over him, preaching a hell-

11fire sermon denouncing communist adulterers”. No roll of fictional 

Presidents could be complete without mention of Bledsoe, that outwardly 

most subservient yet actually most powerful of men who runs the state 

college for Negroes to which Ellison’s Invisible Man is sent:

I's big and black and I say "Yes, suh” as loudly as any 
burr-head when it's convenient, but I'm still king down 
here. I don’t care how much it appears otherwise. Power 
doesn’t have to show off. ... When you buck against me you’re 
bucking against power, rich white folk's power, the nation's 
power - which means government power!^

That the black equivalent of the effete white President should have 

the potency and political insight to manipulate the situation to his 

own advantage is but one of the ironies in which Ellison delights. It 

is Blsdsoe who starts the Invisible Man on his journey, bearing the
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’recommendation’ 'Keep This Nigger Boy Running’. Like Levin, the 

Invisible Man brings to the campus certain idealsi expecting to learn 

the most acceptable form of servitude, the road to second-rate success, 

he is given a lesson in harsh political realities, just as Levin, hoping 

to teach Liberal Arts and revive an ideal or two, finds himself hounded 

by the narrow-minded and the demands of political expediency.

As a public world, the campus is seen to be curiously isolated, a 

community not of like-minded individuals but of willing conformists. 

Levin, Pnin and Horner all enter situations where the norms are well 

defined, in spite of the overt eccentricities of individual members. 

These norms are for the most part highly conservative, with stringency 

and simplicity being substituted for the sorts of tacit understandings 

by which, for example, Faulknerian worlds operate. This immediate 

accessibility leads either, in the case of liulcahy, to ease of exploi

tation, or, in the case of Levin and Horner and Pnin, to a failure to 

accept such simple mores. Under the impact of these nonconformists, 

the public world inevitably shows some sign of strain, its synthetic 

codes being inflexible and shallow-rooted. Mulcahy exposes the folly 

of the 'professional progressive'. Levin the narrow-mindedness of 

Cascadia, Pnin the self-mythologising bent and Horner the weakness of 

the wonder-boy, Morgan.

Without exception, the campuses as physical locations attempt to 

cover their lack of true identity with an artificial, clichfid 'academic' 

gloss. Jocelyn is 'picturesque', with "a group of long, thick-walled, 

mansarded, white-shuttered stone dwellings arranged around a cupolaed 

chapel with a planting of hemlock”,̂  whilst Waindell boasts an 

artificial lake, ivied galleries and "murals displaying recognisable
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members of the faculty In the act of passing the torch of Knowledge

from Aristotle, Shakespeare and Pasteur to a lot of monstrously built

14
farm boys and farm girls". The campus of Cascadia, with its grey 

clapboard Humanities Hall adorned by a 'pediment-roofed porch’, strikes 

Levin as being out of tune with the natural beauty of the surroundings. 

Wicomico State Teachers College too is incongruous in its surroundings, 

sitting 'in a great flat open field’, "its physical plant consisted 

of a single graceless brick building with two ells, a building too 

large for the pseudo-Georgian style in which it is constructed”.15 

Benton demonstrates this aspiration after assumed academic architec

tural glory in its most extreme form:

Half the campus was designed by Bottom the Weaver, half 
by Ludwig Mies van der Rohej Benton had been endowed 
with one to begin with, and had smiled and sweated and 
spoken for the other. A visitor looked under black 
beams, through leaded casements (past apple boughs, past 
box, past chairs like bath-tubs on broomsticks) to a lawn 
ornamented with one of the statues of David Smith ... .16

The setting, in Invisible Man, has less comic potential. A 'venerable' 

building, overgrown with ivy and wisteria, it seems to the innocent 

protagonist the acme of rustic simplicity. Only in such details as 

the white Home Economics building and the black powerhouse, the rustic 

bridge upon which trysts may never take place and the statue of the 

Founder, caught forever in an ambivalent gesture of either raising or 

lowering a veil over the head of a kneeling Negro, does one discern 

the dark irony in the description. The whole campus is a mock-up, 

designed to deny the fact that the 'tradition' of educating the Negro 

Is of recent birth and dubious paternity.

These spurious academics working in settings which bear little or no
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relation to the traditional architecture of their surroundings are, in 

some ways, reminiscent of the inmates of Hollywood, As Woodring says, 

"the academic man does not fit neatly into the American structure of 

social classes as described by sociologists". This would seem to 

be confirmed by these novels. The groups which gather in places 

modelled upon some vague notion of what is architecturally appropriate 

are seen to have firmly established behavioural patterns which they 

defend against the incomer, just as the ’old’ Hollywood inhabitants 

close ranks against the person who does not enact any of the available 

’roles' in the manner tacitly prescribed. It is in The Groves of 

Academe that one finds the nature of the campus as public world most 

fully explored. Miss McCarthy makes no attempt to conceal the pro

pagandist aim of her novel, attacking progressive education, liberalism, 

faculty members and students with the aid of fact, and the merest 

suggestion of fiction:

Jocelyn College, on this mid-morning in January, as Henry 
Mulcahy trod softly through its corridors, had a faculty 
of forty-one persons and a student body of two-hundred and 
eighty-three ... a ratio of one teacher to every 6.9 
students, which made possible the practice of 'individual 
instruction’ as carried on at Bennington (6:1), Sarah 
Lawrence (6.4:1), Bard (6.9:1) and St. John’s (7.7:1). It 
had been founded in the late thirties by an experimental ^
educator and lecturer, backed by a group of society women ... .

No doubt of some interest to the cognoscenti and those partaking of the 

obsession with student ratios, such passages as these, with their scant 

fictional gloss, make the reader feel that Miss McCarthy is guilty of 

abusing the form of the novel after the fashion of Dreiser, Norris et. 

al. The dreary and verbose relevance of such 'factoidal* conglomerates 

to the plot is not sufficient justification for their inclusion in 

this particular way. The actual public world is present in an almost
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unprecedented manner, disrupting the meagre attempts at creating a 

fictional reality, attempts which are hindered by an uneven style and 

an abundance of parentheses. Like Lewis, in Main Street, Miss McCarthy 

relies for effect on the controversiality of her facts and the sensa

tional nature of her presentation rather than on the complex conjuring 

with a multitude of components.

Her novels are not, however, without their defenders. One, Doris 

Grumback, authoress of a ’critical’ biography entitled The Company 

She Kept, goes so far as to maintain that the novels themselves are 

good and the adverse criticism bad. This neat inversion would seem 

to reflect the attitude of Miss McCarthy herself, who is said to refer 

to her critics as ’enemies'. Indeed, there is so marked a similarity 

between the preoccupations of the two ladies and their style of writing 

that, were one a hardened cynic like Howard Furness, one might suspect 

'biography' lacks a vital prefix. Miss Grumbach deals at length with 

the relationship between Miss McCarthy and Randall Jarrell's Pictures 

From An Institution, observing, en route to an ambiguous conclusion:

The world at large knows what Mary McCarthy thought of Bard 
and, more explicitly, is aware of her lack of respect for 
students, faculty, curriculum and general climate of Sarah 
Lawrence. What she was like on the campus of Sarah Lawrence, 
what her colleagues thought of her, can only be surmised from 
one piece of possible evidence, this is a novel by the late 
Randall Jarrell ... . Jarrell ... taught at Sarah Lawrence,
Mary McCarthy knew him although he was not at Sarah Lawrence 
at the same time as she was. Yet her detractors are united 
in their view that Gertrude in that novel is the spit and 
image of Mary McCarthy.”'®

Far removed from the ranks of her detractors. Miss Grumbach neverthe

less concedes that, "Gertrude does seem to gather together under one

akin many views of Mary McCarthy that have been expressed by ’enemies'”, 

and even goes on to say that Pictures From An Institution was a

2(
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'literary jest’ Jarrell ’ was making to Mary McCarthy'.

The world divides into - Gertrude had read - factj and 
facts were what Gertrude knew. ... All clichés, slogans, 
fashions, turns of speech, details of dress, disguises of 
affection, tunnels or by-passes of ideology, gravestones 
of rationalization and cant lived in Gertrude as though in 
nutrient broth; and Gertrude nourished them unharmed, 
knowing all, believing none.^

Whether or not Gertrude is Mary, this criticism would seem to apply 

with equal validity to both authoresses. It might be said in defence 

of Miss McCarthy that she is attempting to deal with profound and 

complex issues, but the violence which she does to the form of the 

novel is not excusable. If the issues are so complex that she, like 

Dreiser, must 'instruct' her readers then she would have been better 

advised to use a factual rather than a fictional form, as she has done 

of late with Vietnam. Like Mulcahy, she exploits the 'status quo’, the 

form of the novel, without any regard to the damage she may do and, 

like Lewis, she has written a book which will lose all merit once the 

issues it relies on for impact are dead.

Pictures From An Institution, written one year after The Groves M951),

has more staying power. Jarrell, through the medium of his 'bitchy'

narrator, portrays the campus as a species of menagerie. The novel

is divided into seven chapters, each dealing with some of the inmates

and their relationship to Gertrude Johnson, novelist and teacher of

creative writing. Gertrude, we are told, does not know what it is to

be 'a human being’, experiencing no emotion save in relation to her

captive husband and audience, Sydney, who is rewarded with a display

22of 'anomalous and rudimentary good-nature”. His wife's books, whose 

dust-jacket references to him are the only proof of his existence.
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succeed with people tired of the complexities of life. She, with

her simplified, unimaginative and unemotional outlook, makes life seem

understandablej life and death*, 'men and women* become, in her

hands, no more than the systematic, verifiable abstractions of some 
23

galactic Mechanism". Creation she regards as temptation, the 

negative side of fact, yet because Benton is 'not only loveless, but 

plotless', she is obliged to create a plot, following her tenet that 

one must give form to life, and plot is form. Benton is translated 

into "a giant nursery of facts, facts that would cover with their

academic ivy of verisimilitude the girders of a plot that would have

24supported the First National Bank”. Gertrude’s novels are hailed 

by the experimentalists, not because they are experimental but because 

her moral certainty and clarity of vision ['nothing was ever what it 

seemed') appear strikingly original in an age assailed by doubts.

The case against Gertrude is overstated with such glorious abandon and 

such minutely detailed thoroughness that one begins to have some doubts 

about the trustworthiness of the narrator, himself a would-be writer 

of poetry. His omniscience, his imputations of doubts, dreams and 

feelings to Gertrude is not evidence that he knows her very well but 

rather proof that he is a prime mover in Benton's defence against her 

intrusion. By mythologising Gertrude in this way, he hopes both to 

deflect her fire and to draw some attention to himself as raconteur:

I generally agreed with Gertrude) the rest of the time I 
never seemed to say anything. Someone has said about 
people: 'Let us act as if they were realj who knows,
perhaps they are’. I never made this mistake with 
Gertrude. Men go thousands of miles to see the Grand 
Canyon: to look down into Gertrude, I was willing to pay 
and be silent.
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This inadvertant admission that he played the sycophant, coupled with 

the irrelevant introduction of the Grand Canyon, finally shakes our 

faith in the narrator■ Jarrell is amusing at the expense of Gertrude,

and those of her ilk, who need facts to pervert into fictions, and at 

the expense of those members of the academic fraternity who, like the 

narrator, allow their awareness of the fictionally possible to take 

charge of their perspective on the ’actual’ and who inevitably end up 

in the realms of self-mythologising. Intent on reducing all around 

to the broad outlines of caricature, the narrator fails to notice that 

much of what he says is self-revelatory. From reading between the 

lines we know that he hung around Gertrude in hopes of picking up a 

bon mot or two and that professinal jealousy cannot be ruled out as 

the inspiration for his account of her visit.

Thus, the pivot of the fictional reality in the novel is neither the 

public world of Benton, nor even Gertrude Johnson, but the private 

world of the narrator. Just as he parodies his colleagues, so Jarrell 

parodies him. He belongs, with Cockerell, Gilley and Morgan, to the 

ranks of those who mythologise their little microcosms, apparently 

unaware that they too are stereotypes in the narrow and often absurd 

world of the college. Their lack of awareness leads them to embrace 

their stereotypes, as Babbitt did, with the important difference that 

he, at least, was genuinely motivated tq achieve the norm. In this 

case, the norm is less easily defined. It does not consist of 

material objects, or even the membership of certain groups, but the 

adoption of roles equally hedged about by appropriate opinions and 

moral stances, a sort of certified eccentricity within a very limited 

and jealously watchful group whose outward liberality thinly covers its 

basic conservatism. One might even go so far as to suggest that the
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campus, as represented in The Groves of Academe, A New Life, Pictures 

From An Institution and The End of the Road, is the last outpost of 

the Main Street mentality, a collection of people whose homogeneity 

depends on the continuance of certain narrow, arbitrary views of the 

world and on conformity. As we see in Herzog, in Mr. Sarmiler's 

Planet, in Invisible Man, as well as in the excursions which Pnin and 

Levin make away from their campuses, the wider public world, lacking 

this or any other definable organisation, is antipathetic to the 

individual private world. In electing to write novels set on campu

ses, Barth, Nabokov, Malamud and Jarrell are not, as Leslie A. Fielder 

suggests, continuing an 'incestuous tradition’. Fielder says that

the college novel is "usually a book about the writer himself in his

26role as college professor, and as such has failure as its subject”.

What Mr. Fielder overlooks is the fact that, whilst Pnin, Horner and 

Levin all fail, they do so as the result of their failure to adapt to 

limited public worlds, and that this failure is not seen as the laudable 

result of the creative intelligence clashing with the Establishment.

It is born of private weakness and so cannot be regarded as reflecting 

either well or ill upon the actual teaching experiences of the authors. 

The campus is a manageable public world within which the problems of 

the individual private world can be explored without the intrusion of 

vast, external complexities. Although the dispositions of the private 

worlds of the protagonists in such novels may be traced back to the 

sorts of experiences undergone by Herzog, it is the present disposition 

and not the past experience which is the central focus.

27
Sy Levin, "formerly a drunkard, ... bearded, fatigued, lonely", comes 

to Cascadia College bearing the seeds of his own destruction. Hoping 

at last to fulfil a life-long dream, presented' with a few routine
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show an interest in the great outdoors. Levin fails only through too 

strenuous effort to succeed. He is driven by the perverse desire for 

greater understanding and by a few ideals salvaged from what, one 

gathers, was a disastrous former life, to dig ever deeper into the 

shallow depths of his new social scene. The shade of Leo Duffy, an

explicit warning of all that is unacceptable, is kept constantly 

before his eyes. Seeing yet imperceptive, he heads towards ever 

closer identification with his predecessor.

He went on although advising himself not to. 'My life, 
if I may say, had been without much purpose to speak of.
Some blame the times for that, I blame myself. The 
times are bad but I’ve decided I ’ll have no other'.
He laughed immoderately and stopped abruptly. After a 
minute’s silence he went on, 'In the past I cheated myself 
and killed my choices’. Levin mopped his brown. 'Now that
I can - ah - move again I hope to make better use - of things.
... I’ve reclaimed an old ideal or two’. Levin said awkwardly. 
'They give a man his value if he stands for them’.

Such ill-judged garrulity as this is part of the self-destructive 

Levinian pattern. He is correct in apportioning blame to himself 

rather than to the age or to any external force, although, from the 

manner in which he brings about his own downfall, one might almost 

believe there to be some malignant Fate at work. Not only does Levin 

say too much, as here, but the ideals to .which he clings remain rigid 

in face of the most overwhelming obstacles. Finding that he has 

mistakenly applied to the wrong Cascadia, to the College which limits 

its teaching to 'bonehead grammar’ rather than the State College where 

they teach Liberal Arts, Levin determines to change the status quo,

telling Joe Bucket, one of his superiors, "I feel I am engaged in a

great irrelevancy, teaching people how to write who do not know what 

to write. I can give them subjects but not subject matter. I worry
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I am not teaching how to Keep civilisation "from destroying itself”. ^

There is some comedy inherent in this 'man with a mission’ and his 

arrival in Cascadia. The status quo is designed to protect the 

staff in their rural idyll. Because it takes 'fifty years to grow a 

tree' they feel justified in remaining static, producing agricultura

lists and technologists, removed from all political controversy by 

their communal will, "At Cascadia College, the American fear manifested

itself, paradoxically, in what was missing: ideas, serious criticism, 

30a liberal position". Levin, all-unknowingly, motivated only by his 

principles, proceeds to become the stereotype enemy, treading in the 

footsteps of Duffy not only in terms of political unrest, but in his 

choice of mistress. The irony is, in one way, bitter indeed. Levin 

is so sincere in his desire both to reform and to fall in love that 

one cannot help but feel pity for him whilst, at the same time, 

enjoying the spectacle of this unlikely Romantic idealist grappling 

with his own worst enemy, himself. Hoping to create a new life, he 

finds that he is merely following in the footsteps of another, even 

being selected by his future mistress on the basis of his resemblance 

to her former lover,. Levin's predecessor. In his eagerness to make 

up for lost time, to beat the world and his life into shape with his 

revived ideals he is, ironically, only wasting time and life. He seems 

unaware that the world is a shared oyster.

Although the political pressures inherent in the campus situations are 

well-documented in the novel, as are the hierarchic internal structure 

of the college, its relation to its students and its spurious social 

unity, such matters are not of prime importance. These 'realistic' 

details serve as a counterpoint to the essentially Romantic reactions
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tal politics and to his indiscretions with female students and others' 

wives. Essentially an urban man. Levin responds to Nature in a 

perceptive, emotional way, enjoying the rhythm of the seasons, the 

shape of the trees and the scents where other members of the Depart

ment merely utilise the outdoors as an arena in which to pursue their 

public pursuits in the prescribed manner. The book is carefully 

structured and Levin, wandering through the wood which he mistakes 

for a forest, a little afraid but lyrically stimulated, mirrors Levin 

progressing through the Department, failing to see the 'wood' for the 

'trees’ of his principles. He lacks a sense of proportion, his 

responses are, in both cases, those of the ingenuous rookie and, much 

as one appreciates that both his lyricism and his idealism are 

intrinsically valuable, one cannot but deplore the fact that his 

qualities are not allied to a practical apprehension of the demands of 

the public world in which he wishes to succeed. Malamud is not intent 

on apportioning blame. Flawed though the public world of Cascadia 

undoubtedly is by excessive conservatism and spurious good-fellowship, 

it is no more flawed than the private world of its would-be saviour.

This balance is apparent throughout the book. Just as Cascadia is 

never allowed to become too despicable, so Levin is prevented from 

becoming either too appealingly Romantic or too pitiable. A man who 

steals the willing waitress from under the nose of his fellow-lodger 

deserves to endure a near-naked walk through the town where he hopes 

to become a respected citizen. Malamud allows his character to be the 

ever-unaware creator of the tragi-comic level which, at times, resides 

in the limbo between Levin's private world of hopes and the actualities 

ot the public world at others in the gulf between intention and action.
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The latter applies particularly to Levin's sexual exploits. Malamud 

strikes a very fine balance between the moving and the funny by 

allowing his central character to suffer and to succeed in a manner 

limited by the ironies of the situation, ironies which are usually of 

the latter's own creation. Only when the private anguish of Levin 

threatens to become so great that he may appear wholly tragic does 

Malamud intervene. Having made the heroic decision to abandon Pauline 

and seeming, in his loneliness and despair, to be entrapped in a private 

world of tragedy. Levin is made less moving by attracting the undying 

devotion of his landlady's cat.

Levin, however, must bear final responsibility for the ironies which

limit his situation. It is, after all, not necessary that he fall in

love with Pauline Gilley, the wife of his superior. Arriving 'black-

hatted, bearded Levin, unwed instructor, famished for love and willing 

31to marry”, it is not necessary that he depart beardless, out of love, 

unwilling but fated to marry Pauline Gilley, she of the 'lank frame, 

comic tootsies, nose flying, chest bereft of female flowers', with ”the 

burden of her ambient: prior claimant, husband-in-lawj the paraphena- 

lia of her married life”, not to mention her children and their 

assorted, expensive ailments. Levin the Romantic has an unsurpassed 

ability to suffer his way to the worst possible of conclusions, seeing 

Love and not guilt as the source of his post-coital pain, and Levin the 

Idealist remains oblivious to the most obvious, simplest of courses of 

action. Instead of waiting until he has slowly established a position 

of some power within the Department, he immediately tries to bring 

about changes, even going so far as to stand for the Headship of the 

Department, an act whose astounding lack of tact and judgement can only 

be explained in terms of his private dream of teaching Liberal Arts.
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.•. the good people of the town Inspired to communal 
gratitude would parade him up and down Main Street amid 
Lions, Elks, Women of the Moose, ... cheers, tears, and 
a brass band. Levin, benefactor. Cultural Hero, Seymour 
P. Bunyanseed, Fautor et Cultor Bonorum, American Patriot! 
He had to pinch himself to leave off.33

Even Levin realises that this vision is ridiculous. What he does not 

realise is that it differs from his other visions only in degree and 

not in kind. He has no fixed definition of the new self to go with 

the new life and he is, therefore, as suceptible to the wildest of 

imaginings as to the most practical of schemes. The public world 

does not enter into his calculations, save as the vague object of his 

messianic mission, but it does enter in fact, deflating him and driving 

him to the edges of despair. To prevent the book from slipping over 

the borders of pathos into tragedy, Malamud maintains a tragi-comic 

level with Levin's ineptitudes, his glorious visions and his slap-stick 

routines with Avis and the Dean. Yet ultimately. Levin is pathetic. 

The difficulty he finds in relating to the public world, evident in 

almost all his actions, is summed up by his laughter.

Laughter for Levin is never the sound of genuine mirth but a stifled 

social signal. He 'aborts mad snickers', 'laughs hollowly', 'fabri

cates cracked smiles', and so on, finally concluding that, "He laughed

34
seriously and suffered merrily, miserere". He knows that he is 

'his own bad cause’, but he is not willing to compromise his dream in 

the interests of achieving it. Having discerned in Levin heroic 

qualities, a largesse d ’esprit which makes Cascadla seem parochial and 

cramped, a willingness to abandon himself to the Romantic pull of 

Nature and an eagerness to give himself, both intellectually and 

emotionally, to others we must, nevertheless reject him as a failure.
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These qualities become translated into a fatal lack of identity, or 

rather, of connection with the public world. It is as antipathetic 

to Levin as Levin is to it; public and private worlds are incompatible 

and the qualities of each become irrelevant in face of this mutual 

failure. The impractical, absurd yet touching vision of Levin high

lights the flaws in the rigid, artificial world of Cascadia just as it, 

with its simple, self-preserving codes throws Levin’s self-destructive

ness into high relief.

Thus, the overall fictional reality is structured in such a way that, 

whilst public and private worlds remain distinct entities, neither 

stands condemned. Malamud's purpose is not simply condemnatory. The 

book works on many levels» the ironic awareness so fundamental to its 

design is supplied by the author, who deepens the irony by making his 

character follow in Duffy’s footsteps, mistake a wood for a forest, 

literally place other members of the Department in the positions in 

which, metaphorically, he leaves them and so on. Levin, whose taste 

for irony is somewhat jaded, in his determination to make something 

different of his new life is, however, the creator of the ironies. A 

sort of latter-day Don Quixote, he performs in a parody of idealism 

and romanticism â 1'Américaine. Cascadia, for him, is the frontier, 

the land of hope where all things are made new. Facing his students,

he feels that, "They represented the America he had so often hear of,

35the fabulous friendly West". Of course, their reactions are not 

born of intellectual enthusiasm, or even friendliness, but of the 

natural, diverse feelings of a group addressed by an unzippered 

enthusiast. His espousal of the 'cause' of Liberal Arts is also based 

on a misconception, this time about the nature of education. Envisag

ing himself as a pedagogue teaching people how to 'save civilisation'.
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he seems unaware that "the tidal wave of adulation for the liberal 

arts that rolled over academia at about the same time that the new 

capitalism was threatening the structure of the university" is but a 

political gesture, not a new path to cultural salvation. Levin's 

ideals are illusory. He, like Herzog, is too late to save either 

the world or himself.

Jacob Horner, protagonist of Barth’s novel The End of the Road, enter

tains illusions of another sort. He is in no way concerned with the 

salvation of the public world, being too busy trying to keep his 

private world in some sort of working order. Ostensibly, he has much 

in common with Sy Levin. Both are bachelors, both arrive at the 

outset to take up teaching posts, both have affairs with the wives of 

colleagues which result in unwelcome proof of their fertility and both 

have somewhat obtuse relationships with the public world. It is this 

last ’similarity’ which denies the close comparison suggested by the 

rest, for, whatever else it may do, Horner’s interaction with his 

environment discomfits the would-be analyst and critic. How does one 

deal with a fictional reality based, coherently and cleverly, on the 

protagonist's lack of consistency, with a novel in which the analysis 

is already performed by character and psychiatrist, the critical 

comments included in the narrative of the ever-alert Horner?

It seems to me just this moment that, should you choose to 
consider that final observation as a metaphor, it is the 
story of my life in a sentence - to be precise, in the 
latter member of a double predicative nominative expression 
in the second independent clause of a rather intricate 
compound sentence.

Horner is, of course, quite correct, both grammatically and in his 

prediction that the reader will choose to regard the sentence as a



metaphor; the observation that, "when one is faced with such a multi

tude of desirable choices, no one choice seems satisfactory for very 

long when compared with the aggregate desirability of all the rest,

though compared to any one of the others, it would not be found 
38

inferior" _is an apt metaphor for his life. The critical bloodhound 

who finds such a juicy morsel as this thrust into his mouth can take 

no pride in having retrieved it from the text. The manner in which 

the observation is described is more than a reflection of Horner's 

role as grammar teacher. In the extremity of its ’analysis', it makes 

mock of ours.

Nor does the matter rest there. The second quotation might well be 

a double-bladed metaphor, applying with equal validity both to Horner’s 

relationship to life and to the reader's relationship to the text. 

Prolonged analysis of very trivial movements, denoting self-conscious

ness, in the Progress and Advice Room may also be an analogy for the 

critical grimaces of the reader who attempts to come to grips with this 

elusive book. It, like the Doctor, so restricts the possibilities 

for critical gesture that one becomes acutely aware of the slightest 

evaluative motion. But even such feelings of frustration are allowed 

for and commented upon:

Were you totally at your ease (in the Progress and Advice 
room) you would only be inclined to consider the Doctor's 
words in a leisurely manner, ... hypercritically, selecting 
this, rejecting that. ... it is you who have placed your
self in the Doctor’s hands; your wishes are subservient to 
his, not vice versa; and his advice is given not to be 
questioned or even examined (to question is impertinent; 
to examine, pointless), but to be followed.

By substituting Author for Doctor, we may gauge what our position is 

intended to be. The fictional reality is structured in such a way



that it defeats or deflects comment. What the central character says

of his mental state and his relationship with the public world comes, 

by implication, to be a comment on the nature of the fictional reality, 

"this again is in a sense the story of my life, nor does it really 

matter if it is not just the same story of a few paragraphs ago” 

Reminding us that ”the same life lends itself to any number of stories - 

parallel, concentric, mutually habitant or what you will",41 Horner, 

or Barth, is doing more than point out the importance of point of view. 

Within the pages of The End of the Road the same story, in spite of 

having but one narrator, takes all three forms. Horner lacks the 

distinguishing mark of the private world, a fairly consistent outlook. 

His hallmark is inconsistency yet his control over the fictional 

reality is complete. We cannot reach the public world save through 

the unreliable medium of Jacob Horner; the only dialogues which he 

seems to report verbatim are those with his Negro doctor, a medic who 

runs a dubious clinic dealing with all manner of paralyses and who, in 

spite of his claims to the contrary, does act as psychotherapist.

Such dialogues do little more than prove how redundant the clinical 

picture is when it comes to the comprehension of character. At every 

turn Barth uses the 'insights’ of psychoanalysis to prove the superio

rity of the fictional evocation.

Having concluded that the novel is primarily designed to explore the 

nature and possibilities of ’fictional’ reality and to disarm the 

critic of his habitual weapons, we may then go on to discuss the methods 

and the results. The motives of Jacob Horner are not Jacob Horner's 

motives. At least, they are not initially his motives, stemming as 

they do from the formal, pre-planned therapy of the Doctor and not from 

any complex personality. Horner applies one of three rigid, arbitrary
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rules when making a choice, Sinstrality, Antecedence and Alphabetical 

Priority, teaches grammar because it is mechanical and undemanding 

and goes about the world with only one firm intention, never to become 

paralysed, to be positive. As any action is positive, there is no need 

for consistency, he may switch roles at will, ignore any emotional or 

moral demands, evade all responsibility, be as synoptic and many- 

faceted as he chooses. In theory at least he, like the Invisible Man, 

is a collection of received roles; his apparently greater freedom in 

choice of role is taken care of by the Doctor’s rules. Recalling 

that Doctor and Author are to some extent interchangeable, we realise 

that any discussion of Horner is, in effect, a discussion of Barth’s 

powers of characterisation. This literary commonplace can, in the 

context of more conventionally structured fictional realities, be 

effectively ignored and the character discussed as if he were posse

ssed of objective existence. When Horner and other characters talk, 

as they frequently do, of the possibility of Horner’s non-existence, 

his lack of a definable personality, they are yet again reminding the 

reader that the salient point is not the fictional reality of this 

novel, but the nature of fictional reality in general. Horner's 

remark, "A day without weather is unthinkable, but for me there were 

frequently days without any moods at all. On these days, Jacob Horner,

except in the meaningless metabolistic sense, ceased to exist, for I

42was without personality”, is cunningly contrived to force upon us 

the nature of our relationship to the text. We know that in the 

metabolistic sense he does not exist. Our expectations, on entering 

the Progress and Advice room, were that we would be persuaded of the 

'reality' of his personality by conventional literary means.

Of course, it is possible to look on Horner as a tragic figure, a



sensibility so dissociated from its environment that it must resort 

to the adoption of roles in order to achieve a semblance of existence. 

Horner might well be seen to symbolise the fate of sensibility in the 

modern world, the private world which, without a caring public world 

around it, must depend on itself and on clinical assistance for sur

vival. Roles play an important part in others of Barth's works. 

Ebenezer Cooke is nothing until he chooses to become Virgin and Poet 

Laureate of Maryland, Giles Goatboy's problems stem from his ignorance 

of what his chosen role demands in terms of moral and social stances, 

and so on. It is also worth noting that the antagonists of Cooke and 

Goatboy, Burlingame and Bray, are credited with the ability to alter 

their outward appearances and so play any number of roles with convic

tion. However, to elevate Horner to the level of symbol would require 

considerable contortions on the part of the critic. Although his 

roles always entail an assumed sense of superiority, which is intended 

to act as cover for his feelings of inferiority, he plays these roles 

with a lack of conviction which negates any appeal he might have had.

He is neither likeable nor despicable, neither positive nor negative. 

Barth so balances the equation of Horner’s merits and demerits that, 

even when, at the end of the novel, he appears to become genuinely 

involved with Rennie’s plight and to start assuming roles in deadly 

earnest, he cannot be seen as sympathetic. So synthetic and short

lived are his emotions and his poses, one cannot react to him as one 

would to a conventional character. One can only reiterate that his 

real ’role’ is that of literary device, that he is placed within a 

fictional reality structured in such a way that it comments on itself.

This is writ large on every page, is inherent in almost all that Horner 

says, for he too is concerned with the nature of the reality he



achieves through the deployment of his fictions, "Fiction is a lie. 

Everyone necessarily becomes the hero of his own life story. ... so 

in this sense, fiction is not a lie at all, but a true representation 

of the distortion everyone makes of life”.43 Joe Morgan and Rennie, 

to whom Horner is attracted, have very fixed definitions of themselves 

and an apparently successful, if limited, mode of coping with reality. 

They become fictions within the fiction, Morgan has no accredited 

existence independent of Horner’s vision and that vision chooses to 

see him as the faintly ludicrous antithesis of its vacillating self:

He’s noble, and strong, and brave, more than anyone I’ve 
ever seen. A disaster for him is a disaster for intelli
gence, reason and civilisation, because he is the quint
essence of these things. ... In the second place, he’s 
completely ridiculous. Contemptible. ... He uses logic 
and this childish honesty as a club and a shield at the same 
time. Or you could say he's just insane, a monomaniac.**

However, in a world where Horner imitates Joe, the above could be

equally true of Horner, that "owl, peacock, chameleon, donkey and

popinjay, fugitive from medieval bestiary, ... giant and dwarf, plenum

45and vacuum, admirable and contemptible”. It is inevitable that, at 

the end of the book, Horner and Morgan should exchange roles. Their 

mutual paternity of the embryo in Rennie’s womb leads Morgan into the 

realm of conflicting speculation and Horner into the world of 

decisive action. For the reader, these mutually-exclusive yet inter

changeable approaches to the world reflect his choice of approaches 

to the text. We could 'assign a role' to Horner and then get on with 

the plot, or we could remain perplexed in face of this "really arrest

ing contradiction of concepts whose actual compatibility becomes per-

46ceptible only upon subtle reflection”.
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What subtle reflection does reveal is an Inconsistency not wholly

accounted for by the nature of Jacob Horner, devious literary device.

The role he adopts in coping with the crisis of Rennie’s pregnancy

differs in important ways from all the other roles he assumes. Not

only is it more sustained, it is also a response to external reality,

not a part of the therapy. Horner comes to see that it is possible,

even among the shifting sands of his many selves and roles, for other

people to find something consistent enough to do them harm. But all

he can do is retire to behind the screen of his multiple personalities,

no longer the haven it once was, for he is now "not a little tired of

myself, and of my Knowledge of myselves, and of my personal mystery" . ^

One must question whether, in performing this albeit elegant volte

face, turning Horner from the brittle, witty cynic into the suffering

man, Barth is not being deliberately inconsistent. Horner's late

comment, "the serpents of Knowledge and Imagination ... grown great in

48the fullness of time, no longer tempt but annihilate” could be a 

warning to the would-be critic, or it could be a hint that the man 

behind the masKs not only ’exists’ as a character but is unhappy in 

that existence. Yet, if tne latter is the case, then his appeal is 

muted by the extreme complexity of the structure of the overall fic

tional reality and by the suddenness with which his private world is 

transformed into the eliciter of traditional responses in the reader. 

Ultimately, that private world so defies definition that one can only 

conclude that Barth's prime intention is not to involve us with this 

particular fictional reality but to make us question the nature of 

fictional reality in general.

It also, of course, entails an examination of a private world at odds 

with its surrounding public world. Horner’s brief contact with harsh



393

reality does go some way toward satisfying the traditional expecta

tions of the reader. Attack these expectations as he may, Barth must 

also fulfil them if his fictional reality is to be more than a series

of critical cul-de-sacs. Whether one concludes that the closing 

scenes of the book are at variance with the rest of the fictional 

reality or that they are subtly integrated with it, one must acknow

ledge that in conjuring with the whole concept of character Barth 

succeeds in delimiting the possibilities of response and in radically 

redefining the role of the reader in relation to the structure of the 

overall fictional reality.

Vladimir Nabokov’s handling of the relationship between public and 

private worlds suggests that he too is concerned with this redefinition. 

His method of effecting it differs from Barth’s in many respects, but 

both have used the private worlds of eccentric academics as their 

springboards. But whereas The End of the Road is clearly a literary 

exploitation of role-theory [a psychological notion increasingly out

moded), Nabokov's sources of inspiration are less scientific and more 

varied. Interpretative texts, language games, pornographic literature 

and detective stories are but a few of the forms he uses to contain his 

academically-inclined characters and their 'petit Jeux’ at the reader’s 

expense.

Professor Timofey Pnin's private world appears, at first glance, to be 

a singular combination of comedy and tragedy. It is tempting to regard 

him as a character of pathos, the victim of an academic power-structure 

which cannot tolerate the gentle anachronism, but to do so would, one 

fears, be to act like Pnin himself who, when faced with a cartoon, is 

too intent upon its logical and rational Impossibilities to appreciate

i



the humour. With Pnin we can accept neither the comedy nor the

tragedy at their face value for here, as elsewhere, we are in imminent 

danger of being betrayed into false critical poses.

The narrator invites us to laugh at Pnin's incompetence, at his naïve 

reactions to American society and all its gadgetry and at his dated 

Russian sense of humour. All these things are treated in a broadly 

comic way by a narrator who clearly feels superior to his fellow- 

countryman, "He (Pnin) was beloved not for any essential ability, but 

for those unforgettable digressions of his, when he would remove his 

glasses and beam at the past while massaging the lenses of the present". 

As he makes this remark, the narrator himself is in the midst of one 

of his own 'unforgettable digressions'. He is, in fact, guilty of 

every Pninian trait, even making fun of the Professor’s excruciating 

English when his own is far from perfect, ”1 would have preferred him 

to discover, upon his arrival to Cremona . As he makes lengthy,

never wholly relevant, digressions into the past and dwells laboriously 

upon incidents amusing only to himself, so echoing the Pnian lecture- 

technique, as he displays a disproportionate aversion to psychoanalysis, 

reminding us of Pnin’s phobia about draughts, we become a trifle curious 

about his relationship to Pnin. By his own admission, he has only met 

the man of whom he boasts so intimate a knowledge on two occasions.

As we have seen, it is not only Pnin who comes under fire but the whole 

academic set-up at Waindell, espec ally one Jack Cockerell, who is 

famed for his Pninian impersonations. It is only when the novel has 

come almost full-circle, with the arrival of the narrator at Waindell, 

that one realises the entire book has been no more than an imitation 

of Cockerell's imitations of Pnin and that he, with Cockerell, could
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be said to have "acquired an unmisbakeable resemblance to the man 

that he had been imitating", or indeed, that "this Pnin business had 

become ... a kind of fatal obsession which substitutes its own victim 

for that of the initial ridicule”. That the book should come almost 

full-circle is important. It begins with the narrator’s version of 

Pnin’s trip to Cremona which, as one sees at the close, differs in 

certain vital respects from that of Cockerell. At this juncture one 

recalls Pnin’s remark about the narrator, "Now don’t believe a word 

he says ... He is a dreadful inventor.", and begins seriously to 

question the narrative perspective. What we discover is that the book 

has not one but two fictional realities. There is the obvious fictional 

reality, based on the narrator’s vision of Pnin, and beyond this the 

faint outline of another, partially contradictory, balance between 

public and private worlds. Having accepted the narrator as trust

worthy, we find at the close of the book that what has been important 

throughout was not, as we had assumed, the delightful private world of 

Timofey Pnin but the private world of his successor, the ex-lover of 

his ex-wife, the exploiter of Pnin as a source of amusing stories, 

that is, the narrator. It is then necessary to reconsider all that 

has gone before, for we cannot accept the Pnin presented to us by so 

prejudiced a raconteur. Yet, because we know so little of the latter, 

we cannot really comment on him either, or correct the balance in the 

picture he paints.

Pnin, of course, bears all the signs of having been created by the 

verbal. Campus tradition. All his idiosyncracies cannot disguise the 

fact that what we have here .is but a variation on the theme of the 

absent-minded professor, the ever-alert academic who, despite all his 

vigilance, his many long years in America and his undoubted intelligence.



still falls foul of a public world he cannot really comprehend. Pnin 

is a stereotype. Entwhistle, trying to tempt Clements to come to 

Godwin, says. ”We have a real lake. We have everything. We even 

have a Professor Pnin on our staff”.53 What the verbal tradition 

does not supply the narrator provides. He is, as Pnin’s successor, 

well-acquainted with the inhabitants of Waindell, as Liza's ex-lover 

he know her well and, as a Russian emigre, he is familiar with the 

group who meet at Cook's Castle. Nabokov extends the 'fun' by having 

the latter group talk about himself, regretting that 'Vladimir 

Vladimirovich is not here’. The fun has a serious intent; Nabokov 

parodies the narrator and the sorts of people who inhabit the campus 

at Waindell, pointing out their inward-turned narrowmindedness, their 

lack of originality and their apparent need for such figures as Pnin, 

round whom they may gather united by a sense of superiority. He even 

goes so far as to suggest that this arrangement of the public world is 

far from unique, "on any given college staff one could find not only a 

person who was uncommonly like one's dentist or the local postmaster,

54but also a person who had a twin within the same professional group”.

The Pnin presented to us by the narrator shares an excessive sensitivity 

to his surroundings with both the narrator himself and with Jacob 

Horner. Living in rented accommodation is one of the features of the 

life of the bachelor academic, a feature which does nothing to assist 

him in making a meaningful connection with his public world. He is 

fated to exist forever in the shadow of some previous incumbent, to 

live in an environment which is not his own. As a 'type' he also 

experiences some difficulty and alarm when driving cars; the mobile 

exploits of Pnin are a saga in themselves; Levin, exploring the face of 

America en route to the Pacific, not only gets lost, drives slowly in
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constant fear of losing control of the vehicle, is crowded by other 

drivers but, having just congratulated himself that 'you learned as 

you lived, a refreshing change from books’, lands in a ditch, and 

Herzog, that 'circumspect driver', has no sooner joined the mainstream 

of traffic than he is shunted into a utility pole. This failure to 

come to terms with the car is, perhaps, symptomatic of a deeper failure 

to come to grips with the public world or private destiny.

We have not seen the last of Professor Pnin as, a pathetic and affect

ing spectacle, he departs from Waindell in his small blue sedan, 

sandwiched between two trucks with his little white dog barking abuse 

at the large brown one belonging to the narrator. He reappears on 

the campus of Wordsmith, "Head of the bloated Russian Department, a 

regular martinet in regard to his underlings",55 again, perhaps, being 

grossly misunderstood or even taking revenge for past indignities.

Once more, however, it is Pnin's fate to be merely a part of someone 

else’s story. In discussing The End of the Road it was suggested 

that the critic gains some satisfaction in extracting a few phrases 

from a text and using them as the impetus for a bon mot or two of his 

own. Pale Fire, the novel in which we catch a second glimpse of Pnin,

is based on Just such a procedure. Using the interpretative or 

annotated text as a format, Nabokov makes mock of the critic who brings 

to his discussion of a work so many preoccupations or obsessions of his 

own that they and not the work itself shape his responsesj he farther 

succeeds in presenting the would-be critic of Pale Fire with a few 

insoluble problems. The book is divided into three parts, a Forward 

and Commentary by Charles Kinbote and a poem in four cantos by John 

Shade. The poem itself is clearly an integral part of the fictional 

reality, in that it is written not by Shade but by Nabokov, and, at
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least structurally, it is the controlling influence. Because, however, 

it is a fairly good poem in its own right, treated rather badly by 

Kinbote, one is tempted to deal with it as a separate entity, a 

reflection of the private world of John Shade. The danger is that 

in so doing one would not only be under the influence of Kinbote, having 

to rely on him to some extent for elucidation of the more obscure 

imagery, but one would also be prone to ’Kinbotian’ analysis, supplant

ing his interpretations with equally subjective, though less highly- 

coloured, ones of our own. Would we not, in attempting to supplant 

the critical comments of a fictional character, be displaying a certain 

nalvStg, not to say derangement of the same order as that evident in 

the Kinbote/Gradus connection? Once more Nabokov uses the structure 

of his fictional reality to maneouvre the aspiring critic into 

untenable positions.

There seems little doubt that Kinbote is a madman, suffering from the 

delusion that he is the ex-king of Zembla, the object of an assassin 

and a scholar par excellence. The extent of his derangement is 

apparent in the manner in which he presents the reader with material 

which virtually proves that he is insane, fondly imagining that we, 

like he, are deranged to the point where we will share his madness. 

Clinically, his picture is very bad; in fact it is _so bad that one 

might almost suspect Nabokov of doing a double-bluff. There is, after 

all, no reason why Kinbote should not, within the context of a work 

of fiction, be accepted as fugitive king. There have been precedents.

If we may, for the moment, assume insanity, or at least extreme 

eccentricity, to be the hallmark of Kinbote’s private world and prac

tical criticism, then we may turn to the Forward.
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Beginning in a formal, factual way. it is not long before the Forward 

begins to turn from poet to commentator. "There is a very loud amuse

ment park right in front of my present lodgings’’.56 Admitting that 

the poem's Fourth Canto, in the shape in which the poet left it, 

makes little sense, Kinbote nevertheless refutes the claims of other 

critics that the whole is nothing more than 'disjointed drafts none of 

which yields any definite text'. Thus, we cannot be certain how far 

the finished poem resembles what Shade intended and how far it owes 

its shape to the interventions of Kinbote, although he does seem to 

be rather disappointed when, on first reading it, it does not bear 

much resemblance to 'the wild and glorious romance' of Zembla with 

which he. Shade’s 'discreet companion', has been filling the poet’s 

ears. This at least would suggest that he remains true to the text, 

depending on his commentary to discover Zembla in 'the vaults of 

variants’. He has, we gather, acquired the text by dubious means, 

much to the chagrin of other scholars and the poet's widow, Sybil.

She is Kinbote’s arch-enemy, being blamed for 'draining' the text of 

every trace of the material contributed by him, "she used to call me 

'an elephantine tick) a king-sized botfly; a macaco worm; a monstrous 

parasite of genius’".57

Instead of the wild and glorious romance - what did I have?
An autobiographical, eminently Appalachian, rather old- 
fashioned narrative in a neo-Popian prosodic style - but 
void of my magic, of that special rich streak of magical 
madness which I was sure would run through it and make it 
transcend its time.'’®

Kinbote is not daunted. With an imaginative effort far transcending 

that of the poet, he forces a semblance of Zembla into the words. The 

Commentary becomes increasingly unrelated to the text, one line giving
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rise to no fewer than twenty pages of Zemblan history and the various 

times at which Shade sat down to write being contorted into near- 

contemporaneity with the movements of Gradus, the supposed assassin.

We are presented with two possible interpretations of events. One 

is that Kinbote is the ex-king of Zembla and the target of an assassi

nation attempt in which Shade was killed by mistake. The other, 

gleaned from inadvertent comments by Kinbote who has the happy knack 

of being able to see only one possible interpretation and is, there

fore, prone to let slip things which a more discreet tabulator would 

expunge, runs as follows. Kinbote teaches in the English Department 

of a university» he is not popular, renowned for his inquisitiveness 

(he is referred to as the Great Beaver) and his sychophantic attitude 

to the elderly poet, John Shade. Lonely and insecure, he purchases 

a large car and rents a large house adjacent to the Shades' then 

proceeds to foist himself upon them, seeking to interest Shade in him 

by inventing the childish story that he is in fact a fugitive king.

He elaborates this story, coming to believe it himself. Shade, for 

reasons best known to himself, tolerates this homosexual maniac.

When Shade is killed by an escapee from the local asylum, Kinbote 

tries to save him by diving between the two men, an act which earns him 

the gratitude of Shade’s widow and her permission for him to edit the 

poem on which her husband had been working at the time of his death. 

Kinbote then proceeds to do all manner of damage to the work, annotating 

it in hiding from other irate scholars, untroubled by the absence of 

reference books for, as he says, "the human reality of such a poem ...

has to depend entirely on the reality of its author and his surrounding
59

attachments and so forth, a reality which only my notes can provide”. 

Shade's 'attachment' to the annotator was so great apparently, that 

the poem is not so much about its author’s life as about Kinbote and



Zembla. A glance at the notes confirms our worst suspicions; the 

longest one occurs under 'Kinbote' and every other one is devoted to 

Zembla or Zemblan history, that best-documented of public worlds with 

roots in private fantasy.

These notes also send the reader reeling from ’Word Golf - see Lass', 

to 'Lass - see Mass', 'Mass - see Male' back to 'Male - see Word 

Golf’. This incestuous and inscrutable pattern also evinces itself 

in relation to Zembla, whose name derives from Novaya Zemlya, or 'New 

Land’, a group of islands in the Arctic. Kinbote lives in New Wye, 

in the New World and one wonders whether this is just coincidence or 

yet another clue to the wellsprings of his fantasies. The reader 

finds that his role is increasingly that of the literary detective 

rather than the literary critic for, until one has established what is 

'fiction' and what 'fantasy', it is difficult to make meaningful 

comment. Presenting us with a private world which elects to view the 

public world in manner reminiscent of the most clichid notions of 

romance and drama, leaving the reader to divine, from hints, whether 

or not this private world is, in fact, deranged, Nabakov succeeds in 

making us question what our expectations of 'fictional reality’ are.

Because the fictional reality of the last three novels has been struc

tured in such a way that the reader cannot see the public world save 

through the medium of a private world which, for one reason or another, 

he regards as highly suspect, the public world has not played a very 

important role. This is not the case with Herzog. In Bellow s novel

401

public and private worlds are neither in opposition nor in harmony but 

are related in complex, chaotic and, at times, contradictory ways, 

becoming fused and unified through that most eccentric and comprehensive
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of all mediums, Moses E. Herzog. Herzog is singularly alive, both 

emotionally and intellectually. A sensual man, sensitive to the 

sights and sounds of his environment, he expends a considerable amount 

of time and effort in trying to fit his vision of the contemporary 

scene into the annals of other world views, intellectual constructs 

which made all the phenomena of previous ages seem parts of a compre

hensible whole. Learned allusion can, as we have seen in The Groves 

of Academe, be symptomatic of artistic inadequacy and, indeed. Bellow

has been accused of producing "bromide for guilty intellectuals” in

60writing this 'major Establishment work". But, in using a variety 

of literary modes and the outlines of a multitude of philosophical 

doctrines. Bellow creates a unified whole whose crux is the private 

world of Herzog. Of course, the fact that he remains true to the 

artistic demands inherent in the choice of novel as form will not 

dissuade those critics whose anti-intellectual and anti-Establishment 

prejudices lead them to ignore the unity of the form in their detesta

tion of the content. As Herzog aptly comments, "All higher or moral

tendencies lie under suspicion of being rackets. Things we simply

61
honour with old words, but deny in our very nerves”.

Herzog’s private world has one outstanding featurej above the masses 

of self-conceit, the wide expanses of good-intention and the monumental 

errors, there rises a self-awareness so acute that its victim cannot 

rest. Throughout the novel it is the dominant factor, for Bellow has 

set his character the task of reviewing his past life in a search for 

direction and meaning, and it is the apparently haphazard, associative 

pattern of this memory parade which structures the novel chronologically. 

From the 'cheerful clairvoyance’ of Ludeyville where we first encounter 

and finally leave the protagonist, we move with him through the



physical locations of his immediate past, a circle covering New York, 

Martha s Vineyard, Chicago and Ludeyville. Interwoven with this is a 

wider circle of locations from a more distant past, the two being 

portrayed as a sort of moving present. Both the movement and the 

locations are indisputably a part of the private world of Herzog, 

stamped with his own perspective:

In a cab, through the hot streets where brick and brownstone 
buildings were crowded, Herzog held the strap and his large 
eyes were fixed on the sights of New York. The square shapes
were vivid, not inert, they gave him a sense of fateful 
motion, almost intimacy. Somehow he felt himself part of 
it all - in the rooms, in the cellars, stores - and at the 
same time he sensed the danger of these multiple excitements.

This emotional and imaginative response to the impact of environment 

is consistent with Herzog’s sensitive nature and it in turn affects 

our perspective of that world. Like the narrator in Barth’s The 

Floating Opera and Ellison's Invisible Man, Herzog records the trivial, 

ironic juxtapositions of things around him. He notes the beautifully- 

bearded Negro blowing a gilt trumpet whose voice cannot be heard above 

the noise of demolition. Where, in the works of Faulkner and James, 

the objects of the public world always have some bearing upon the state 

of mind of the perceiving characters, in this and other modern novels, 

the combinations of objects are often ironic, even potentially emblema

tic of the state of the public world, but they seldom have any specific 

relevance to the characters. They are noted in passing, without even 

the implicit link which would occur in the works of the Naturalists, 

a part of the pattern of alienation referred to at the outset of this 

chapter. It is significant that the characters do not expect their 

public worlds to compliment their private worlds, nor are they even 

appalled by the lack of such a relationship. Only when the protagonist
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brings to the public world a private world accustomed to relate to its

environment, as in fir, Sammler's Planet, does the public world's lack

of sense or relevance become salient. It takes Sammler, the one-eyed

Polish Oxonian, leaving with some dignity the lecture-hall in which

his lecture on the Bloomsbury group had been greeted with calls of

'Shit', to see how ludicrous and pointless it all is, "All this

confused sex-excrement-militancy, explosiveness, abusiveness, tooth-

63showing. Barbary ape howling”. He it is who is "awakened not to

64purpose but to aesthetic consumption of the environment”, putting 

what he sees in the streets of New York in the context of his greater 

world-experience. Herzog lacks such a context, seeking to find it by 

circling at random among ideas, feelings and actualities. His 

response to Chicago is undoubtedly aesthetic, but is devoid of perspec

tive, "Clumsy, tender, stinking Chicago, dumped on its ancient lake

bottom; and this murky orange West, and the hoarseness of factories

6 5and trains, spilling gas and soot on the newborn summer”.

Rather like Levin, Herzog’s aspirations for mankind stand in ironical

contrast to his personal proclivities. In defining the problem of

Man, "the problem as I see it is not one of definition but of the total

reconsideration of human qualities. Or perhaps even the discovery of 

R Rqualities”, he is, to a large extent, defining his own problem. 

Believing himself to have failed as a father, a son, a brother, etc., 

he has a tremendous, unfocussed capacity for love and an intellectual 

ability which, in its awareness of many possibilities, is all but stul

tified. But the coincidence between the problems of Herzog’s private 

world and those of the public world does not mean that he is in any 

sense archetypal, a representative of suffering humanity. Herzog is 

unique and the book sets out to explore the effects of letting this
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well-informed and well-intentioned private world devote itself to the 

contemplation of its environment. Hoping to lead the world to 

salvation under the banners of the old idealists and with nothing but 

his boundless good-intention for support, Herzog is fated to spend 

his time writing letters to the great, the good and the dead, pro

pounding his theories whilst the rest of the world remains oblivious 

or, at best, concerned for his sanity.

What is happening throughout the novel does not, therefore, concern 

mankind. Although at times Moses is convinced that the "progress of

civilisation, indeed, the survival of civilisation depended on the

6 7success of Moses E. Herzog”, the goal he seeks is personal reconci

liation with his own ceaselessly inquiring mind. Where Kinbote,

Levin and Horner all suffered from too limited a vision, Herzog suffers 

from too heightened a self-awareness. He can act as his own analyst, 

"What sort of character was it? Well, in modern vocabulary it was

narcissisticj it was masochisticj it was anachronistic. His clinical
66

picture was depressive - not the severest typej not manic depressive”.

He does not approve of his own personality, seeing his 'short-sightedness' 

as a strategy to gain sympathy and deploring the reliance he places on 

the good-will of the world. Self-deification goes hand in hand with 

self-denigration and, in moments of despair, he admits that "Social 

organisation, for all its clumsiness and evil, has accomplished far more

and emoodies more good that I do, for at least it sometimes gives

6 4justice”. It is only at the end of the novel when, established once 

more on the couch at Ludeyville, Herzog is alone that he faces the truth. 

He is a crusader for the 'real' totally divorced from reality. In 

pursuit of his 'grand synthesis’ he has opened his private world to the 

environment, to ideas, memories and modes of thought, only to find that
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his task has become not the salvation of mankind but the salvation of 

self. Contemplation has led not to answers but to paralysis.

Herzog abandons the 'only connect' maxim of Mr. Sammler for his own, 

'only accept’.

At the outset of this chapter, it was stated that Herzog is the 

definitive novel of this group. This claim is not based so much on

his status as an academic as on the nature of his relationship with 

the public world. The protagonists in the other novels discussed are 

all divorced from more or less specific, confined public worlds, a 

fact which is reflected in the nature of their divorcement. Whilst 

they, like Herzog, are articulate, sensitive and self-aware and whilst 

these qualities are, in all cases, stumbling blocks in the struggle 

to make meaningful contact with the public world, the campus, as we 

have seen, makes specific demands in terms of conformity to moral and 

political norms. That this demand for conformity exists side-by-side 

with a certain, albeit theoretical, respect for the individual and his 

idiosyncracies is a nice ambiguity. Levin, Pnin, Mulcahy and Horner 

are all alive to this ambiguity, although only MuTeahy successfully 

exploits it. The ambiguity in Herzog is of much greater scope. His 

private world, not unlike that of the others in its apparent inability 

to cope with the world on a mundane level, in its awareness of itself, 

its attachment to principles and its tendency to extreme eccentricity 

or even insanity, is brought into conflict with the whole of modern 

American society, and his failure to connect is, proportionately, more 

significant. He is at odds with the limited microcosm of a campus but, 

in the terminology of that clever yet tedious allegory, John Barth’s 

Giles Goatboy, with the Western Campus. By putting their central 

characters in the context of a campus and by showing that these places
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novels from Norris to Faulkner, other authors may imply that modern 

man is divorced from his environment; Herzog states this explicitly.

It is significant that, save in The Groves of Academe, the private 

world of the central character is used as the prime giver of shape to 

the overall fictional reality. In the works of Henry James, the 

individual sensibility was of equal importance but it was never given 

complete charge of the perspective. Other characters and the author 

were always present to give their interpretations and to allow the 

reader to judge which viewpoint was the most valid, or at least to 

enable him to discern the prejudices inherent in the central perspec

tive. If the arbitrary rules by which society operated could be 

rendered ineffective by the exercise of individual consciousness, they 

nevertheless provided a stable base, a criterion by which the actions 

of the characters might be judge. Herzog, clinging to a strap as he 

is conveyed across New York by bus, may assure the world that "there 

are moral realities, ... as surely as there are molecular and atomic 

ones",70but their existence does not entail any degree of certainty, 

nor does it inform the actions of the characters. What was once a 

set of rules controlling action has become yet another abstraction.

As we have said, the campus novel provides the author with an oppor

tunity to study the disintegration of the links between public and 

private worlds, for the campus is a species of community. Levin, Pnin 

and Horner are all expelled from their respective microcosms; by 

implication, those who remain do so at some cost to their status as 

individuals. Yet individuality itself is not proposed as an ideal 

state. Without meaningful links to any public world, Herzog, Pnin,
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Levin, Horner, and the Invisible Man, as well as a host of others, 

cannot create any satisfactory private reality. The Invisible Man, 

surrounded by light bulbs, illicitly draining power from the city, has 

the most tenuous grip on his own identity. It is confirmed only by 

the lights and is the product not of any positive process but of a 

series of rejections of preferred shapes. Herzog’s resolution, too, 

is negative, entailing the rejection of the public world and all the 

models which it attempted to force upon him. Horner cannot be certain 

that there is a man behind the masksj Levin's long struggle towards 

a new identity ends up in a cruel parody of his dreamj Kinbote, 

possibly the most successful creator of a private reality, is hunted 

by the world, and so on. Arthur Sarrmler, 'confidant of New York 

eccentrics, ... registrar of madness’, makes some of the most percep

tive comments on the antipathy between public and private worlds:

But at the present level of crude vision, agitated spirits 
fled from the oppressiveness of "the common life”, 
separating themselves from the rest of their species, from 
the life of their species, hoping perhaps to get away (in 
some peculiar sense), from the death of their species. To 
perform higher actions, to serve the imagination with 
special distinction, it seems essential to be histrionic. 
This, too, is a brand of madness. Madness has always been 
the favorite choice of the civilised man who prepares 
himself for a noble achievement. It is often the simplest 
state of availability to ideals. Most of us are satisfied 
with that: signifying by a kind of madness devotion to, 
availability for, higher purposes.7*1

Thus, the crisis of identity suffered by Joe Christmas has become the 

lot of sensitive manj he does not need the polarities of race for his 

crucifiction. The awareness of the antipathy between his public and 

private worlds is sufficient for a cross. And, as Faulkner acknow

ledged at the end of a Requiem For A Nun, the time when one could 

postulate a community of consciousness between an individual and his

¡f\



environment and still retain any vestige of credibility is past.

We have, in a sense, come full circle. The novels of the Naturalists, 

portraying man as the passive plaything of his environment and his 

baser instincts, may be far removed from the novels discussed in this 

chapter in terms of literary sophistication. But, are not Herzog, 

and Alexander Portnoy in Portnoy's Complaint, ultimately passive in 

face of the world? In none of the works considered here does man 

successfully oppose his environment. The struggle may have become 

internalised and complicated, but the result is remarkably similar. 

Although it is the private and not the public world which is paramount 

in the structure of the overall fictional reality, although there is a 

tremendous struggle before the final defeat, and although the nature 

of the public world has altered, it is once more victorious, no longer 

amenable to exploitation by visionaries such as Gatsby. The problems 

which, in novels written around the turn of the century, assailed the 

lower economic groups are now assailing the intellectual élite. The 

pressure to conform has supplanted baser instincts, the private world 

has become much more refined and sophisticated in its aspirations, yet 

the environment is once more a hostile opponent.

Returning to Sammler's remark about madness being the simplest state of 

availability to ideals, one must note the presence of the psychiatrist 

in the novels discussed here, and in many other contemporary works.

It is no longer possible to portray private worlds by relying, as Dreiser 

did, on Psychological Insights for, as Herzog observes, "... this is an 

age of insight. The laws of psychology are known to all educated 

people". In the works by Barth, Bellow and Nabokov psychoanalysis 

and psychoanalysts are variously, but always scathingly, mentioned.
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The End of the Road, as we have seen, relies heavily on Jungian Theory^15 

and the Doctor is a significant figure; in Herzog, in addition to 

the numerous couches, there is an analyst whose prejudice in favour 

of Madeleine colours his diagnosis of Herzog and renders his insights 

worthless; Pnin’s wife, Lisa was a psychiatrist who ran off to marry 

another of the same species, producing as a result a child whose 

invulnerability to all psychoanalytic tests is the focus of much of 

the book's humour; Kinbote could clearly use some sort of psychiatric 

help, but the parts of the textbook on the subject which he sees fit 

to quote leave one in complete agreement with his conclusion, "Do these 

clowns really believe what they preach,” The recurrence of the 

figure of the analyst may merely be a reflection of the current American 

preoccupation with such people, yet one feels there is more to it than 

that. In Portnoy's Complaint and Myra Breckinridge, the confessions of 

character to 'shrink' are a logical extension of the epistolary conven

tion, allowing the character to lay bare his private world. But, 

especially in Myra, the awareness that Montag will eventually read 

these confessions has a profound effect on their finished shape. Myra 

deliberately tries to upset him by playing on what she knows to be his 

'hang-ups'. Instead of being therapeutic, he is positively anti- 

therapeutic, driving her to ever greater excess. Here and elsewhere, 

one feels that novelists are defending their rights to delineate states 

of mind, entering into competition with the armchair analysts who 

trespass on what was once their exclusive preserve. By making fun of 

their rivals and including them in their fictions, novelists reassert.

^According to Jung's Analytic Theory, "The persona is a mask which is 
worn by the person in response to the demands of social convention and 
tradition and to his own archetypal needs”. It is his 'public per
sonality'. Calvin S. Hall and Gardner Lindzey, Theories of Personality 
[New York: Wiley & Sons, 1957), pp.83-4
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in a most pointed way, the superior ability of literature to portray 

aberrant 'states of being’. Of course, when one bears in mind what 

Sammler says, the presence of the analyst could be taken as a sinister 

portent, a sign that the public world is a police state, unwilling to 

tolerate the nonconformity which is, potentially, productive of ideals.

The protagonists in this group of novels are self-aware and articulate 

and well able to 'speak for themselves’. The disposition of their 

private worlds is the crucial factor in the structuring of the overall 

fictional reality and the role of the public world as an effective 

counterpoint is diminished. In A New Life it fails to impinge on the 

character, in Herzog it is present only through his perception of it 

and is a shaping force only insofar as he chooses to respond to it, 

in The End of the Road it does not exist, save in the last few pages, 

and we are subjected to a character who is an aggressive weapon, daring 

us to make slick comments about the book as the result of our critical 

experience and psychological insight. In Pictures From An Institution 

it again is present only as a function of the private world of the 

narrator and in Pale Fire it is but a tantalising glimpse of another 

and much more comfortable perspective, veiled from us by the narrator. 

We are no longer privy to many perspectives on a central situation.

Tne perspective and the situation have merged into one and the struc

ture of the overall fictional reality has, likewise, come to hinge on 

the private world, be it through first- or third-person narration.

Even if, in some cases, the artistic effort is bent upon discomfiting 

the reader, it is true to say that in all cases the excellence lies in 

the portrayal of eccentric private worlds which, although they may not 

put fixed or even fruitful, constructions upon experience, are revealed

in depth.
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Thus, the private world has come to be the crucial factor in the 

structuring of the overall fictional reality. This disposition of 

the formal characteristics of the novel does not prevent the author 

from depicting the public world but it provides him with a skeletal 

framework for that depiction. His portrayal is selective, dependant 

for shape upon the imagined, perceiving private world. In the course 

of this thesis, we have studied authors who attempted to give the 

public world the dominant position in their fictional reality and, 

because their interpretations of that world (usually an actual social 

microcosm) were predominant, rather than the imagined interpretations 

of a character, the overall structure came almost inevitably to suffer 

a diminution in artistic worth. Only William Faulkner, whose vision 

of the public world was itself profoundly aesthetic, succeeded in 

producing artistically distinguished novels organised around the public 

sphere. This examination of American novels has shown that where 

priority is given to the artistic demands of the novel form then the 

resultant work is more effective, as a coherent, subtle and aesthetic 

whole, than a work in which there is some ulterior organising principle, 

such as a propagandist aim. Coherence, subtlety and artistic worth 

are, of course, evaluative terms, but the public and private world 

dichotomy has given access to fundamental, formal characteristics of 

the novel and such evaluations are, therefore, based on analysis, not 

induction. Formal or structural aspects cannot be divorced from the 

content of the text but, where content may vary in an infinity of ways, 

the form is a constant as a result, and the dichotomy may, potentially, 

be generalised and applied to novels of any culture or period. It is 

hoped that, in applying the dichotomy to American novels written over 

the past nine decades, it has been shown to be a valuable and incisive 

critical tool and that it has also been demonstrated that the relation 

ship between public and private worlds is crucial to the discussion of 

American literature.
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