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THE DEATH MOTTF TN THE EUGENE GANT NOVELS OF THOMAS WOLFE
S

Stephen Ea;l Stein
»

-

Thomas ‘Woﬂlfe, particularly in his first two.novels, often wrote
of death with great insicht into its temporal implicatlons for the
a;'tist and mankind. Wolfe understood that death was an integral part
of life fand used his talent to explore the r‘eélity of death and its
‘meaning. Wolfe's exnlorations lasted foz‘"' the entirety of his 1life and
helped him to arrive at an interpretation and aopreciation of 1life.
Wolfe's views on death were also largely respvonsible for the frenzied .
manner in which he wrote and Iived. This being so, this oé.per examines
the death motif in the works of Thomas Wolfe with particular regard to
Wolfe's interpretation of life.

.

Emphasis is placed on Wolfe's first two novels, Look Homeward,

" Angel and Nf Time and the River, in which the protagonist, Eugene Gant,
experiences the deaths of his brother and father, Ben and W. O. G;nt.
The deaths have a profound affect on the psyche of the protagonist and
require him to understand and ultimately come to terms with death.
Integral to the protagonist's concept of death 1s his cbsession with
the passing of time “and the eternity of the universe. This idea is
examined in detail. Tﬁe penultimaté chapter detalls the protagonist's
application o&‘ death to the fabric of American 1life. The studv con-

cludes with Wolfe's final cbservations on death (expressed in his -
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~ OF DEATH AND THOMAS WOLFE ,
1 :

" Thomas Wolfe's childhood was not a very happv one. ‘For much of
his childhood Wolfe obse‘f'ved disease, dving, and death.A Hi\s older |
brothe{' Grover died w’k;é’%{‘s!olfe was three; another older brothe%', Ben,
died when Wolfe was eighteen. During Wolfe's teenage vears his father

was dying from cancer. Added to these gloamy facts was the environ-
\b - 3. -
ment in which all of this took place. Uhen Wolfe was five vears old‘,

1) )

his familv was split in Zo when his mother purchased a boarding house.

14

Wolfe went to live with his mother while his father maintained the

family's original residence. With this as his background, it is no
5
surprise that young Tom assimilated a concern for death.
In 1923, when Wolfe was a student at Harvard, he penned the
following in a letter to his mother: . N
T went downtown Sunday night and saw the crowds usher the New
Year in. Everyone seemed haopy, there was much noise .and
shouting, but, samehow, the coming of the New Year always ’
" brings sddness tome — I don't know why. Man is such a
mogtal, perishable creature, and it seems a little Iike

flawnting the news in his face that he has one less year

before_he too is dust, with trees roots twined among his
bones . * \ .

In the same letter Wolfe remarked how incredible it was that his brother
Ben whose "flesh that once I touched, that h®1d me on its knees, that

gave me gifts, and spoke to me in tones different from those of anyone
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else, is now unrecognizably comlptec} in the earth."2 The inevit-
ability of death touched Wolfe's consciousness to such an extent that
the young man felt that he\had little time to waste. For Wolfe death

became the raison d'&tre for hard, relentless work in the face of nis

; L :
ever-shortening.life. Wolfe's work was a reflecticon of a 1life tnat

was an uncontrolled paroxysm that grabbed at and absorbed everything

A s

within its ken A1l of this was digested and somewhat recklessly ~

~

-regurgitated into the books that contain his writing.

Wolfe wrote his mother in 1923 that a man "should clarr'y “the fear
ofl death forever in his heart — for that ends all his glory, and he
should use it as a spur to ride his 1life across the barw:':i.ers."3 TwWo
months later he wrote (to his mother): C

The underscheme of all life 1s tragic. Only fools and stupid
swine rush about bellowlng and squealing about their happiness
-- something no one ever had; samething that never existedé

. something weaklings are always whining about. But some of us
may do samething with our lives before our flesh must f‘ill the
mouths of worms ... )

Andrew Turmbull, in his biography of Wolfe, wrote that:

Wolfe was familiar with death ... early experiences had brought
it home to him, while his spltting blood at Harvard had
heightened his- consciousness of his own mortality and quickened
his desire to do something overwhelming and death destroying
with the 1life he had. In the anthcology of English verse he had
used in his teaching at N.Y.U. so many of the underlinings
relate to death, burial, and the swiftness of time. The
phrases "when I'm d and buried" and "I've got to hurry" were
often on his lgrj)agé if his friends told him not to be
ridiculous thati.he had years and years ahead of him, he would
say, "No, I've got to hurry to get it all down. They say I'll
write myself out, but 1 won't live that long."”

; \
The thought of an early death plagued Wolfe until the end of his life’
and i_ndeed Wolfe was r‘ight -~ he died ;m 1938 a few weeks short of

his thirty-eighth birthday. In the last, years of his life (this in

-
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, 1925) Wolfe wrote in on€ of his notebooks thaﬁ "someéhing has sﬁoken
0 me in the night, and told me to 1ift up rv heart' again and have no
[ . .

fear, and told me’ I-shall live and work anq?draw mv bredth in guiet-
ness and told me I shzll Aie, I know no* where."6

At the University of llerth Carolina at Chapel Hill, Wolfe was
exvosed to a form of Hegelian dialectic that revealed the world to him
in terms of oéposites. This gave Wolfe's. work the Hegelian structure
of thesls, antithesis, and svnthesis varticularlv in reference to the
death moti °.7 Wolfe extracted meaning out of 1ife by comprehending a2
thing*s opposite and thereby believing himself to arrive qt’a manifest
truth once the opvosites were stated.8 To Wolfe, therefore, under-
standing life meant that 1t was necessary to understand, or tny to

come to terms with death. This is the reason Why the protagonist in

Wolfe's writing is vassionately preoccupied with life and, in the

first two novels (Look Homeward, Angel and Of Time ard the River)”

in particular, with death. Wolfe adooted Hegel's dialectic as a

framework in which %o attemot anintervretation of the world, vet
remained confused and troubled by the cormlexity of life. In 1921 he

wrote to his philosophy professor, Horace Williams, at Chapel Hill:
Mr. Williams, at times ny heart sickens and sinks at the com-
vlexity of 1life. I know I haven't looked through vet; I am
ermmeshed in the wilderness and I hardlv know where to turn.
Your words keep haunting me almost even in my dreams: "How
can there be unity in the midst of everlasting change?" In a
svstem where things forever pass and decay, what is there
! fixed, real, eterna1210

At Chanel Hill Williams upheld Truth, Goodness. and Beautv as
| absolutes. Wolfe felt that this view excluded Ugliness, Evil and

Falsehood — truths without which the duality and conflict in the
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~orld seemed o pale. In his notes Wolfe asked "What is real?" and

answered, "Anvthing is real of which we find ourselves cbliged to take

-

i aecount in anv way .... That man is a fool whe in his clirb for xmow-
1]

f . ledge seeks to build bevond and apart from the facts of this world. "2

N Yet, as Turnbull writes of Volfe:

t

, ) ... the question Williams had posed — How can there be unity oo~
C, in the midst of everlasting change? In a world of decay what :
o ;?f i is fixed, real, etermal? — continued to haunt him. Perhaps
£ he could square the circle. 'Hght it not be vossible to
4 march through the thick of 1ife, immersing oneself in all its

horrible and lovelv detail, and vet achleve some degree of
permdnence and universality?13

‘This is exactly what Wolfe attemptfed to achieve in his art. Once, nib
‘having recognized that man is caught in the river of everlasting
change, doomed to flay about as his davs diminish, Wolfe realized that

by grasping 1ife "in all its horrible and lovely detail" and trans-

posing his experiences into art, he would indeed achieve a measure of

\ ty‘and permanence amidst everlasting change.
! The essence of the death motif in Wolfe's books may be seen as
a structu?al, and in Wolfe's life, a very real mechanism in whi;h to :
o seek truth and meaning in life. As a seeker'of truth, the Wolfian pfo— |
‘;agonist comes face to face with death and, unlike many other men, he '
does not deny death as young men are wbnt to do, nor dees he shelve the

”
thought for re-examination sQme twenty or thirtv years hence when, in

middle age, many broach the topic. Instead, Wolfe and his protagonist
from the very beginning absorb death, disect it, and examine its com~
ponent narts in order to understand what 1ife means. For Wolfe, life

has little meaning without death. Life (thesis) and death (antithesis),

are rigourously éxamine@ in order to achieve truth or at least a measure

3
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of understanding (svnthesis). From.the verv start of his writing
{. ,
career, Wolfe established the basic and definive parameters in which

to mold hig art.

Eugene Gant's encounters with death in Angel contribﬁte greatly
to his maturation. ®ne death after another in the first twenty-one
years of his life causes him to‘suffer emotion%l shock and depression.
Eugene must face death so that he may be able/éo face life. The near-
ness of death compels Eugene to conquer his own self-estrangement.
Consequently, the fear of death and 1ts attendant dgéad and desvair of
nothipgness can ¢nly be overcome by a fervent if somewhat desperate

. )
realfirmation of 1ife. Richard Steele has commented that "'Look

Hemeward, Angel is a record of a search for the unknown. The unknown,

in this case, is Eugene's lack of knowledge of his own.exigtence in

. reiation to the outside world, humanity, and to the inside world,

himselr . "L

Eugene, with his insatiable hunger for life, must know evervthing

that is havpening in the lives of other veovle and mentallv records

£ : .
shared experiences — ndt necessarily for the value of the experiences

themselves —- but rather to become famliliar with them so that he will

fear less his own aloneness and ultimate death.15

In his first novel,
Wolfe embarks on an intensive journmey of soul-searching in order to
find a resolut?on to his attitudes about death. In his life and
writing (the two are inseparable as discussed below) Wolfe moved from
an."early fearful and traumatic reaction to death” to an "ultimate

rhllosophical acceptance of the inevitable fact of it."l6

N
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In order to fully appreciate Wolfe's work we must be reminded
thaf Wolfe was, for the most part, an autobiographical writer. There
1s a consensus amongst Wolfe scholars that wlolf e wrote about himself
and that his experiences and thoughts were WI‘i'[;te;’l down as a personal
chronicle in which the protagonist is always Wolfe himself rather than
an objective fictional character. Accordingly, many of the experi-
ences we ind in Wolfe's letters, notebooks, and indeed, in his lif‘e_
is that which is written in his bocks. This fact facilitates(matters
and also presents a problem. On the one hand, we can examine Wolfe's
blography, notebooks, and letters as material that complements and,
in many instances, 1s integral to and continued in the body of Wolfe's
work. The problem is that much of his work (Angel being the closest
to an exception) suffers from a lack of unity and direction. Wolfe
was cbsessed with "getting it all down," and was thus disEracted fram
the artistic imperative of achieving unity and direction. Thus,
while Angel is to the greater axtent Wolfe's own werk in terms of the
absence of editorial tampering, the same cannot be said of his other
novels. His second novel, River, was heavily edited by his first
editor, Maxwell Perkins. Wolfe suffered 'é;reatly when writing this book

as he attempted to shape a work that simply could not be contained

*within the covers of a book. Perkdns was instrumental in wresting this

book from Wolfe in order to get it published and sent it to the printer
when Wolfe felt that the book was not yet completed. Even so, the book
contains over nine hundred pages.

Yolfe wrote down whatever was uppermost in his mind. He cared

¢ N
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little for the planning, shaping, and rewriting that are the hallmarks
of a carefully written book. As noted.above, getting it dowvn on paper

was of cardinal impoftance. Elizabeth Nowelly, "Wolfe's first biog-

rapher, wrote: < .

The fact that most of Of Time and’ the River, The Octcber Falr,
From Death %o Morning, “and also large sections of The “eb and
the Rock and You Can't Go Home Again were among the things
which he "got down" was only secondary to him. He simply
poured out whatever happened to be uppermost in his mind, in
separate chunks of first-verson narrative, regardless of
chrohology or order, and with no cormective material.l?

Wolfe's last two novels (The Yeb and the Rock and You Can't Go {

Home Again)l8 were published;by his last editer, Edward C. Aswell.

Aswell put these two books together from the reams of material that

Wolfe left upon his death. Thus, Rock and Again contain material that
Wolfe had intended to use in other books. A case in voint 1s that
Rock contalns material that was originally intended for an unpublished

bock called The October Falr material that was cut from River turned up

in both Rock and Again.. (As a result, much of the work in these two

bocks was written with a hiatus of several vears —— some of it 1s
séparated by six or seven years. Again does, however, contain much of
Yolfe's last writing). The necessity'of coherency demanded that Aswell
write much of thg material téét.connects what 1s often disparate pileces
of work. Nonetheless, for the purposes of s?udy we can, to some extent,
overeome the patchwork found in Wolfe's lait two novels by considering

the four novels as essentially onre bock. ‘Héading the four novels in

successlon (a considerable effort) renders forth the story of Thomas

Nolfé from his earliest memories to the last year of his life. Also, we

must remember: that Wolfe's four novels wers written iﬁ-the last eleven

it




perhaps, a little less fervent, but not really very much change
‘ - .

.
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vears of h¥s life. They therefore contain some measure of unity inas-

much as they were written within a relatively short period ¢f time
- P
during which “Wolfe developed his interpretation of 1ife afd death.

. Louis D. Rubin, Jr. wrote that Wolfe/Eugene "is much the same person at -

the end of You Can't Go Home Again as he is when he leaves for the city

after Look Homeward, Angel — a little more sober and heavy-handed,

d. ll19

Using this very plausible line of reasoning, we may say that Wolfe's
views on'death. are well artiéulated byﬁthe end of Angel. The experi-
ence of death has wrought an wndeniable and unélterable'change in the
psyche of the protagonist which will thereafter affect.the Wolfian
protagonist‘throughout the paé;s of his subsequent work -- with the
obvious perﬁutations that the accumulations of years necessarily imbue

in the consciousness of the author. A final note from Rubin adds perQ

0 \ ‘
spective to the noints discussed above:

A good rule of thumb in the Wolfe novels is that the closer'in
age the protagonist is to Thomas Wolfe, the less believable he
1s as a created,.fictional character. The only perspective
Wolfe ever seems to have galned on his material as a novelist

. 1s that of temporal distance. That is to sav, as long as he
is reasonably older than his protagonist he is able to dis-
tinguish between- the protagonist's values as a fictional
character and his own as a novelist. But once this auto-
blographical distance is gone, he has no perspective fram

“which, to evaluate the character's motivations and @eions
except for those of the character himself. For the character
is always himself.20

Keeping this in mind, as well as the fact that the death motif is mostly

develoved in Angel and River, this paper will examine these two books in

detail with reterence to the latter two books in order to determine the

direction Wolfe's views on déath took in the last years of his life.

b

Pad
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Yolfe's relentless desire to absorb everything as well as his
cognizance of and preoccupation with the poignancy of 1ife and death
. has been noted above. It is irmwortant to add the fact that both these
considerations are reflected in Wolfe's unders£anding of his homeland.
In reference to the former, Herbert J. Muller has accurately written

L

that:

From the beginning, the greatness of America had been one of
his main themes, if only because he needed a great subject to
prove the greatness he so passionately and nailvely aspired to.
. In time he came, with increasing clarity and sobriety, to
identify the legend of his hunger as an American legend, and
to seek his image in the history and destiny of the nation.2l

In reference to the latter point Muller notes that Wolfe
{

had a deep sense of the essential ire{cong;r'uities of man's life

on earth, “the verpetual disquiet that is also the dignity of

the human spirit, the inevitable end of the endless seeking.

He constantly dwelt on the incongruities of América, a land

fabulous in its immensity and emptiness, its exultant magni-

ficence and its desolating ugliness, its childlike innocence

and its savage violence, its swarming busyness and its sear—

ing loneliness. 2
Keeping all of this in mind, it is quite aporopriate that Thomas
Wolfe's hallmark is the gigantic sweep of his work. He 1s, per'haps,'
remembered best as being the onlv American author who attempted an
epical saga of the American exverience. \Alo}fé —wrote that "each of us
is all the sums he has not counted: sub ract us into nakedness and
night ‘again, and you shall see beg/irf in Crete four thousand vears ago

o

the love that ended yesterday in 'beas."23 Wolfe believed that men
are to a great extent a reflection of the collective pith and sub-
stance of thelr ancestral and historical past. Wolfe had hoped to

write a novel w!‘xi/ch'would span several centuries of American experience
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, and would illustrate this id_ea. He never had the chance to write such
a novel, but the seed of the American's ancestral and historical past

is found in the body of his work using the Eugene Gant and George

b Webber (the latter the protagonist in Rock and Again) protagonist who
‘records and interprets the American experience. . Vo ,

. | The history of America is a frenzied chronicle of blind ambition,
great acco@liékment, and bitter disappointment. In this respect,
Wolfe is syrzf>r1quus with America as he is the persorilification of thes)
American chronicle. It would éeem that death is a more poignant
‘denial of life to the Amérj_can ‘than to any other race. Insofar as the
Arrérican socio~econamie’ collectivity is ge;red towards tl;e development
of the future , \it makes sensethat the American would be pai’ticularly
’cognizant of that which ultimately blots out the future. It is fit- \
ting, therefore, that the archetypal American —- Wolfe/Gant/Webber --
should be very concerned with death and as such,J this _Jimportarit ch— —

\ sideration merits examination.
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CHANGELESS CHANGE

i

’ ‘ \

Throughout his adult 1life, Thomas Wolfe was plagued by the
dilemma of the permanent and the impermanent. Wolfe thought that man
was an ephemeral atom pitted against the inplacable‘ everlasting’
universe in which the earth 1s man's unchanging domain. Much of
WOlfe's; four novels 1s an attempt to deflne this diler'rma and a sub-

sequent effort to resolve it. />

In Lock Homeward, Angel the young protagonist, Eugene, is cog-

nizant of permanence and impermanence or, in other words, of change- ‘

lessness and change. Eugene conceptualizes this concern in terms of

his notion of time which is later afticulated as a concept referred to
@

as "chqngeless change." In Angél, Eugene is troubled by the essential

_ \
duality he observes in time -- that of fixity and change. In his home-

a town of Altamont Eugene finds solace in the mountains that encircle the
. >

town: "The mountains were his masters, They rimmed in life. They

were the cup of: reality, beyond growth, beyond struggle and death.

“They were i’lis absolute unity in the midst of etermal change- nl Eugene

is aware of change (as evidenced in his own physical and intellectual

growth, the change 1n his family when his mother -purchases .a boarding

" home, and the death of his brother Grover when Eugene was an infant) . .

~

- 11 -
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but confesses that he understands neither growth nor change.” % moment.
y

later we learn that Zugens 1s awed by time with its ™weilrd corbinations
"of fixitv and change."? The boy thinks of

the terrible moment of immobility starped with eternity ir
which, vassing life at great speed, both the cbserver and
the observed seem frozen in time. There was one moment of
timeless suspension when the land did not move, the
slattern in the dcorway did not move, he did not move ...,
Only, these images that burnt in him existed without
begiming or ending, without the essential strugture of
time.  Fixed in no-time, the slilttem vanished, ' fixed,
without a moment of transition.

Eugene is troubled by the phenomenon of fixity that his mind is able to

capture whilst he is "passing-life at great sveed.” He is able to sus-
pend time while beirg aware of its passing. Such images strike him as
being unreal as there seems to be a contradiction between that which is
fixed in his rmind and the I‘mdaméntal rule of the unlverse that dic-
tates all is passing, hence such images are troubling as their very
oresence in his mind exists "without begimning or ending, without the
essential structure of time."

As the novel progresses, Eugene 'r;ealizes that fixity is all too
often suoplanted by the relentléss march of time. Glven such con-
ditions, life becomes rather meaningless as there is little that can
be fixed — 1little (besides images) that Eugene can grasp al"ld find
meaning in. Eugene notes that his life with his mother is reduced to
nothingness -as he carries out his daily chores: "4ll of our"life

goes up In smoke. There 1s no structure, no creation in it .... We

~ are nassing away in smoke and there is nothing today but weariness to

pay us for yesterday's toil. How may we save our*selves'?"5 Wnile in

this frame of mind, Eugene,observes the inexorable passing of time
\




vhich he can only understand in “erms of chaos and death: ‘ -
And Eugene watched the slow fusion of the seasons; he-saw the
royal orocessional of the months; he saw the summer light eat
1ike a river into.dark; he saw dark triumph once again; and
he saw6the minute-wiming davs, like flies, buzz home to
death.

In order that Eugene may come to terms with the chaos and inevit-
ability of death that -is necessarily inherent in the very movement of
time, Eugene must find some unity in his life that only a sense of
direction and purpose can give. This he must do by Qimself —— other
people (especially members of his family with the exception of his
brother Ben) can only be a hindrance. Feeling that his family has .
‘ always 3tifled him; Fugene nassionately hurls the following at his
mother, Eliza: .

The first move I ever made, after the cradle, was to crawl for .
the door, and every move T have made since has been an effort a
to escape. And now at least I am free from you all, although, -

you may hold me for a few years more. If I am not free, I am

at least locked up in my own prison, but I shall get me some

beauty, I shall get me some order out of this jungle of my

1ife: T shall fird my way out of 1t, though it take me twenty

years more —- alone.’

Once Eugene understands that he must live and work alone, he must next ¢

find some unity in his life — unity which will be found in his work
and will subsequently allow him to fuse his life, which he compares to

"a great wave breaking in thes lonely sea," into "a single articula-
8 . . . !

tion."
In 1928, Wolfe wrote the following in his notes:

g I am becoming more and morée adjusted to my oplace in the world —
- what 1t may finally be I do not know but I must build up out of
chaos a strong sufficient imner 1life; otherwise I will be tom
to pieces in the whirlpool of the world. 9

The strong inner life was, of course, to be achieved through hard wdrk,

t +
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but Wolfe was still trving to define hls place in the perplexing
(gnvirogm@nt as 1s shown by the pursults of his protagonist. At the
begimning ol River, Eugene asks what i€ it that drives ug forward:
"Mhat is”it tha£ we lknow so.well and cannot speak?" He has no answer
but posits the notion that "All we know is thdi the earth is flowving

by us in the darkness, and this’ is the way the world goes .... And of

the huge and secret earth all we know is that we feel with all o
‘ 110

life its texture with our foot uoon it.' The problem o1 permanence

and impermanence becomes poignant in Wolfe's second novel. .There are

many references to this duality —= perhaps the following is vpara-

|
1

digmatic of Wolfe's/Eugene's dilemma:
And the great trains of America would hurtle on through dark-
ness over the lonely, everlasting earth -- the earth which was
only eternal — and on which our fathers and brothers had
wandered, their lives so brief, so lonely, and so strange —-
into whose substance at length they afll would be compacted. - ¢
And the great trains would hurtle on forever over the silent

and eternal earth — fixed in that design of everlasting
stillpess and unceasing change .11

i1
»

Wolfe usesntwo metaphors to establish his universe of the per-
< manent — the earth itself and the river. Against these, man's brief
. 1ife is pitted, whichlreﬁéers the duality of thesis and antithesis —
life and death. In Angel we learn of "the fumbling march of races to
extinction" as "the glant rhythms of the earth" ?emain. "The seasons
passéd in their majestic processionals, and gervanal Soring returned
forever on the land — new croos, new men, new harvests, and new

Eéods."l2 Man is just another changing ohenomenon caught in the
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macrocosmic Tlux cf the changeless abliding earth. 1In the prose poem

~rologue to Rlver, Wolfe introduces once again the duality of ver-
[}

manence and impermanence. We are told that the "dead tongue withers

and the dead heart rots, blind mouths crawl tunels through the buried

flesh, but the earth will endure forever . ..”lj
\

In Walfe's work the river represents the very blood of the uni-

verse. It 1s a phenomenon constantly moving vel changeless 1In its

¥

unceasing movement. Tt is full of "strange tragic time" which is

Irmpervious to the men whose "lives are ruined below ... by the river ...."
Men are "whirled away into the sea and darkness, and ... are lost"
. [}
14

until the river gives men life again. The river is thus a metaphor

for the eternzl universe:
Full with the pulse of time it {lows there, full with the pulse
of all men living, sleeping, dying, waking, it will flow there,
full with' the billion dark and secret moments of our lives it
Just flows there. Filled with all the hope, the madness and
the passion of our vouth it flows there, in the davtime, in the
dark, drinking with ceaseless glut the land, mining into its
tides the earth as it mines the hours and the moments of our
life into its tldes, mining against the sldes of ships, foaming
about niled crustings of old wharves; sliding like time and
silence by the vast cliff of the city, girdling the storg#®isle
of life with moving waters -—— thick with the wastes of the
earth, dark with our stalns, and heavied with our dumpings, .
rich, rank, beautiful, and unending as all 1life, all living, as
it flows by us, by us, by us, to the sea!ld

;

Despite whatever men may do =~ "They'll build great engines vet, and
A

grander towers'" -— the rivers will nevertheless flow to the sea, dis-

[ 4
passionately passing by "all the million lives and deaths of the
‘ , ,
city.“l6 ’

Men are pitted against an uncaring universe, “orced to marshall

their resources against an indifferent environment and are anparently

rendered lost and confused in the endeavor. About one-third of the

\

4
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way through River, Eugene 1s arrested with some friends on é charge of
speeding and drunken driﬁing. Tﬁis incident 1llustrates the modality
of_footlessness that life engeqders in the live; of men. The police
who arrest Eugene evoke "a whole history of this earth and people,
monstroﬁs, savage, and unutterable-...?” Althoggh the policemen
incorporate "the -savage and mindless Yenergy of the earth i%self, with
all that was wild, sensual, fecund, cruel and good natured"ﬁthey also
make very evident to Eugene "the fear, the shame, the horror that had
crushed them beneath its ocean weight of nameless and cowering dread"

— all of which, Eugene feels, has "broken or destroyed their souls."17

The incident not orly has meaning in his perception of the lives of

the policemen and of al% men, but also drives homg a rather poignant
réalization. This is the first time Fugene had ever been arrested and -
the significance of the arrest is found in the boy's coming face to
face with "an immense and brutal authority in 1life, which he had'seen‘
before, but to which he had always believed himself immune." We

learn that this s the flrst time Eugene had ever been subjected to an
authority against which he is powerless: 'he had believed, as'every
young man believes, that his own life and body we;e flercely immune to
every indignity of force and coﬁ;ulsion." Taking advantage of the
incident, Fugene internalizes the experience as the securlity of‘
immunity is now gone forever — "And having lost it irrecoverably, he
had gained something of more value." Coming out of the jail cell

Eugene 1s consclous "of a more earthly, common, and familiar union
1!18

-

with the lives of Bther men ...

t

Eugene understands that he, too, 1s caught in the Jaws of an
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irmliaczakle authority <hat had been reflected in the lives of “he

colicemen; the "irmense and bruizl authorisy’

is condemed to accept in exchange for life — 3 moment's breath of

’

life in exchange ‘for the consciousness of his own brevi:s ff\ghic'n

curn is subjected $o an envirorment which is changeless and indiffer—

- .

ent). Eugene is now able to identlfv with Everyman as he is, indeed,
one of them. About cne hundred and thirty pages before the incident
described above, Eugene 1s rummaging through some old rhotographs of
his father and identifies him w1th

the cold and terrible loneliness of man, and pf the lost
American who has been brought forth naked under immense
angd lonely skies, to "shift for himself," to grope his
wav blindlv through the confusion and brutal chaos of
1life ... to wander blindly down sacross the continent, %o
hunt forever for a goal, a wall, a dwelling place of
warmth and certitude, a light, a door.l9

This, then, is the dilemma for all men, particularly Americans, and
Eugene now understands that he, like all other Americans, must share

inithe dilemma.

In The Web and the Rock, Wolfe's third novel, mankind's dilemma

15256&6&@ s 1f not somewhat vituperatively, stated in that the

"immense and brutal authority" in life reduces a man to a "little

match flare in the darkness" who "tries to glve a purvose to eternity

... who will use the last breath in his lungs, the final beating in
his heart, to launch his rockets against Saturn, to flash his mean-

ings at umindful star's."20

The reason for man's ceaseless activity
is simple: men are wise cr%atures, "they know that they are lost,
thev know they are desolate and damned fogether: they look out upon

the tumult of unending water, and th?/ know’ there is no answer, and

irn 1ife ic =<na<c wnich man



- . . o0
tn2t the s2a, the sea, is itz ovm end and answer."™" ionethelsss, out
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ooarent desnalir s bern the fiower of mvinic Sirmen-
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17 seemed TO him that all man's 1ife was like a2 tinv gourt zf
Tlame that blazed out brieflv in an 1l1limi-able and terrifving
darimess, and that zll man's grandeur, “ragic digni-yv, his
heroic glcrv came from the Drevitv and smzllness of this flams
and that he knew his light was little and would be exx_'ngu.sheo,
and that only darkmess was immense and everlasting, and that he
died with defiance on his lips,*and that the shout of his hatre
and denizal rang with tne last Dulsj_m of his heart into the maw
of all-enzulfing night.22

The undeniable fazt of man's inevitable death coupled with the
shortness of his davs requires men 2 endlessly seek knowledge in an

sttemht to intellectuzllvy transcend death. Welfe wrote in his notes

that man "cannot know all, nor see all. The only infinite, the only
insatiable thing in man is hunger and desire ... it steeps him in his

deevest hell. But it is also the greatest thing in him:- it is the

23 .
At the same

demon that can possess him, and that may destroy him."
time' (May, 193135 Wolfe wrote to friends that ""ur e%‘fort is to wreak
out of thaos and the impermanent hours some lasting beauty: the
’ef‘for't usuzally falls, but it is a thing for the strong and faithful

to trv for'."gLl Tt would apnear that Wolfe had finally come to define
his own place in the indifferent universe. He recognized the ultimate
futility of man's 1life on earth, but realized that in man's relentless

quest for knowledge sorrxe\"'llasting beauty" could be chiseled out cf the

firmament of chaos. Wolfe undg:"took the task — to transcend death,

—

A}

to order chaos -- in the form of his art. A& month later, %olfe wrote
to his friend at Scribners, John Hall Wheelock, that he felt he had

"got it — the two things that haunt and hurt us: the eternal



wandering, moving, guesting, loneliness, homesicimess, and the assirs

I 25 '
of the soul for a home, peace, fixity, repcse.

iolfe attermted “o find a measure of fixisy in his work and was
anlv a% peace (if <his was indeed at all possible for hi@) when he was
deeply irmersed in his work. In River, Wolle's voung artist-in-the-
making, Eugene Zant, knows that in the "enchanted city" all "the frenzy
and unrest of his snirit would find a certain goal and friumch, and
toward which evervthing on earth, and all the hope and joy now rising
in his heart, was tending.”26 His questing and loneliness are to be
assuaged in his attempt to "wreak out of chaos and the impermanent

hours some lasting beauty ...."

Thus, coming to terms with or under-
standing life (thesis) and death (antithesis) leads to Eugene's and
Wolfe's art (synthesis). Fugene's art will be the medium in which he

will seek truth and understanding. .

i1l

In Of Time and the River, the permanence of the wiverse is

articulated as '"changeless change." To Eugene, changeless, change is a
o

fundamental rule governing the movement of the universe and lives of

*

men. Like a river, the universe is constantlyv moving and constantly
changing. Since change is eternal or "fixed" and '"in unceasir;g move—
ment"27 it is bv its ven%‘nature ceaseless and therefore changeless.
Similarlv, the lives of men are changeless in that mankind's frenzied
and unceasing activity reverberates through the ages as "the still sad
music of humanity ... made up out 6f ouf million passing lives ... 2as.

|
fixed and everlasting as e€ernity."28

{
This .is the modus onerandi of
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existence with which Zugene Gant must copne throughout Wolfe's first

The vhenamenon of changel=ss chande represenss mankind's eternal
dilemma Tor Tugehe. Eugene understands that he, 1ike 211 men living,
is Just 2 mere atom in the great scheme of things and must be swept
along helplesslv in the currents of changeless change. As he 1s a
tart of the universe that is always in a state of flux — as is his
bodv cn a microcosmic level — he is necessarilvlcondemned to do little
as he 1s tossed about amongst the waves of change. Lige all men, he is
held priscner to "the immense and murmurous sound of time" which is

LN
'remote, essential, irmerturbable and everlasting —— fixed and unchang-
-

ing, Ao matter what men lived or died.”29

Fugene 1s, accordingly, rendered impotent in this world of cease-
less change and attermts to resolve (or at least live with) this
dilemma\by trving‘to consume evervthing he can get his hands on. He
attempts to read, eat, and see all he possibly can and 1s rendered more

frustrated and nc wiser than he was before he started to do so. This

is his futile attempt to make his dent 1n the universe of changeless

change:

He was driven by a hunger so literal, cruel and physical that
it wanted to devour the earth and all the things and people
in it, and when it failed in thils attempt, his spirit would
drown in an ocean of horror and desolation, smothered below
the overwhelming tides of this great earth, sickened and made
sterile, hopeless, dead b% the stupefying weight of men and
objects in the world .... 0

-

Integral to Eugene's tenet of chanegeless change 1s his obsession
with the duality of man's mortality and the eternity of the universe

represented by the earth. Eugene's Weltansicht is vartly formed by
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this situation insofar as his gternal restlessness is 2 futile atterwcs

~ e - - (R o P [ Sp vy P Ky -
/ju coms to =erms with, or delly, a reslity that must remzin incomre-

hensible as the two (the meortzllity of man and “he etermity of the

earth) camizt be reconciled in his mind. Ls z result, Sugene 1s cor- w

-~

. pelled to live within the world of himself and therein find his own

’

© " reality. . _ b
A '

At the verv end of Angel, the ghost of Eugene's dead brother,

'

o

R Ben, tells him that he neeﬁ not look aimlessly for meaning inbﬁhe

o world. when ZTugene asks Ben, "Where is the world?" the reoly is

. simply, ”ng‘aré you; world.”31 Sugene admits that he has ''died the
hﬁndred deaths that lead to life"32 -~ the‘essence pf the statement

s suggesting that Eugene has encountered the manv disapp@intments,

travails, and deaths of loved ones that 1life thrusts in one's path and
has realized that all of it has inexorgbly leéd him to life. Tbé
darkness the bov has encountered in life has made noignant the

inescapable fact that he is indeed alive and acutéiv and somewhat

zealously responsive to' the myriad stimuli’ in which pe is enygloped.

Tus, 3en helns Zugehe to understand the significance of hi

which the "hundredvdeathsﬁ have been Eugene's ribrant releritless
struggle with death in all its incarnafioim\— in(g;sence a life in
which the struggle itself 1is re%ealed_as the loping artist's i

somevhat reluctant but inescapable confirmation of 1ife. (It must be
Ckept in mind that, in the final analvsls, every moment of life is a

repudiation and the Very antithesis of death. This is especially

true for the artist who in the very act of creation endeavors, to

" transcend death for eternitv).

o
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~ Eugene ‘no longer has to suffo;r from a hundred deaths and rust no
longer' search fo‘:'* the world as his world is now to be found wiﬂf:‘m <& .
himself -- as éen said, "_l"_og are your world." Accordingly, there is /
only one thing left for Eugene to d#g— to embark on the final search, o
. the last vovage into life which is "the good one,, the best" where "in
the city of mvself‘ upon the continent of my soul, I shall find the
forgotten language, tlhe lost world a door where T mav enter ... "33
We may mtemr«::u Eugene s decision to live within himself as a
"death-in-1ife" that Dlays a large part in Eugene s internretation of
the world and becomes a pvart of his life as soon as‘?le is able to
N C articulate his feelings. We are told that Eugene has spurned 'child- |
- hood thoughts of aer'ial flight anﬁ esbape j:nto some magic and unvisiﬁ“gd —: ;

[ 2 , |

domain’ and will ' |

escape. not out of life but into it, looking through walls he

}. ) ) had never seen before, exploring the palvable and golden sub-~ ‘
| : : stance of this earth as it had never been exolored, flnding, ‘
somehow, the word, the key, the door, to the glory of a lige

more fortunate and happy than any man has ever known ... . 1

' . This explor"ation will be an artistic endeavor that will consume every
waking and sleening moment of Eugene '}s life. (This was true for Wolfe
himself as, we must remember, VWolfe always wrote about hjlnself. The
exploration lasted to the very end of Wolfe's 1life and, of course, was

‘ : - concurrent with his self-modeled Drotaé;onist. The journey was a

‘ " death-in-life insofar as it was conducted with the same frenzied

" ,' . intensity that vgé?s oharacteljistic of all Wolfe did and accordingly

| | necessitated his severance from t;;e human coommunity. Wolfe's work

‘ »j oo ' prevented the establishment and maintenance of any relationship of

significance and became the raison d'étre for attemting to relate

A
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‘with mankind in terms of his art — the medium,by which he and his
3 .
protagonist communicated thelr thoughts to the world without. We must

note that Eugene's/Wolfe's art was not communication with the world

. - [y .

but rather a one-way road along which it communicated to the world).
Eugene's decision to live within himself comes with a high price

- tag — one which will render him conscious of his loneliness (a neces-

.

sary artistic requisite for ‘.\Iqlfe) and never satisfied with his rest-
1éss, unapreased internal world. Eugene's cries of "Lost! Alone!" in
Angel ref‘leé% his quintessential anguish that is so rmdlch a part of

Eugene and of Wolfe's books. Wolfe was cognlzant of his own loneli-

ness and that of other men. In River he used a brilliant metaphor to
Hver . o

represent mankind's anguish: Eugene scrutinizes the phenomenon of
people in a tr'a\in observing other feople in another passing train.
This\ﬁvent symbolizes the desfirxy of man in which the instant meeting
of men in two different trains reminds Eugene of the longing of men
for friendshlp — a respite from mankind's loneliness and disenchant-
ment:

And they looked at one another for a moment, they passed and
vanished and were gone forever, yet it seemed to him that he
had known these people, that he knew them better than the
people in his own train, and that, having met them for an
Instant under immense and timeless skies, as they were hurled
across the continent to a thousand.destinations, t\hey had met,
passed, vanished, yet would remember this forever. And he
thought that the people in the two trains felt this, also:
slowly they passed each other now, and thelr mouths smiled
and thelr eyes grew friendly, but he thought that there was
-some sorrow and regret in what they felt. TFor, having lived r
together as strangers in the immense and swarming city, they
now had met upon the everlasting earth, hurled past each
other for a moment between two points in time upon the '
shining ralls, never to meet, to speak, to know each other
anymore, and the briefness of‘ their days, the destiny of. man,
was in that instant greeting and farewell,3>

”
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Fhus, man's attemot tc lessen his an%lish Is thwarted bv the reality’

P N . { : N PRy
reflectel in the passagtajabove. The Instant meeting, though met with

Triendlv smiles, is underscored by the knowledge that all men are bu-

atoms, in constant movement, capriciously tossed about throughout

life's journev and a.lwayls plagued by the briefrnef? of their days.
This simple meeting of men in trains is a microcosm of <the w\hd—viewo
of changeless change. held by Eugene. Earlier in River, Eugene sees |
time as an everflowing river — the changeless change in which man's
existence 1s fixed and subordinated to thz::- eternity of éime and the

uriiverse. This conceot is represented by yet another microcosm: the

Train station. Here men constantly come and go in thefir great trains:

. the constant movement of mankind that is fixed in the timeléssness of

changeless change and man rendered impotent, alone, and confused in

the verv fixitv of life. -
A
Toward the end of River, Eugene has finally reconciled himself

with man's place in the timelessness of changeless change and the
duality of existence mentioned above. He talks of the real‘ization,w
at the age of twenty-four, of the "bitter Jov and zamguish”sf,3 that
cames with

the knowledge of man's brevity ... when we first understand

what we have never known before: that for us, as for every

other man alive, all vasses, all melts before our grasp like

smoke; when we know that the moment off beauty carries in it

the seeds of its own instant death, that love is gone almost

before we have 1t, that youth 1s gone before we know_it, and

that like every other man, we must grow old and ale.37
‘The knowledge of one's own brevity and the knowledge that life will be
taken away from orfe before its meaning mav be grasved or before one

can employ what one has learned, céupled with the enigma of changeless

)

>
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change, becomes a death—in-l1ife that must remain with a man through-
out his lifetime. This knowledge, or rather Eugene’s inevitable march
through Angel and River te this recognition of man's eternal

Weltsemerz, 1s In its€lf a sentiment that mav be referred to as the

deéth—‘in-lif‘e motif. This motif underscores both Angel and River.

o7 '
At the end-of Plver, Eugene sums up what a man is;.the following
passage may be read as 2 statement of Eugene Gant's discovery atithe
conclusion of the Eugene Gant novels!

Tor what are we mv @other? We are a phantom flare of grieved
desire, the ghostling and phosphoric flicker of immortal time,
a br;evity of davs haunted by the eternity of the earth. We are
an unspeakable utterance, an insatiable hunger, an ungsenchable
thirst; a lust that bursts our sinews, -explodes our bralns,.
sickens.and rots our guts, and rips our hearts asunder. We are
‘a twist of passion, a moment's flare of love and ecstasy, a
sinew of bright blood and agony, a lost cry, a music of pain
and jov, a haunting of brief, sharp hours, an almost captured
beauty, a demon's whisper of unbodied memorv. We are the
dupes of time.3
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The death-in-life motif in Angel and River (the Eugene Gant

novels) is underscored bv the absence of meaningful r'elatidhships on

1
Y

o

the .par't of Eugene with friends or family. Eugeﬁe is bewildered by
life's c:omplexitv and his preoccunation with his resoonses \:co 1life. ’
His primary response is to lock himself in his- own world in order tq
cope with the vicissitudes of life. To accommodate his preoccupation,
Eugene must necessarily, sooner or later, sever or ‘remain distant from

those with whom he may have had a lasting relationshiv. This is

reflected in Zugene's intercourse with his mother, father, brothers,

and sisters in Angel and River and is e¢arried on in referehce to Esther

Jack and Foxhall Edwards in Wolfe's George Webber novels (The Web and

the Rock and You Can't Go Home Again). Esther Jack and Foxhall Edwards

are the fictional counterparts of Aline Bernstein and Maxwell Perkins —-
the two people with whom Wolfe had the most significant relationships §
(Incboth his creative and personal-life) in the last third of his 1ife.

Thoma# Wolfe's relationships with others remained much the same from .
the beginnirg of his career to the end. o ‘
The one great exceotion to the above concerns Eugene's (and

Wolfe's) relationship with his brother, Ben,-who becomes Eugene's
f

-2 -
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"alter ego and whose 1ifs and de./ath are largely responsible for shapirg
Zugens's interpretation of the world., In 1920, Wolfe w:pte “ne Tollow-
ing to his sister “abel (Helen in the Gant novels):
T think the AshevillelT know dled for me when Ben died. I

have never forgotten him and I never shall. I think that

his death affected me more than any other event in my life

... he was one of those {ine peoole who want the best and

highest out of 1life, and who get nothing — who die unknown

and unsuccessful. ' !
In Angel, “Wolfe describes Ben as one who gave a "cuff instead of a
caress: he was full of pride and tenderness."3 Ben 1is the onlv ]member'
' of the Gant family who makes a consciousﬂ effort to become.a procector \
-- & guardian angel -- for his voungest.brother- Eﬁgene and aslsuch
guides the voungster through the hostile world which (at this stage of
Eugenel's life) is represented by the reprehensible manner ’in which the
Gants treat Eugene. (Fugene's parents, W. 0. and Eliza Gant, are too
preoccupied with thelr affligtions and careers respectively to
properly care for Eugene). Ben tells Eugene to get on with his life
and not to let his familv/bother nim Z- "Nothing gives a dam for
you.")4 Ben encourages Eugené to finish up college, even "if you have'
to steal the money" (a reference to their parsimonious parents) and
adds, "Tgv to make ‘something ouf of vourself. Hold your head up!
You're as good as any of them ...."5

It is Eugene's misfortune that oge of the ironies of his life

-and the Gant novels 1s that th; one peréon with whom Eugene may have
had a lasting relationship is removed early in the bov's life. ‘'one-
theless, Ben's influence 1s such that his life fuses with Eugene's to
transmogrify the developing adolescené into a man and helps forge his

outlook on life as articulated at the end of River. Ben, perhaps the
i .
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most oromising character in “olfe '>s novels 'in terms of those hwr;an
qualities of care, tendermess, and love that are otherwise absent in
volfe's work, is the o‘ne who bears evidence of the Gant's "tragic
fault": "he walked alone in the da:'kness,‘ death and the dark angels
hovered, and no one saw hjm."6 Ben is a stranger to the mundane
affairs of mankind but is "always aprowl to find scme entrance into
1life, some secret undiscovered door ... that might admit him into

n’ The world does not seem “o have a niche for

light and fellowship.
a sensitivity and consciousness that is as acute and perceptive as
that of Ben's. Rather than plav the obsequious lackev to the high-
p“laced of the world, Ben "was not to be intimidated ov t’ne‘ir cant, or
deceived by their twaddle. He saw them with bitter clarity ... ."8
As a'r'esult, Ben is rendered a stranger who camnot fit into the modal-
ity of the ever',vda;yness of men and he becomes a sort of brooding con-
sciousness in the Gant novels and certainly a conscience for Eugene
himself. Ben, endowed with goodness and humanity, is rendered
impotent in the world of men and thus becomes symbolic of the goodness
in people \that is mnaered impotent by the realization (conscious for
Ben and later for Eugene, but unconscious for most) of the inherent
f‘util‘ity of life in the universe of changeless change. (Ben is also
symbolic of the bewﬁderment that is vart of 1life for Americans who
are confronted with the vastness and ambiguity that the environment of
America poses).

Ben's reaction to the world, or perhaos his onlv wav of coping

with the reality of the world as interpreted by him, is to opt out.

Accordingly, his feeling is one of contemot gor the meaningless world

\
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and conterpt for his own existeénce in this s=a of meaninglessness.
Ben guesticns his very existence — one which makes little sense —- and
asks his ohvsician, Dr. Cokér, "What are we here for?" Coker replies
simply that a man must live, to which Ben snarls, fWhy must he?”9

Just prior to his death, Ben states that he is a failure %and has
had nothing out of life and again questions the significance of life.
He suggests to Zugene that 1life is so absurd.that perhaps somecne is
playing a joke on mankind or that life is simoly an unpleasant d:'eam.lO
Young ‘Eugene notes that this may be so, "but I wish they'd wake us un,"

then adds, "maybe —— there's nothing, nobodv to wake."ll

Although
Eugene, the artist in adolescence, shows a willingnéss to ponder such
gloamy metaphysics, Ben, the quintessential misfit, has no inclination
to do so and dismisses the conversation with a terse "to hell with it
all! ... I wish it were over."l? \

Bén's torment\provides the impetus that sets Eugene on his
search for meaning or at least for an interpretation of reality with
which he can contend. ‘hile Ben 1is lying on his death-bed, Eugene has
great difficulty trying to articulate his feelings. He orowls about
the house looking for an "entrance he had never found," and as he does
" 5o "a bright and stricken thing" inside of him "twists about like a
trapped bir-d."13 This is the very essence of Eugene: his own Gantian
"stranger" that, in consummate identification with Ben,yis that part
of him which has yet to make peace with the world and is searcéiné; or
the kev, the door, that will admit him to the peace that he desires.

The "stranger" in Eugene is at a loss to grapole with the death

of the other stranger, Ben. At first, it seeks to turf itself away

N

4
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fram the horror of Ben's death, until "at length, it gazed s<eadfastly.
25 1f under 2 dreadul hypnosis, into the eyes of death and darkness."la
At this point Eugene realizes that "he could ﬁeVer again escape Irom
this smothering flood of pain and ugliness." The acceptance of this
reality renders Eugene all the more cognizant of his lack of response
to a 1life that is tenuous at best; it is "as if he had received a blow
in the kidnevs." ZEugene's only vpossible neans\of escave from this

) - .
quandry of death and darkmess is in the hooe "that he might Be clean
and free\if he could only escape into a single burning passicn ... of

love, hatred, terror, or disgust. But he was caught, he was |strang-

ling, in the web of futility.”15

Ben's death brands a poignant illumination into the flgsh of
Eugene's brain. He admits that peoole can believe in the "nothingness
of 1ife ... in the nothingness of death and of life after death," but
"who can believe in the nothingness of Ben?"l6 Ben's life, for Eugene,
remains a blazing and inextinguishable reminder of ane who had lived as
é stranger on the earfh "trying to recaptuf; the music of the lost
world, trying to recall the great forgotten language, the lost faces, |
the stone, the leaf, tﬁg door."17 Ben's 1life .s the'angel of Eugene's
spirit that, for the rest of his 1ife, will always be looking homeward
trying to find the/language, the door that will admit his spirit into
that state of existence in.which men will not be strangers and will be
at peace wiéh themselves and the world.

In Rlver varticularlv, the thought of Ben alwavs brings Fugene
back to home. - In one beautiful passaée we find Eugene, in a dreamlike

state of mind, wondering if a man can be "dead within your heart before -
\
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is rosten flesh be wholly dead within the groun®...7?”  This is in

reference tc Eﬁp, who Zugene cannot rezally belleve ever died, that he
‘f»

had lost a brother and a friend. Bern's life retwns to Zugene in a

19

"blazing image of lost time and the forgotten moment"™” and Eugens

remembers his home "with an intolerable sense of pain and loss, the

lest world of ehildhood;" the memory causes Eugene to feel "the

n20

strange and bitter miracle of 1life ... The remembrance of 3Ben and

home for Eugene is one that provokes anxietv as 1% represents "lost
time" — that which forever must be lost and vet is a "bitfer miracle
of life" insofar as the remembrance of lost time remains witﬂ Eugene
and is part of his everyday existence, This is a life-in-death in
that it remains for Eugene not §imply a part of)his past that lives in

the oresent, but rather a death-in-life as the remembrance of lost
3

time is fégarded by Zugene as just that — a part of his life that 1is
lost =~ that which will never be again and as such becqmes a constant
reminder of the passing of 1life and all things. Thus, Eugene longs

for something from the past that is '"real and palpable, same gift out

of the lost land" to remind him that he had "really been there"21 —

that he did exist in the past. Otherwise the past must remain a dream
and remain lost forever.
A few pages later in River, Eugene remarks that:

when the crowd 1s gone, Ben stands there silent, lost, a look
of bitter weariness, disgust, and agony upon his grey gaunt
face, his lonely brow, his fierce and scornful eyes. And as
he stands there that red light of waning day has touched the
flashing head, the gaunt, starved face, has touched the whole
image of his fiercely wounded, lost and scornful spirit with
the prophecy of its strange fatality. And in that instant as
the boy looks at his brother, a knife is driven through his
entrails suddenly, for with an instant final certitude, past

<
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' rezason, Droof, or any visual evidence, he sees the erd and

answer of his brother's 1life. Alreadv death rests there on

his proud head like a coronal. The boy knows in tha* one

instant Ben will die. 22
In the nassage quoted above we mav note how the identity or the remem-
brance of Ben's life has Tused with Eugene's view of life. Onece the
crowd Is gone, that is, once Eugene has dispensed with those affaf;s
and people with which he is éoncerned in day-to-dav matters, one thing
alone burns in his mind: the jemory of Ben. Ben's life remindé Eugene
that there was no answer — just proud death. The notion of "no
answer” and of lost time is integral to Fugene's outlook. Just pefore
the passage quoted above Eugene talks of the crowd of America that is
lost forever, the unity of which may only exist for a moment as in a
ball park which is doomed to belong to the "indestructible fabric of
. the past" and movgs' "at last out of that inscrutable maw of chance we
call the future gnto the strange finality of dark time.”23 (It is
interesting to note that Wolfe says little aboﬁf the future; it is,
after all, "that inscrutable maw of chance." Wolfe's realm is in the
present and the past: both ‘modalities of time are structural abodes
for Wolfe's death-in-life theme. Death in the present is fourld in a
reference just before the above passage in which Eugene states that
for him life is to "pace again the barren avenues of the night ... to
feel again the ancient hopeleséness of hope, the knowledge of despair,'

the faith of desolation."

The futility of 1life in the world of
changeless change is that which makes those sensitive souls cognizant
of the "ancient hopelessness of hope." As for the past, as noted
above, it 1is the death-in-life that reminds one of the fact that all

is passing or has passed into the "strange finality of dark time").



|
(D
)
1

Tere iz 2 poimant contrast between Ben and Sugene, the

Ingel and Ziver. 3cth must suceuwd to death: for 3en the
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death is phvsical and for Zugene it is death-ir-life. .Ben's sensitive
spirit camnot find the door f key to life and therefore it rust perisn
In the hostile werld. Eugehe, acutely aware of 3en's “ragedv, comes %o
recognize i

a deeper and darker wisdom than he had ever known before. He .

began tc see that what was subtle and beautiful in human life

was touched with a divine pearl-sickness. Health was to be

found in the steady stare of the cats and dogs, or, in the

smooth vacant choos of the peasant.25
Thus health (or life-in-1ife), in contrast to‘death—in—life, may be
for those who perceive little of the world around tﬁem. It is for
those cfeayures, human or otherwise, who for one reason or another,
are unable or too busy to comprehend the unden%able reality of the
futility of 1life in a hostile and indifferent'universe. However,
those who are "the lords of the earth" are condemmed to be wasted by
the beautiful disease "of thought and passion."26 The disease is
beautiful because those who have it recognize the beauty in the world
vet in their comprehension of the world and in their creative efforts

’

to express what they see, must necessarilv be wasted and consumed by
the disease of thought and passion. Eugene, as one of the lords of
the earth, will, as an artist, attempt to set down on paper his\

thoughts and feelings, but in the proceés of'doing so must again be\

condemed to the death-in-life resultant from the beautiful ‘disease. \\

I

Eugene's task, therefore, is to delve into the substance of -

{
-

American life which requires exile "forever from the good and pretty,

into a dark land that is forbidden to the sterilized."®! The
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- sterilirzed represents that asvect ol moderm cormercial Amerdcz that
Zumene finds "anelean": "the vicious doll-faces of tne movie women,
the brutal idict regularity of the faces in the advertisements, and

||28

the faces of most of the young college-men and women .... Zugens
remarys that the American commercial preoccupation for outer clean-
liness (as reflected in the national demand for "shinv plumbing,

'ete.)

toothnaste, tiled lunchrooms, haircuts, manicured dentistry,’
ha?d become "the token of an immer corruotion."29 Fugene feels that
he has in him & health greater than those obsessed with a clean ;
America would ever knav,‘and, evé; though this health was "something
fie?ce and cruelly weundeé” (a refereno%:to the beautiful disease
and his "stranger"), he would remain proudly alive and would not
"shrink from the terrible sunken river of life ...."3? Thus Fugene
will use his "health" to look steadily "on the hidden and unspeakable
passions that unify the tragic family of this earty.ﬁl
Later on in River, Eugene cogently articulates those passions

- that unifyv "the tragic familv of this earth." In reference to American

families (in particular the Simpson family that Eugene ridicules) and
certainly with his owm family in mind, Eugene observes that the memory
of the "folly, falseness, and hypocrisy" of such families dims in his

memory and is replaced by one "that grew more vivid and dominant' -~

that of
a little family, one of millions huddled below the irmense and
timeless skies that bend above us, lost in the darkness of
nameless and unnumbered lives uoon the lonely wilderness of
1ife that is America, and banked together against these giant
antagonists, for comfort, warmth, and love, with 2 courage and
integrity that would not die, and could not be for'gotten.32
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ZTugens considers such courage and integrity as redeeming qualities.
that zive rmen strength and perhavs purpose in life though thev are
nitted against the lonely "wildermness of 1ife" which is itself swept

along by the current of changeless change.

ii

Ben and Xugene are not the only strangers in the Gant novels:
all the Gants are strangers as, in the final analvsis, are all men.

4

Zarly in Angel (right after’ the death of Grover) Wolfe has Eliza
-

exoress the 'sorrow felt for

all who had lived, were living, or would live, fanning with

their pravers the useless altar flames, suppliant with thelr

hopes to an unwitting spirit, casting the tiny rockets of

their belief against remote eternity, and hooing for grace,

guldance, and deliver§ upon the sninning and forgotten

cinder of this earth.33
Such ‘sentiments are all that can be expressed given the Wolfian environ-
ment in which men must live. It must be noted that Wolfe's world does
not have any room for God. At best He 1s an "unwitting spirit" who
seems to have forgotten the earth, leaving men to fend for themselves
against the vold of remote etermity. The Gants are perhaps strangers
in a different way than are Ben and Eugene. Because thev are pre-
occupied with what is petty in life (W. 0.'s bombast, sex, drinking;
Eliza's money and property), thev are aliens to that realm of thought
and sensitivity that demands, at the very least, a challenge to,.or a
questioning of, the nature of existence. This realm of existence

demands an intermittent abstention from the pursuits and demands of

pedestrian life and requires the asking of quesfions and the
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development and sustalment of relationshivs that point t5 whast we mav
.term a spiritual existence or, in terms more appronriate to Wolfe's
novels, a beyond:—thefself“ existence. Of this the Gants know little
and for this very reason they become tot.a_ll,v alienated fro}n Ben.
Ben's relatlonship with his Tather is one of non-communication: "Their
~ eyes never met —— a great shame, the shame of father and son ... .f'% !
And, while Ben 1s dying, Helen informs Eugene that Ben wants his mother
out of the room: "He can't stand to have her come near him."3>  None-
theless, Ben's death serves to remind the Gants of the pred’ominance of
self interest in their lives and of the fact that it is now'too late
to heal this familv scar.

At first the Gants seem to f‘eed on Ben's death, "as if: dravm by
some terrible magnet ... with an insatiate thirst for horror ....“36
Tﬁe Gant family, mostly absorbed with their individual selves, seems
to find cohesion and sustenance In Ben's death in that it provokes.
the famlly to feel "the strange wonder, the dark rich miracledofr his
life" that overwhelms them with "its enormous loveliness. They grew
quiet and calm, thev plunged below all the splintered wreakage. of -
" their lives, they drew together in a superb communion of love and
vallance, bevond horr'c;r and confusion, beyond death'."37 Ben is a
stranger to them who "walked through the:ir lives like a shadow" and
as they look upon his wasted bodv they experience a "thrill of ?.wful
recogﬁtion, as one who remembers a forgotten and enchanted word, or
as men who look unon a corpse and see for the first time a departed

god."38 Thus, Ben's death is the "f‘ofgotten and enchanted word"

that points be¥ond the self and is passed on to the Gants as if from

a
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a4 god. The death of the son and brother is the “"sad and-provhetic

/

story, a brief and terrible summary of the waste, the tardiness, and

-

t\he ruin of their lives" which "silenced them for a moment with its

inexorable sense 21‘ t:r'gedy.”39 T . J

) J *

Just before Ben expires, Eugene admits to himself that he does
not believe in God nor Heaven oyﬁell,

but he was afraid theyTmight be true. He did not believe in
angels with soft faces and bright wings, but~he belleved in
the dark spirits that hovered above the heads of lonely men.
He did not believe in devils “or angels, but.he believed in
Ben's Egight‘ demon to whom he had seen him speak so many

times.
~

(Ben's :demon is the over the shoulder entity to whom Ben hurls his
remarks of disbelief and dilsenchantment with the world). Eugene feels
"that no one but he could pray for Ben now: that the dark union of

. i\
their spirits made only his,prayers valid."'l It is right after this

|
passage that Eugene says that qne can believe in the nothingness of
many things, of life and death, '"but who can believe in the nothing-

ness of Ben?"
Andrew Turnbull wrote the following in reference to Thomas
Wolfe and the death of his brother Ben:
The agony that followed, while the hysterical family sought to
stave off the inevitable, raked Tom's spirit but quickened the
artist in him. It reinforced his dark, unearthly side and \
filled him with the efultancy in life which follows the full
realization of death.!2 \ :
Wolfe expressed these sentiments in the last pages of Angel when the
narrator, in reference to Eugene, notes ‘that "since Ben's death, the
/
conviction had grown on him that men do not escape from life because
11fe i! dull, but that 1life escapes from men because men are lj.ttle."u3 ' \
- Wolfe/Eugene has come to recognize the grandeur of life in that the !’
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signﬁicance of Ben's death points t&an exi%‘tence beybnd the self and ' !
. Points to the necessity of i‘indiﬁg the lost world of "light and f'eﬁlylow—
‘ ,  ship" that seems to have been extinguished (particulal;ly in modernl
. America). Tt is this that Bugene will endeavor to find and articulate | /

in hls capacity as an artist. However, this endeavor will be shrouded

by the ommipresence of the terrible reality of life and the lnevit-
ability of death. In 1927, nine years after Ben's death, Wolfe wrote
"the following to his mother with the memory of Ben burning in his life:

Life at home practically ceased to be possible for me when Ben
died. 4And T have sweated too much blood since .... I know that
,  none of us is tb be blamed very much for anything. Strangers
we are borm alone into a strange world — we llve in it, as
Ben did alone and strange, and we dle w:!.th\out ever knowing any-
. ’ one. It Is therefore beyond the power of any of us tﬁ condemn,
' judge, or understand. I'm simply sorry for-everyone.-"

/
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BLIND ACCRETIONS AND A FALLEN TITAN
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There i§ a great contrast between Eugene's parents, W. 0. and
Fliza Gant, as both r'ep:re%nt opnosités in the spectrum of 1life.
W. 0. is a man of vigour -and unbridled vitality who is certainly
G YWolfe's embodiment of the iife spirit. Everything he does or touches
responds with a flourish of abundance and artistic creativity. He
may be seen as one who possesses those qualities that may |Jbe termed
as ideally American. Eliza, on the other hand, is driven by an .

impulse to acquire money and property.- All else’,includi her

familv, is rendered subordinate to thié compulsion of whét Eugene
calls "blind accretions." Eliza, therefqre; may be said to represent
thqse impulses that are inimical to the American ideal as expressed
by ‘Volfe.. Her pursuit of material acquisition is that wh"Lch ‘con-—
t‘r'ibutes to "the great forgotten lar?’guage,, the lost faces" <that are/
no&: "Ame‘rica. Eliza's unrelenting desire for accumnulation represents
the death of that which has made (or had promised to make) America
great: the American family, united and determined in its pursuit of
new frontiers and ideas. *

While Eugene is still in his seventh yvear, his mother, unable

to resist a good:-buy that promises revenue, purchases a boarding

/
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Wolfe wrote to his boyhood teacher, Margaret Roberts, of the anguish he

S ITq
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house with the appropriate name of Dixieland. The Gants decide to

maintain the family home in which W. 0. and all the children, except
! k ]

Tor Eugene, will live. Eliza decides to have Eugene live with her at

Dixieland (he being "the last tie that bound her to all the weary life
1

7/

of breast and cradie").” Thus is initiated the rending asunder of a
family that has known little cohesion from the beginning.

Prior to moving to Dix1eland ?Jgene was relatively hapoy living
in a home in which the environment was dominated by the energy of his
father-. the home had exuded its "powerful charm’ of "its ma.le smell,
its glrdling rich vines, its great gumed trees, its roaring internal

seclusiveness, the blistered varmish, the hot ca],qf"gkin, the comfort

and r:\bundance"2 uoon the senses of the small boy.\ Life at Dixieland,

which Eugene likens to a "great chill tomi)"3 is, in contrast, that
which renders Eugene's spirit "stretched out on the rack of despair.”
Eugene notes that the lives of the Gants "could not be more hope\élessly
distorted, wrenched, mutilated, and perverted away from simple comfort,

repose, hz_appiness."u The bov feels that all has now become a waste as
/

'he and his mother now work for strangers, and that no endeavor would be

made that could enhance the lives of the Gant family. The consequent
damage that the move to Dixieland entails is such that it significantly ¢

contributes to the boy's subsequent dark visioﬁ of 1life. In 1927,

felt at the time:

I moved irward on that house of death and tumult from room to .
little room. My overloaded heart was bursting with its packed ’
welght of loneliness and terror; I was strangling, withoMf

speech, without articulation, in my own secretions — groping

like a blind sea-thing with no eyes and a thousand feelers

toward light, toward 1life, toward beauty and order, out of

that hell of chaos, greed, and cheap ugliness ... .5
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Dixieland remains a svmbol of the family's disintegrition
throughout the course cf the Gant novels. (Wolfe's mother, Juliz
Westall Wolfe, was in possession of the houSe at the time of Wolfe's

death).' Throughout the time Eliza is the mistress of the boarding

-

\

house, she is witness to the ééaths of her son and husband and
observes the breakup of her family as her children leave to live else-
where -- vet the woman manages to survive and flourish despite all of
this. She is observed standing in front of her property, the posses-
8ion of which Eugene desgribes as being "iike the desperate clutch of
1iTe itself.ﬁ6 In Rivér, Eugene and his sister Helen ask themSelvés
what ‘

was thfs great claw in her life — this thing that was stronger

than 1ife or death or motherhood — which made her hold on to

anything which had ever come into her possesslon, which made

her cling desperately to everything which she had ever

owned .... p

There 1s an irony and message in Eliza's obsession in that she

is the onlyv character in Wolfe's work to rise triumphant over grief,
death, and tragic loss —— that which might destroy others. For her
there is only the fulfillment of her own destiny and Eugene notes that
she would remain "triumphant to her death .... She had 1lived ten
livés,.and now she was embarked upon ancther one, and so it had been
O(dered in the beginning: this was all that mattered in tife end."8
Eliza is thus svmbolic of human foftitude and endurance -— that which
may (for survival, must) prevail despite all that life will hurl
against one. To what end or purpose Ellza survives is not clear‘fgr
she 1s little else but a symbol of survival. In her, human endﬁrance

reigns,:but her accomplishments in terms of meaningful human

.4
o
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intercourse are negligible — her “greatest success 1s in the realm of
real estate. It would seem that her f‘or:ti’cude and endurancé ié simply
Wolfe's recognition and awe of the human capacity to survive and is a
coment on this capacity as being nec'essary for the survival of the
species.‘ Nonetheless, Eliza's survival 1s accamplished at the ‘expense
of others as 1s demonstrated in the Gant novels vis 3 vis Ediza and
her family. We are left with the impression that Wolfe views such
'survi\;'al as 1gnoble since it does not include an attempt or some
progression in terms of human relationships and insight into life.
Survival, in this case, 1s an empty victory over the adversity of
life. It is death-in-life. |

—

11 o

The deprivation that Eugene is su,bject to at Dixdeland 1is com-
pounded by the knowledge that his father is dying of cancer. The
Inpending death of one who 1s the very embodiment of 1ife itself 1s
‘such that 1t confounds and perplexes all the Gants. W. O.'s dying is
an "unsearchable enigma" that robs the Gants of dignity and courage.
His 111 health renders the Gants sibservient to the domination of the

| "weary and degrading egotism of life, which is blandly philoscphical
over the death of the allen, but sees in it/s own the corruption of
natural leﬁar."9 The phrase "corruption of natupal law“,‘.cer'tainlxv
befits the death of W. O., who‘is regarded by the Gants as "more ree;l,

|, than God ... more immortal than God; he was God."”

Eugene's reaction to the phencmenon of his dying father is mixed.

He 1s shown to be deeply angered by his father's complaints in regard

{
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to his failing health. To Eugene such complaints are "ugly and abom-
4

h)

inable” in view of the fact that W. O. was one of the lew men who,

naving devoured evervthing in 1life, "now howled because he had

stamach~ache and begged for more.” On the same page we learn of
Bugene!s '"choking furv" over his varents' "constant meditation ... on
« the death of others ... their weird absorption with the death of some

toothless hag" and of their seeing '"the intervention of God in the
death of a’ peasant, and the suspension of divine law and natural order
in their own ....”ll

The psvchologlical effect of W. O.fs dy&ng\merits camment insofar
as its’importancg to the development of the protagonist is concerned. i
Eugene, before the move to bixieland, had been brought up in a hame .
Adomina%ed by his‘father. It has been noted that, in Eugene's view,
W. 0.'s home was one of "camfort and abundance." W. O. transmits his
vitality to all that live in his home: he bellows to the chldren to
came downstairs to encounter "a roaring fire," he urges hig children
to eat more, and evervthing in the backyard grows as if touched by the
hand of Nature. Professionally, he is a stone-cutter of considerable
merit, using his great, powerfdi hands to carve monuments which catch
the eyes of all. For Eugene, in his early years, life seems to be
imbued with W. 0.'s aura: his youthful world tinctured with abundance,
oower, and immortality. W. O.'s long and painful death, covering same
800 ﬁéées~of the Gant novels,.can only serve to shroud Eugene's world
with the inevitability of decfly and death. As Eugene attalns manhood,
and thereafter, his life is dominated by this irrefutable fact. Early

in River, Eugene talks of the "poisonous and morbid infection of our

/
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-own lives, which a man dving of a loathsome disease awakes in us" and

notes that 4t results in a "self-hate” that we feel "because of our

. - \
terrible desire to escape him, to blot.out the horrible memory we have

nl2

for him ... Thus, the death of the body is *hat which makes one

hate himself for being unable to trans';é'nd the finality tha®t nature
has bullt into his frall existence. . ° '

At this stage in his life Eugene i:s“' on his way to Harvard — on
the voyage that will open the door of h‘is life to him and will, hope-
fullv, ultimately lead to fulfillment in artistic expression. W. 2.'s
dving séems to touch an artistic chord in Eugene insofar as his inter- '
pretation of it has a link with what he most desires to do. We' are ,
told of the self-hate and disgust that are awakened in Eugene by the
thought of his dying father. Despite this >, and despite the reprehen-
sible truth that W. O.s death represents, Eugene finds life in his
father symbolizea by his great hands, which "looked as powerful and
living as ever" and "had lost none of their character of power or
massive shaoeliness."13 W. 0.'s hands seem to symbolize for Eugene
the life-in-death that man the creator may leave behind long after he
is dead. (It is fitting that W. O. creates that which is all most men
leave behind — tombstones). Thus, Eugene believes that the artistry
of "his father's work would never, as men reckon years, be exti@shed,
but that when that great skeleton la‘\S nowdered 1n the earth, in many a
tangled undergrowth, in the rank wilderness of forgotten churchyards,

these letters would endure."lu

Eugene feels sorry for all men who
perish and leave nothing behind: men who had never "scored thelr name

upon a rock, blasted their mark upon a cliff, sought out the most
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imperishable objects of the world and graven there some token,‘some
emblem that utterly they might not .be forgotten."15 Conversely, the
creator, t‘he artist, by virtue of his life's work, never really dies
as he leaves his mark on the rock of the‘earth. As suéh, therefore,
Eugene hopes he may unfetter the chains of mortality that have become ‘

S0 pervasive in his life and intellectual endeavors.

iid

°

W. 0. Gant, on the threshold of death, expresses thoughts that
parallel those of Ben in Angel. Eugene notes how his father éesper—
ately tries "to grope with the strange and bitter miracle of life, to
get some meaning out of ‘that black, senseless fu/sion of pain and joy
and agony” -~ to understand all those elements of life that have
\aﬁ'ﬁnately led to "this fatal and abominable end.”16 Both key char-
acters, Ben and W, 0., pose questions about the meaning of life. It
appears, then, that one's impending death is a time in life when we
a'ﬁik oursel\lfes what our lives have meant; we'exit, of course, with the
question unanswered. Eugene the artist integrates his brother's and
father's experience and rephrases the question (or at least his inter-
pretation of the question) with the ald of his artistically acute eye:
1ife is a dream from which we are always attempting to construct a
workable matrix with which we may cope — tr}is occcurs against the
background of changeless change (the condition of which must rgmain
incomprehensible to man) which plods alohg endlessly in the vast
panorama of time. This is a dilemma of such magnitude as to render

mankind helpless. The leading characters' reactions to this dilemma

\\
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are well recorded: 3Ben and W. 0. ask wnat 1ife 1is all about; Zugens's
Triend Starwick drowns himself in dissivation and degeneracy; Zliza
nreoccuplies herself with the acquisition of property; Helen sacrifices
her 1ife in a futile attempt to keep her dving father alive; and,
finaily, Eugene the artist, reacts with his finely tuned senses which
enable and require him to record all of the above and underscore such
with hié own observations.

It would seem that the culmination of W. O.'s life brings forth
a coalescence of Eugene's views regarding the above. The end of life
(especially for one of such vigour and largeness of life as W. 0.) is
symbolized bv a "feeble, foul, complaining and disease consumed" old
man who sits on a hospital porch overlooking the city of his youth.
It is the ”sickenlng and abominable end of Plesh" that is so base and
ignioble that 1t robs us of 1life not only in the future, but of life
in the past as well. We are left to "doubt that we had ever lived or
had a father, known joy: this was the end, and the end was horrible
in ugliness. At the end it was not well."17

A sociological note is added to the above: the idea that modern
1life exacerbates death's ignobility as we die "a shameful death that

went out softly, dully in anesthetized dblivion, with‘the fading smell

of chemicals on man's final breath." Thus, death itself, life's final ¢

event, becomes nothing but a mechanical biological termination — &
"shameful deat ."18 Eugene‘s concention of death is thus linked to

modern times in that as man has alienated himself from his environ-

ment he has become alienated from 1life and death itself. This ties in

with Eugeneis notion of "the forgotten language of America" or, indeed,

e
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the death of Arlxerica which subjects its denizens to an environment _
which renders a man cognizant of his "terrible loneliness."  Like all
Americans, W. O. is another "lost American who has been brought forth
naked under immense and lonely skles to 'shift for himself' ."19
The Gant novels are marked by a vision of the restlessness of
the American soul: that which has so much (in terms of land,
resources, ard opportunity) that it is left bewlldered and necessarily
divorced from life itself and 1s forced to wander through 1ife asking,
"Where shall I go now? What shall T 402"%0  Tnstead of getting on
with the business of living life (as those early pioneering Americans
" were forced to do), the modern American, inlhis discomfiture, does
not live life, but questilons it, asks if it is a dream, or loses him-
self in meaningless endeavors. Such is evident in the lives of Ben,

‘W. 0., Eliza, and Helen Gant.

e

If 1life is interpreted as a struggle fought in a meaningless
vacuum,while speeding on towards 1ts undeniable destination, then
death itself must accordingly be seen as a welcome release from the
travails of Iife. Tnis is the case with Ben, of whose death Eugene
and his brother Luke spezk "with triumph and tendermess, as of one who
had defeated pain, and had joyously <-:-sc:ape<:1."21 This sentiment is
again confirmed moments before W. O. dies. Just befér-e he expires,
his lif"e’ of vigour, violence, and loneliness is transmuted through
the offices of death to a final visicn of resignation and tranguil-
lity. W. 0. is determined to "die well,">® having lived badly. He
recognizes that Eliza had wanted affection from him and had only

received "taunts, abuse, and curses” and, despite the fact that Eliza
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nad endured all this wi<h her characteristic "anguished but unshalen

fortitude," Zliza accepts the apclogy w. . issues for having bzen

[A]

ta)
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“he author of her grief and misery
W, O, Gant's death is accomanied by a curious and revealing
vision. The morning nrior to his death, Gant dreams tha® he is back in

Pennsylvaniz, the home of his boyvhood. He walks by the church where
his family is buried and, seeing no stones fér three of his brothers
nor for his varents, realizes that he is still a young man. . 2. con-
tinues wallldng on, vassing by the sights and people of his boyhood
antil he comes To a wood-path where he sees a child standing. At this
moment W. 0. is aware of "a nameless sorrow in him that he could not
, understand, and some'of the brightness had gone out of the day,"2u
W, 0. walks along the wood-path into the forest as the child, with
sunlight streaming through the forest illuminating his angelic golden
hair, precedes him. The forest turns dense and dark as W. 0. walks
on. Xinally, he comes to a fork in the Dath.o W, 0. asks the child
which path he should take and his question is unanswered. He hears
saneone else close by in the woods ghead of him and att;mpts £o catch
up, but in a manent the one whom he is following seems immensely far
away. He stops, listens, and shouts, but no one answers:

And suddenly he knew that he had taken the wrong path, that he

was lost. And in his heart there was an immense and quiet sad-

ness, and the dark light of the enormous wood was all around

him; no birds sang.25

The dream“symbolizes life itself during the course of which a

ﬁan is alone and unguided and must inevitably find himself lost. The
child, or angel, 1s shown té be unable or unwilling to guide W. O.

along the correct math. A few hours later, just as death is imminent,

i
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the child reappears as "something immensely bright and beauti
converging in a flare of light."  This time W. O. is "filled with a

sense of inexpressible joy, a feeling of triumph and security he Had

never 1mown."26 W. 0. cries to the child "with faith and joy to give
him rescue, strength, and life ...." This time W. O.'s entreaty is
answered: the child tells him that o

all the ertror, old age, pain and grief of life 'was nothing .but

an evil dream; that he who had been lost was found again, that

his youth would be restored to him and that he would never dle,

and that he would find again the path he had not taken long ago

in a dark wood.2? A
Then, just as W. O. dies, he cries out through hls streaming blood,
"Here, Father, here!" to which a strong voice replies, "My son!"28
Death evidently becomes an obvious triumph ovex? Hfe: a i‘edemption
from the turmoil of 1ife in which the lost American and etermal
stranger (the first of whom in the Gant novels is W. 0.), the\ one
without a father or guardian, is finally reunited with his father.
We must note that the father is a child, which would mean that death
brings ocne full circle: back to the pre-natal exlstence of inmnocence.
Immocence is the realm of total peace and security: that state of
exlstence in which man 1s necessarlly at peace with himself and the
world. In the final analysls, in the Wolfian unlverse, Ilnnocence is
manifested at only two points In the course of a lifetime: 1n the
mother's womb at the beginning of the cycle and in death at the end.

At W. O 's' funeral Fugene is repelled by all the obscene pomp
that i1s so remote from what he can remember of W. O;:s 1life and per-
sonality. Never'thelels.s, the phenomenon of W. O.'s hands once again

captures Eugene's attention as they seem to have escaped death *

e
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with a kind of terrible reality as 1f there really is, in
+ _ death, some energy of life that wlll not die, some element

of man's life *hat must persist and that resumes intc a

single feature of his 1life the core and essence of his

character.= .

, Thus, in death, man, as heloless and lost as he was in 1life, continues

to‘iivé. This, of course, would apply to those characters of conse-
»
quence whose lives lea\ps an Immortal imprint gn the flesh of Eugene's
: t .
mind. This Jifé—in-death, as described above, 1s for the living; for

the dead there is a retuwrn to innocence. '

iv z
Eugene's sister, Helen, is another Gantian stranger who finds it

necessary "to seize 1ife in her big red-knuckled hands, to cuff and

4

caress, to fondle, love, and endure it."?’.o Of all the Gants she is
the closest to her father — especlally so after Eliza purchases
Dixieland. After céring for W. O. for seven long vears, Helen comes

té tlge stark realization that there will be little for hép to do
{
after her father is dead. In despa.‘irf Helen vents her bitterness to

)

the family physician, Dr. McGuire, at having sacrificed seven years

. of her life with nothing to show for it — "no fame ,, no glory, no

success, no children .... Papa is all that I have leI“c."31 She says |,

that ‘she must somehow keep her father alive as his deaph will mean’

the termination of utility and meaning in life for her. Dr. McGulre
dnsists that Helen must grab hold of herself and find her own iden-
tity. Hg assures her that there 1s nothing terrible about the death

of an old man %~ particularly one ravaged by disease. The doctor

implores Helen not to succumb to the death Yithat's really horrible" —

s



tho’ "ot‘fen, lousy, dirty death-in-life ....
Shortly after the above evisode, Helen finds\that she must
aédress herself to the "dark and bitter mysterv of life" as both her
« brothers, Ben and Eugene, have a.'lr'eady done. “She thinks of =11 the -
‘peorle she knows in taqwm re Malmost everyone'" — and of:Q all she knows
about them, yet‘ realizes ‘Ehat s,he knows "nothing about any of .them. I
know nothing about anyone, not even about myself ....”33 This fac"c
seems "terrible and gr'otesqué" to her and she thinks desperately:

"hat is wrong with peovle? ... Why do we"never get to kn ¢ one
another? ... Why 1is it that we get borm and live and die/here.
in this world without ever finding out what anyone else’is )
1like? ... No, what is the strangest thing of all — why 1is it -
that all owr efforts tc know pecple in this world lead only to
greater ignorance and confusion than before? We, get together
and talk, and say we think and feel and believe in such a way,
and yet what we really think and feel and believe we never say
at all. Why is this? We talk and talk in an effort to under-
stand another person, and vet almost all we say is false: we
hardly ever say what we mean or tell the truth — 1t all leads
to greater misunderstanding anﬁ fear than before -- it would
be better if we said noth_.ng

Why, she asks, do people destroy themselves when what they really want
is happiness? She asks what 1s the

horrible thing in life that makes us throw ourselves away —

to hunt out death when ‘what we want is 1ife? Why is it that

we are always strangers in this world, and never come to know
one another, and are full of fear and shame and hate and

falseness, when what we want 1is love?35 ~

'Ihen R "with bhat dumb horror of disbelief and silence" the truth
finally admits itself into her mind as shg suddenly recognizes

that there was some monstrous and malevolent force in 1life
that held all mankind in its spell and that compelled men
to destroy themselves against their- will. It seemed to her
that“everything in 1ife — the things men did and saild, the
way they acted — was grotesque, per'verse and accidental
that there was no reason for anything.3

1)
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The mystery and strangeness of man's life becomes apparent and is

followed with the sudden revelation of her identification with "ten
A\

\

“thousard people each lying on his bed, naked and alone, united at the

heuar't of night and darkness." She feels that she now knows "men ...
in all their dark and naked loneliness, without falseness and pre-
tense as she had never known them."S’ "

Helen, then, comes to a similar conclusion about life as does

Fugene even though she does not articulate it in terms of the change-

less change pﬁilosophy. Nornetheless, she realizes lat the "monstrous

and malevolent force in 1ife" is such that i mankind "naked

and alone," but is somewhat comforted by the thought that men in their

common predicafnent, are united and may, in some way, "no longer be
strangers and each would f‘ind the life he sought and never ’yet had
found."38 Thus, Helen expresses the Wolfian dilemma in a more per-

sonal manner than is previously found in the Gant novels and injects

a heretofore absent sentiment: that of hope. -

&
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Early in Of Time and the River, Eugezze exu’ths in his youth and
proclaims that he is young and twenty, tha*; he co never die, and
the world is his to take. He is enraptured with his "shining gifts
and powers" and is joyfully thankful for his good fortune in having

1

access to a "good and happy life."™ Vet such is only the chimera of

you’\;h insofar as youth plays a nasty trick on all men. Th\s is so
b'ecause a man accunulates experience at the expense of growing old
and youth is necessarily forfeited along the way. When a man is
r’ead;&fo deplo¥” the resources gathered in his youth he finds that he
is no l:jnger in possession of that senséry appreciation of l_f_f‘e that
is known only to t;l;e young. This irony is well understooa by young
Eugene, hence "the strange and bitter miracle of life 1s no where
else so ewldent as in our youth," and as time consumes the years, a
man realizes with rancour that "the moment that we chose to take a
step, or stretch a hand, or sav a word -- we yet know that we can '
really keep, hold, take, and possess forever — nothing."2 It -
appears that life has a built-in death-in-life that becomes revealed
to the thought‘ful during the (course of a lifetime (espe:ciallv when

one becames cognizant of one's fading youth). The end result of

-
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this mowledge is "when youth is éahéf every man.will look back upon
that period of hif life with infinite sorvow and regret." This regvet
becomes increasinglv acute "as we discover with-a bitter ironv of /
mirth, ‘t;hat ‘youth is something which only voung men have, and which
only old men know how to use."3
The phenomenon described above contrllbutes greatly to Eugene's

'”inter'ore“cation of the‘world and 1s, in part, respchsibl;a for the aim-
less, frenzied crowd of America that he observes and is a paf't of.

It 1s a source of horror for the young man in that he feels it pre-
sents an obstacle to what he feels 1s his artistic requisite to
"devour the earth and\ég.l the things and people in it." He feels he
is doomed to be "sickened and made sterile, hopeless" smothered "by
the Féupef‘ying weight of men and objects in the world, the ever-

"L‘

lasting flock and flooding of the crowd"' that he cbserves swarming

in the streets of New York. The "shining clty" of his youth is thus
turned into the nightmare of realitv which is reflected in the death-

in-life crowd of the city.

[}

The city crowd is integral to the death motlf in Wolfe's work

and is referred to several times in River. ¥arly in River, Eugene
I

relates a strange and perplexing vision which concerns a company of
0ld men and women at dinner. The vision 1 paradigmatic of the life
of Everyman and incorporates the dgath-in-life phenomenon described

above. Eugene notes that this vision was to return to him mhny times

during the course of his life: ¢ ' N

. there was a campany of o0ld men and women at dinner, seated
together around a table. A1l of them were very old ... the .
faces of the o0ld men and women were fragile and delicate like

\ \ o

vé.



~1d vellowed china, their faces were frail and sexless, they
had begun to look alike. In their youth all these people had
imown one another. The men had drunk, fought, whored, hated
one another, and loved the womeén. Scme had been delroured by
the sterile and corrupt fear and envy that young men know.

Tn secret their lips were twisted, their faces Iivid, and
their hearts bitter; thelr eyes glittered with a ren‘flllan
hatred of anotcher man — thoy dreaded his success, and they
‘exulted in his failure, laugh;mg with a delirious jov when
they heard or read of his hurt, defeat, or humiliation.. They
had been afraid to speak or conf‘ess what was in thelr hearts,
thev feared the mockery of their fellows; with one another
their words were careful, picked, and disparaging They gave
the lie to passion and bellef‘ and said what they knew was
false. And vet along dark roads at night they had shouted
out into the howling winds their great goat cries of joy,
exultancy and power; they had smelled snow in thick brooding
air at night, and they had watched it came, softly spitting
at the window glass, numbing the fqptfalls of the earth with
its soft silent fall, filling their hearts with a dark proud
ecstasy, touching thelr entrails with impending orophecy.
Each had a thousand dark desires and fantasies; each wanted
wealth, power, fame, and love; each saw himself as great,
good and talented; each feared and hated rivals in business
or in love — and in crowds they glared at one another with
hard hostile eyes; they bristled up like crested cocks, they
watched their women jealously, felt looks and glances through
their shoulderblades, and hated men with white spermatic
necks, amorous hair, and faces proud and insolent with
fe"xale conquest.

They had 'been young and full of pain and combat, and now
all this was dead in them: <they smiled mildly, feebly,
gently, they spoke in thin voices, and they looked at one
another with eyes dead to desire, hostility, and passion.

!

The patfern of life described in the above passage is such that
it leaves Eugene bewlldered. He has yet to articulate this observa-
tion in terms of the bitter realization of irretrievable youth and
therefore considers that the old men and women mayv be concealing
"some cunning and malevolent visdom in their brains" or that they are
perhans simply "dcvoured with satiety, with wear'iness and indiffer—
ence." Their lives can hold b‘f,t little meaning for Eugene as all

they had been is now lost and all that is left of them are words that

’
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echo in thelr throats and pour c.>ut of their moﬁths in "a handful of
dr:y ciust and ashes."6 The vision presages the reality énd accept-
ance of death-in-1ife — particulariv in America. /
The million, numberless faces that pass by Eugene in the city
streets are a source of anxiety: they "haunt him with a blazing,
unforéettable intensity of wvision, with an ove‘r'whelm_ng(;sense cf
strangeness, loss and sorrow, a pocignancy of farniliarity, affection

. ."7 The crowd reminds him of all that he has known

and regret .
and loved in life but 1s now lost forever. This sentiment is coupled
with the certain knowledze that this process is endless -— that 1life,
at any point in the future, will call forth the desirable past which
i1s lost forever. In later years, these swarming millions cane back
to Eugene with "a sense of lo‘ss‘, affection" and Eugene is cognizant
of "something strangeAénd mad and lonely in the lives of all of
them ... ."8 .
Man is reduced to a living deéth because he is a victim of the
changeless change phenomenon and 1s doaned tq be bu@ a pawn tossed
about in the indi{‘ferent currents of life. Central to Wolfe's
thesis 1s the fact that the American, while caught in the changeless
change dilemma, is also a victim of modern America. The "million-

footed crowd" 1s "so lost, so naked and lonely" as they ame "driven

‘on forever" under the "immense¥nd cruel" American skles. Little

is remembered from the "huge monotone of the loé‘c year/é ... the lost
1ife and the well known faces;" only that which is co-existent with
the mad life-style of Americans is remembered: "a face once seen

and lost forever in a crowd, an eye that looked, a face that smiled

o
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gmd vanished on a vassing train
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" and other images that for no

apparent reason capriclously affix themselves to the mind;and are
recalled now and then.

Much later on in River, Eugene comes to the conclusion that men -
had beén J

hurled too f‘a.r/, too often, in the smashing projectiles of
great trains, who, in their shining beetles of machinery,

had hurtled down the harsh and brutal ribbons of their
concrete roads at such a savage speed that now the earth

was lost forever, and they neverasaw the earth again:

whose wearv, desperate ever-see eyes had sought so \
often, seeking man, amid the blind horror and prolifera- .
tion, the everlasting shock and flock and flooding of the '
million-footed crowd, that a2ll the life and lustre and

fire of yvouth had gone from them; and seeking so forever

in the man-swarm for man's face, now saw the blind blank

wall of faces, and so would never see man's living,

loving, radiant, and merciful face again.10

Thus, the American walks the streets forever, and walks the streets of

life alone: his 1life "is written in the twisting of a leaf upon a’
/\

nll

bough, a door that opened, and a stone. Iife for man, and for the

Ameir'ican in particular, is death.

AN

i1

substance andtme Eugene notes that most péoole belong "to that

great lost tribe of ‘\eople who are more numerous in America than in

4 ,
any other countr'_ylj_r{» the world." This crowd is commosed of those who

think "by some magicland miraculous scheme or rule, or formula,

'smeﬁhing czyn‘ be dore for them'" and, accordingly, spend their days

reading, bwiqg, and l[employing those formulas of American materialism

. that promise to deliver "a brilliant personality" and will show how
/

'

/
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to "achieve suééess"12 — ill-contrived mechanisms designed to exor-
clse the gemeons Qf dissatisfaction and unhapoiness.

While Eugene is attending Harvard, he comes across such a2 group
of the living-dead at Miss Potter's friday afternoon art party.
Assembled ap Miss Potter's are those who live, nourish, and procagate
the death-én—life. They are referred to as the 'whole tribe of the‘
fegble, the sterile, the venamous and inept — the neagre little
spirits of no talent and of great pretensions" who sneer at popular
suzecess but "for which each @ould‘have sold his shabby little
soul ...."13 These would-be artists invoke terrior in Eugene's soul
for they are "the true enemies of the artist's living spirit, the
true defilers and betrayers of creation ... who deal the stealthy
traitor's blow in darkness at the work and talent of far better men
than_ghey." ¥ In them Eugene can find nothing but "the deadly and
corrupt Jjoy that took delight in its own death, and breathed, with-
out any of the agony and despair he felt, the poisonous ethers of
- 1ts own dead world. "> Their lives suggest to Eugene that there was
"no hope for his own life or the life\of living men," but only a
"cold malicioug triumph" that knew the cause of his despalr and feels
triumphant in this knowledge. Thelr "pale faces" and "rootless and
urwholesame lives" tell him that

there was no hope, no work, no joy, no triumph, and no love
for such as he, that there could be nothing but defeat, .
despair and failure for the living of this world, that life
had been devoured and kllled by such as these, and had
become a rat's alley, death-in-life forever. 6
Eugene despalrs that perhaps he ma& become yet another habitué of

Miss Potter's art pvarties and notes that 1f this should come to pass

.
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he would be better off dead. This incident reveals how uncertzir
Zugene is (and Wolfe was) of his own talents and demeonssrates how
Just the thought of it can easily prcovoke nim to despatr. Indeed,
this unce ty rlagues Eugen= (George webber/Wolfe) for tHe ress
of his life and, never being sure of and secure in his own artistic
powers, he becomes a source of his internal death-in-life. ZLfter
the incidént at Miss Potter's, Eugene, "filled with the deéth of
lif‘e,"l7 resumes a characteristic activity: prowling the szireets of
Boston as pefitfs the stranger — the lost and lonely American.
The dilerma of artistic uncertainty is discussed thoroughly in

a conversation between Eugene and his friend, *rancis Starwick. In
the conversation qufe reveals the problem faced by those who have

the desire to create and the ramifications it had for him. Starwlck
eloquently explalns how people such as those at Miss Potter's art
parties come inte beiﬁg. The enemy for them is not death but 1ife
itself: these are people who "have had the seeds of life wi%hin
“themselves" and had been destroyed by them; they are the people who
had "been given just enough to get a vision of the pramised land"
and realize that the promised land — the art they would create —
can remain nothing but a vision. They are destroyed byv their insight
into 1ife and by the realization that they have "the lust, without
the power, for creation" and are thus doomed to become 'the eunuchs
of the arts." As such, their lives become "dead and rotten with
[their] hatred of the living artist and the 1iving man."'S

what is responsible for Starwick's indolence and debauchery as he

is such a man: "to have the spirit of the artist®and lack his

v
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Eugene despairs that this fate is what mav be in stcore for him.
Some four hundred pages later in River, Starwick confronts Eugene in
reference to this dilemma. He implies that Eugene's restlessness and
insatiable 5esire parallel the death-in-life people found at Miss

Potter's. He askS if Eugene really thinks he can profit by "reading

a2ll the books that were ever printed — of knowing all the people —

seeing all the places"20 as in the process he is no longer able to

enjoy the books, peovle, and places. He §Uggests that "this tﬂing in
vou is growing worse all the time; if you do not master it, it is a
disease that will some day drive you mad and destroy you."21

Starwick goes on to say that such endeavors are useléss in that they
only lead to the addition of yet another book to the already existing
mountain "of dhll, fair, or trivial work that has already been done"
énd as such, "What is great — what is priceless — what we would
give our lives to do — 1is so impoésible" that "if we can ﬁever do
the best —— then why do arything?"2? Eugene serlously considers his
friend's words as in them "were implicit every element of the resig-
nation, despair, and growing inertia and apathy of his will."">

The above sentiment is very much a part of Wolfe's work as it

was a part of Wolfe himself. In 1928, Wolfe wrote his mistress,

‘Aline Bernstein, the following:

This terrible vamit of print that covers the earth has

paralyzed me with its stench of hopelessness. I cannot

1ift my head above the waves of futility and dullness.

I have no hope, no confidence, no belief in my ability

to rise above the level of even the worst of it. Impulse
" 1is killed in me, hope is dead — for I am so sure so much

of this — most of it! — was begun hooefully, was
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thought good by 1ts perpetrators, fond praisers. ind To
think that this world is full of people who say this and
thav confidently, who write cpiticisms, and talk con-
fidentlv of literature and. art, who peck around in the

huge mess of literature and art, who peck around in the
huge mess with a feeling of camlacency and vleasure —

I cannot follow them, understand them.2

/ . in Wolfe's posthumous third novel, The Web and the Rock, the

orotagonist, George Webber, despairs that Shakespeare had not "yet

sald the thousandth part of all he knew about the terror, myster&,

25

and strangeness of time ... With this in mind, Wolfe articu-

lates George's artistic problem:

... grey time washed over him and drowned him in the sea-
depths of its unutterable horror, until he became nothing
, ) but a vwretched and impotent cipher, a microscovic atam, a
" bloodless, eyeless grope-thing crawling on the sea-floors
of the immense, without strength or power ever to know a
hand's breadth of the domain in which he dwelt, and with
no life except a life-in-death, a life of drowning horror,
as he scuttled headless, eveless, blind and ignorant and
. groping, his way to the grey but merciful extinetion .of
. . death. For, 1f the greatest poet who had ever lived had
found the task too great for him, what could one do who
had not a fraction of his power, and who could not conceal
the task, as he had dgne, behind the enchantments of an
overwhelming genius?2

% Thug the ’olfian protagpnist, Eugene/George, must drive himself
onwards in his artistic quest partly to achleve what he knows 1s
unachievable and oaftly to forget his desvair. In Rock, George
thinks of the fact that a genius (this in reference to Coleridge)
must find a way to use his geni%g or it will turm on him and "rend
him like a tiger: it can bring death to men as surely as 1t briggs

; them life.”27 This despair is again reflected in Wolfe's last novel,

You Can't Go Home Again, when Géorge, after having written his first

book, Home to Our Mountalns (Look Homeward, Angel), resvonds to those

who ask if he can write another book:




Webber's heart would drov out of him like a leaden rlummet,

hooe, confidence, and conviction would seem lost forever to

him, and all the high and shining truth that he had ever

found and lived and known would now turm false to mock him.

Then he would feel like one who walked among the dead, and

it would be as if the only things that were not false on 1
earth were the creatures of the death-in-1ife who moved

forever in the changeless llizhts and weathers of red

waning, wearv Marsh and Sunday afternoon.2”

Indeed, Wolfe wrote in The Story of a Novel, in reference to
writing.Rlver, that he had realized "that in a man's work there are
contained not only the seeds of life, but the seeds of death, and that
the power of creation which sustains us will also destroy us like a
leprosv if we let it rot stillborn in our vitals." Hence, Wolfe's
remedy was to write furiously as he "had to get it out ... somehow"
and that he saw "for the first time a terrible doubt" that he "might

n29 Wolfe likened this cre-

not live long enough to get it out ....
ative drive to a worm that would feed on him and could not escape
from "untll death put its total and conclusive darkness on my

life ... ."30 Wolfe was quite right ’in that his relentless quest was

only terminated by his death. Wolfe provhesied his own death when he

wrote, in Starwick's words, tha"c\ his "disease" would destroy him. ’ /,;)
Also, Wolfe /Ihad himself in mind when George, in Rock, notes that a

gerdus must find a way to use his talent or must necessarily succumb

to death. Wolfe died as a result of thisar'elentless quest to do all

and see all. He contracted a cold when he took a swig from a bottle -
belonging to a sick man while on a boat trip to Victoria, British

Cclumbla. Wolle became quite sick, but irnstead of restlng to regain
strength, spent the next day touring Vancouver in a taxi. He then

went on to Seattle where he became increasingly il11. Several weeks




later he died in Baltimore. There 1t was learned that his initially
unattended cold had been responsible for opening ur & tubércular
lesion that culminated in the tuberculosis of the brain that was

N
:

responsible for his death.

111 ) ) v

The Wolfian protagonist is locked in;a desperate struggle: he
must avert the death-in-life existence that has befallen peopnle like
Starwick and.those at Miss Pofter's; he must somehow overcome the
stifling sadness he feels as he observes the loneliness and angui§h
exhibited in the "million-footed crowd" of lost Americans; he is
bewildered and rendered impotent by the unfathomable dllemma of
changeless chaﬁge. And yet he is an artist who, if he is to do the
work he aeeply feels he is comitted to, must somehow survive and
came to terms with those things that are tearing him apart. The
on;v way in which Eugene can deal with all of this, as notedlabove,
is to reside withinh himself and therein find the forgotten language
of America and a door éhrough which he may enter into Life and know-
ledge. Ironically, in this décision to escape from death-in-life,
Eugene chooses death-in-1ife. In order to live as he wishes, he
muét have his freedom and casﬁ away‘all that he feels is contributing
té his despair. Accordingly, isolation is the 1ife he chooses to
Jlessen the inimical impact that peovle and the environﬁent have on
“him. But therein lies a fundamental problem inséfar as freedom can
only be realized in terms of a ﬁutually“beneficial relationship with

soclety. Only in the glve-and-take interchange of ideas and

4

N
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P I*elationsh!ps ¢an'a man be led to a2 deeper and trugr understanding of
" himself and ultimately reflect this knowledge in his work —- this is

s

particularly so for the artist. Eugene's isolation (which he Dursues -
t . in tf)e totaly all‘-encanpa.ssi_ng way characteristic of him) can only
o ' ’ lead to increased- despair and thus become the source of his own death-

‘ + in=life. ) C ‘ _
; . ¢ . . » ! . ]f e

RO . Herry Steele, writing of Wolfe, posits a similar conclusion:

A man alone is unable to function 4s a member of society. It
\ ' " is only within soclety that the Individual is able to fully
e express freedom. Personal freedom may be achieved through
'\\ - - self-exploration, but full reallzation of the self's poten-
tialities is dependent upon their expression within a sdcial
, relationship.31

[N ¢

~

. o Thus, freedom and isolation (or self-exploration) must be recognized
- ’ - and co-exist in the mdividual as two seoarate entities which the
P individual must summon and employ when the need arises Both are - \f

© . necessary for the individual to develop into a fully rounded and

fra y—— g s

) " satisfied human being. Yet isolation and isolation only is freedom

\ B * 4

"'\1‘
L.
s

'f‘or Eugene and he consequently cuts himself off from the rest of the
~ world. ,.“.*Jﬁile he 1s an acute observer of the world, he is a non-

participant in its affairs and his fa..’Llure to particinate necessatily

dim\ird.’shé’s hig potentiality as=a human being and artist. This is B
D A partly responsible for his frustration with himself and his environ- °
P ‘ ment. This problem Is rv,ecognized by Eugene when he notes* that Ainerica

- 4 has lost the language has left sanething in the past, that would

4
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r'ender relabionships with other‘s mean:!ngf‘ul and satisfving. As such
o . this is America's problem as wel],as Eugene . . '
- C , R Eugene s 1§olation preVents him fﬂom ever havi.ng a maningf‘ul ‘
relaj:j.onship with, anyone and_ throughout ‘the course ,of‘ his life he is -

K -




cbnspant}y retreating to his ﬂmer self. His sexual t?ehaviour, for
examnle‘,, ié‘msatisf‘ying" as he knows only the selfness of lust and;

is unsble to exp\res.k: the otherness. of love. Throughout Eugene's  t
yc;ung ‘manhood, as described 1n Rivér, ~(and Lthe posthumous novels %s
"well) Fugene 1s never able to consumma®e a meaningful relat io;xshio N
£11 his friends seem to be items of interest that briefly swim before
Eugene's restlgss eyes, His best ;‘riend, Sta.mick, is r'egar'gied as
;ittle more than an amus.ing companion with whom Fugene can prowl

about Cambridge and Paris. Never does Eugene articulate his relation-
ship with Starwlck in terms of a cammitment of anv kind. *When Fugene
discovers that the cbject of his lust is in love with Starwick, this,
along ;:ith Sugene's revulsion for Starwick's homosexuallty, is
sufficiént to péﬁmentlv terminate the relationship. (Wolfe's most

enduring relationship — with his publisher Maxwell Perkins who

apoear's‘*és Woxhall Edwards in You Can't Go Home Again — was severed
by Wolfe when the ceritics accused Per'kins of having "written" Wolfe's
books for him. The fact that Perkins sent River to the printer when
Wolfe felt tpat the book was not yet comleted deeply angered the
au:chor'. Also, Wolfe felt that his /politica.l‘ dif‘ferencés with Perkins
wére sich that the relationship, which both defthed in terms of
father and son was, if not completely terminated, irreparably
damaged). |

i Eugene's' ;exual behavic;ur gives additional confirmation of his
‘failure with other people. Throughout the nine hundred pages of
'5_123, Figene's relationshios with wamen are dlscussed only in terms

. F . . .
of sex. ’Ihe woman that most imnresses him 1s Starwick's friend, Amn,

° ]
’ . . < . / *
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a woman, who overpowers Eugene with her beauty and £1lls his heart

FLT ST S A

~

| - with "longing and impossible desire ...."32 Ann, being a "fertile,
' w33

[,

T dunh, wmplowed plantation of a waman, represents a particularly a

desirable conguest’ for Eugene's insatiable lust. This attemot, how-

WS L e T

ever, is frustrated as Ann is in love with Starwick. (Mention should

< e e

-  be made o%‘ Wolfe's most enduring relationshio with a woman, Aline
Bernstein, who appear; as Esther Jack in the posthumous novels. Mrs.
Bernstein, who apparently.genuinely loved Wolfe, was cast out of his
life when the author felt that her hold on his life was too tenacious
for his 1lilkdng. Also, Wolfe felt he had to get away from Mrs.
Bernstein's 1ife and friends in New York's cultural\enviromlent' as. he -«

found this life-style repulsive). '

In the final analysis, therefore, the existence that Eugene/
George/Wolfe has chosen for himself dictates that he (and America as )
. i }
discussed below) "would never see man's living, loving, radiant, and

merciful face again." For Fugene and America, it is death~in-1ife. -’

iv

-

In the preceding pages the concept of death-in-life as applied
£o the American experience has been alluded to. This is a central ,
motif in the Gant nove\ls in that Eugene's final view of his country
is a vision of a land with unlimited potential that has degenerated
to a meaningless ﬁenzy negating a/_'Ll that America might have
beeﬁ. The root cause of this is, of course, the inherent futiiity
engendered in man's outlook due to the vhenomenon of changeless

“« change In the abeence of h?pe little can be accamplished — even
~nlb : ' ’y
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. with the changeless change conundrum, is responsible for the modern

:
-57... 3
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' v

ir. fmericz. 3ut there is z pecullarlv fmerican shading to this prob-

i

lem due to the vast potentizl of the country wnrien, in “olfe's view,

seems tC WOrk against Americans rather then Zor them. This, coupled

America denicted in Yolfe's novels.

After his father's death, Eugene, knowing that he would never
liée(in his moéher's home again, embarks on the journey to New York,
the';shining city," where he will do the work he feels he must. On .
the train Eugene thinks of what he is bringing fo the city: ''the

whole packed glory of the earth — the splendor, power, and beahty of

the nation."3a This idea is conceptualized as his American cultural

inheritance in that the ybung man feels he reprjjents the collective

consclousness of his forbears:
. the million memories of his fathers who were great men
and knew the willderness, but who had never lived in cities: .
three hundred of his blood and bone, who sowed thelir blood /
and sperm across the continent, walked beneath its broad
and lonely lights, were frozen by its bitter cold, burned
by the heat of its fierce suns, withered, gnarled, and
broken by its savage weathers, and who fought like lions
with its gigantic strength, its wildness, its limitless
savagery and beauty, untll with one_stroke of its paw it
broke thelr backs and killed them.

The echoes of his forbears reverberate in the voung man's mind remind-
ing him that theyv had given "a tongue to solitude, a pulse to the .

‘desert;" that "the barren earth received us and gave back our agony:

we made the earth cry out." These men had "got land, fenced it,

owned it, tilled it; they traded in wood, stone, cotton, corn,
tobacco; thev built houses, roads, grew trees and orchards."' Though
they lacked the "thousand years and ruined walls" of more-estabiished

societiés, they were nonetheless proud in that they had a "glory of

cd »
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our: ovm, laicd out across three thousand miles of earth. Eﬁgene
brings all these memories to the clty: that which "séened tc be the
city's complement — to feed it, to sustain it, <o belong %o i‘:."37
Ye? the glory pales in “he citv as “he proud inheritance, which had
\succumbed to the country's savagery in the past, has continued to die
i “in the sava.%ery of the urban environment. The city dwellers seem
to form one general City-Voice, one strident snarl, one
twisted mouth of outrage and of slander bared forever to
the imperturbable and immortal skies of time, one Jeering
tongue and rumor of man's baseness, fixed on the visage ,
of the earth, and turned incredibly, and with evil
fortitude, toward depthless and ingifferent space against .
the calm and silence of eternity.3
+ Bugene, in his naiveté, finds this wonderful in tha: the city
was loathe to submit to resignation, but instead would hurl imprece-
tions at the indifferent universe: '"he.saw the whole thing blazing
’ in his face again to the tone al"ld movement of its own control, unique,
and incomparable energy." As he looks upo\n‘ the face of the citv his
spirit cries, "Incredible! Oh, incredible! Tt moves, it pulses like a
single 1iving thing!"3? The feeling is short-lived however as the /
terrible reality must inevitably admit itself into Eugene's mind. He
recognizes that the city's "strident snar'l—" is but the voice of
America's restlessness in which a city of millions has succumbed to
the living death resultant from the Immensitv and confusion inherent
in Aneric:a's véstness — all of which is overshadowed by the irmlac-
able visage of changeless change. As such, men swarm about "on the
rootless pavements in drowning tides of grev abomination, of number-
less death and horror" and Eugene 1s again reminded of his forbearé

,  who, in a different way, had done much the same years ago. In New

\
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York, everyone is reduced ‘to the lowest common denominator the . \ v

"'million-footed crowd" seething through the chasms of the city who,

"with< a corrupt and venomous Joy," selze upon "every story of man's
dishonor, defeat, or sorrow" and with "vicious jJ 1be and Jeer ...
greeted any evidence of mercy, honesty, or love."uo |

Death 1s to be found everywhere: youths who "had been brought
still-born" from their mother's wombs into the city vainly try to root
their meagre iives into "the ‘rootless rock" of the city and "feebly
imitate the feeble objects of its base idoiatry — of, which the most

nul

heroic was a gangster, the most sagacious was a pimp, the most witty
was a Broadway clowr(

the fashionable patro;ls at a Broadway revue
whose laughter 1s "a new and disagreeable mirth that was coming i;lto
man's life, which seemed to have its sources not in the warm human
earth and blood of humor, but to proceed from something sterile, sour
and acrid in his séul," something that in its putrescent merriment
has "the desire to wound and mock and injure" (Eugene feels that this
"ecame more from fear, a need to dlvert attention from one's own
nakedness and insecurity by an attack upon a cammon target') ;u? the
o0ld woman at the Hotel Leépold, Dr. Thornton, who extolls the virtue
of man and sees his place in "the glorious proportion of the sidereal
universe" and notes the "unceasing progress he has mad.e in his march
upward from the brute, the noble aspiration of his spirit, the |
etermal labor of his ’i’ntellect ‘towards a higher purpose' yet 1is her-
self "one of the most prosperous abortionists in the cot.mtr'y"113 ,

(Wolfe's tone in this passage 1s clearly one of disapproval). Death

. ¥
is even reflected in the architecture of the Hotel Leopold annex in




which Eugene lives:

. it belonged, somehow, to a new and accursed substance which
had come into the structure of life — 2 substance barren
sterile, and irhuman — designed not for the use df man, but
for the blind proliferations of the manswarm, tc accamodate
the greatest number in the smallest place -— to shelter, house,
tun out, take in, all thi nameless, faceless, mindless man-
swarm atoms of the earth. )

The hotel is a microcosm of man's fate:

. If the Hotel leopold had housed all of the hope, jov, fury,
passion, angulsh, and devouring hunger the earth can know, and
that the wild and bitter tenement of vouth can hold, it also
housed within its walls all of the barren and hopeless bitter-
ness of old age. For here -— unloved, friendless, and uwanted,

shunted off into the drearv asylum of hotel 1life —— there lived
many old peonle who hated life and yet, who were afraid to die. 45

always anxious to go somewhere and that when the automobile came in
"the roads, particularly on Sunday, were choked with cars going -into
the country, golng to another town, going anywhere, no matter how

ugly or barren the excursion might be, so long as the terrible rest-

46 e -/
It would seem that

lessness in some measure might be appeased."
Americans are doomed to submit to "a strange and haunting paradox" in
that they "are fixed and certain" only when they are in movement.
éeorge feels the same way as he "was never so assured of his purpose
as when he was going somewhere on a train." George "never had> the
sense of home so much as when he felt that he was 'going there," how-
ever, "It:was only when he g‘ot'there that his hamelessness began."u7
Thus, only when thev are in movement with the temoo of the changing
universe do/ Americans find a temorary respite from their restless

f‘ury but when they stop and confront the reality of American life,

they, like Eugene in River, reallze that they can only be as "helpless




l
: \
3 - 71 -

3

“e
\

lea? ang "driven‘on forever," unable to

\ -

"y

as /: ance, wall, conguer,

m

s 1 " -
mzue his om’ anysthing.

’e

I draft letter:to’iline Bernstelin wrltten in a 1873 entry in

.}
v

his notebooks, “clie noted that the peonle in the streets found

"nothing but furv in, the end," and asged if there was nothing buc
Ife] . B ‘ -
Ttris.”” This concern belled a feeling that compelled Wolfe to write

the following in the last years of his life (1937-1938) which summar-
lzes the above:

TIs it not true that there is in our hearts the knowledge of
betraval — vicious, cowardly betrayal -~ self-betraval of
ourselves, America's betrayal of herself? Is it not true
vthat all of us are conscious in our hearts that there was
hope of gloricus and high fulfillment in America — and

that that high and glorious fulfillment has not only never
been achieved but that even the promise of that high and
glorious fulfillment has been so aborted, corrupted, made
droosical with disease, that its ancient and primeval
lineaments are no more to be seen? Is 1f not true that we
were given here for the enrichment and lmprovement of man's
1ife a golden wilderness, and that we have made of it a
wilderness of horror, ugliness and confusion? * Is it not .
true that we begin here with an ideal of a free man's life,
enlarging and fulfilling its whole purpose -in an atmosphere
of free and spacious enlightment — and is it not true that
what we have here 1is for the most part just a mongrel and
disordered mob — a jargon-of a thousand tongues, the mouth-
piece of a million vicious and sensational rumors — but
with no falth, no freedom, no bellef — a slave-like swarm
without the dignities of slavery — a duped, doped horde who
seek’ or want no remedy for the disease that preys upon

them -- and themselves so vicious, infamous, and base, that
one does not know which is the more hateful or more odious —
the fools who take it, or the knaves who dupe?t9

In conclusion we can only say that, in essence, Wolfe's statement
points to a failure of overwhelming magnitudz; failure in terms of what
the author attempted in his 1ife's work: to wreak a yisioh of America,

to bring his inheritance to the city and distill "the beauty of an

everlasting form, enslave and conguer man by his enchantment, cast his

£
”~
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svell across the momt..lns beat death dovn upon his knees, kill d ath
. 0
, utterly, and Jix eternity with the grappling hooks of his own az"t."s

This was the task as stated in River, and in bhe nagniruae and

nobillitv of the attempt Yolfe was ultimately led to what he perceived
=T : :
$o be a conclusive truth. In the final analysis, Welfe sought

, "heauty, passion and unutterable eloquence" and found that such
could only be-"slivping forever through our fingers with time's sanded
~ d;'oo, flowing forever from our desperate graso even as a river flows
and never can be held."slL As Herbert J. Muller has said, "Wolfe
* sought [his] subject in the greatness of America, but [he] f'oﬁnd that
the America [he] longed to-celebrate did not exist. n2 We. can there-
fore only admj_r'é Wolfe for the courage and tenacity t;‘aat his task

required and dmpathize with him for the reality that he found. And \

L

S0, 'Wolf‘e, the lost and lonely American, in a far away French town, .

3

' /
concludes his longest work with the following:

The memory of the lost America — the America of twenty years
‘ ago, of quiet streets, the time-enchanted spell and magic of \
TN full June, the solid, lonely, liquid shuffle of men “in shirt- -

sleeves coming home, the leafy fragrance of the cooling-
' . _ turnio-greens, and screens that slammed, and sudden silence —

had long since died, had been drowned beneath the brutal

flood-tide, the edict stupefaction of that roaring surge and

mechanic 1life which had succeeded it.

1 ' And now, all that lost magic had come to 1life here in the

- l1ttle whitened square, 'here in this old French town, and he
was closer to his childhood and his father's life of power and
magnificence than he tould ever be again in savagé new America;
and as the knowledge of these strange, these lost yet familiar
things returned to him, his hegrt was filled with all the
mystery of time, dark time the'mystery of strange, million-
visaged time that Haunts us with the briefness of our days. &

/ He thought of hc:me.53 /
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YOU CAN'T GO HOME AGATN
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1

. .
- T%end of his life, Wolfe's views as expressed in the

Gant novels culminated in what was to be a rationalization of what
Herbert J. Muller termed hls "tragic sense of 1ife." Muller has said
that Wolfe ultimately "came to terms with life by taking on 1ts worst

ml myis rinal ‘

meanings, going through its worst possibilities.
rat\foQalization is found in Wolfe's last posthumous novel, You Can't

Go Home Again; his book of short stories, Fram Death to Morning; as

we.ll as In hls notebocks and letters.

In River, Bugene 1s temporarily distracted frogn the harsh real-
ity of life when he is invi'ted to the Hudson River esf;ate of his
wealthy friend, Joel Plerce. Eugene 1s awed by the life of luxury and
genteel ease at the }l’iercef estate and for a moment deludes himself by
thinking that perhaps this is the kind of life for which all men hope:
that this life was good due to the conviction that "filled him at that
mament of its essential uncorruptible righteousness." The estate
momentarily beccmes a "symbol of what all life on earth should be, a
oMse of what every rrlan"on earth should have."2 The symbol soon
disintegrates as Fugene coqsi ders what s resnonsibhle for and what

maintains this life of luxury: "many nameless lives had labored,

¥
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grieved, and come to naught in order that this fragile image of com-

pacted night, this vriceless distillation of 1ts rare and chosen love-

.

-

liness, should blossom to a flower of moonlight ;beauty on a hili."?
Thus is exhibited a kernel of social consciousness tha‘:‘finds fuller ' y

expression in Wolfe's last novel and is responsible in part for the . \

N

author's final intervretatlon of life. Some thirty pages later in
River, Fugene comes to a fundamental conclusion while still a guest
at the Pierce estate:

- It seemed to him that here began that slow, and somehow
' desperately painful recognition that the enchanted world
of wealth and love and beauty, of living fulfillment and
of frultful power, which he had visioned as a child in
all his dreams about the fabled rich along the Hudson
River ---did not exist; and that he must look for that
grand 1life in ways stranger, darker, and more painful in
, thelr labyrinthine complications than any he had ever i -
dreamed of as a child ....H

Eugene reallzes that he is a part of common humanity in that he could

\

only find the jov of 1life, such as it may be, in the

brutal stupefaction of the streets; goodness and truth in
the mean hearts of common men; and beauty in the only place
where it can ever be found — inextricably meshed,
imwrought, and interwoven in that great web of horror, pain
and sweat and bitter anguish, that great woven fabric of
blind cruelty, hatred, filth and lust and tyranny and
injustice, of Joy, of faith, of love, of courage and
devotion — that makes up life, and that resumes the world.>

Thus Eugene, through the eyes of r}is creator, comes to under-
stand and accept that ‘he\ has much in\ common with all men, that he is
indeed one of them. It 1s in this underst;anding that Wolfe's
"persongl legend becomes increasingly tvpical and svmbolical.
Specifically, it becomes an American legend."6 As such, therefore,
Americans (Muller writes) "seem lost and they hunger for a better

1ife, as men naturally do, but they seem unnaturally haunted and hurt
‘ ; . ! v

[}
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because they feel that they have lost thelr prover inheritance as
fmericans, a rich inheritance of exultangy, abundance and splencior.”7
Muller notes that this is so because of what Wolfe said was "some
foul, corrosive voison in our lives — bitter enignia that it ist!"
This certairily refers to the phenomenon cof changeless change and the
inherent death-in-1ife that is America. Nonetheless, (Muller adds that

the "depression, however, gave Wolfe some idea of the nature of this

. ‘.y,din”son'. It ;_nade the enigma more terrible but less of an enigma, and

therefore not simply bitter.”8

That this is so isiconfirmed in You Can't Go Hame Again wherein

Wolfe makes several references to the dismal plight of men, buf the
observations are tempered by a personal identification with and a
soclal understanding of the dilemma mankind faces. (Also, the

1
aut;hor‘s outloo‘k is furthep tempered by his admittance that he had
learned "that he could not\devour the earth, that he must know and

H)'9

accept his limitations We therefore see George Webber in Again

restate the American dil in terms that are tinctured with pathos
and resignation but with the|biltterness notably absent. He can talk
of the simple joy of 1life fon what it is — that there is something
beautiful in mankind's tragedy; that men possess courage and dignity
in that they simply live and f\\ace the harshness of life and yet. can \
sti1l1l find some enduring beauts‘r in the world. Thus Gecrge rllotices a
man staring <{Jt of a window, day after day, motionless, in the apart-
ment across the street from his own. George marvels how the mad rush

of the clty swirls about this implacable man and thinks of him as

"the symbol of a kind of peﬁnanence in the rush and sweep and chaos




of the cityv, where a1l trljng cone’and go and pass and are so soon

f‘or'gotten.”m Georgze’ tries o venetrate the Wyste,m of the man until
finally, he finds the answ"e:r.' The man represents ''the face of Dawk-
ness and of Time" in which a _fwvhoj,.c,e .speaal;s *to George with "the blended
tongues of all those men who ha:Vé passed through ;che heat and f‘uz‘"y of
the day."™ The voiée tells George that men who have seen all of
1ife and have experienced all the pain and anguish that life entalls

"now sit quietly bv owr.-windows watching all that henceforth never
w2

shall touch us ... we can swear to you that these things pass The

voice continues, telling George that these men "are content t£o make
our own a few things" while letting millions of others pass. They
reassure him that some things never change:

All things belonging to tRe earth will never change — the
leaf, the blade, the flower, the wind that cries and sleeps
and wakes again, the trees whose stiff amms clash and
tremble in the dark, and the dust of lovers long since
buried in the earth — all things proceeding from the earth
to seasons, all things that lapse and change and come agaln
upon the earth — these things will always be the same, for
they come up from the earth that never changes, they go
back into the earth that lasts forever. Only the earth
endures, but 1t endures forever.

The tarantula, the adder, and the asp will also never
change. Pain and death will always be the same. But under
the pavements trembling like a pulse, under the buildings
trembling like a cry, under the waste of time, under-the
hoof of the beast above the broken bones of cities, there
will be something growing like a flower, something bursting
from the earth again, for'ever deathless, falthful, coming
Into 1life again like April.l

Throughout Again, there are several references to man's predica-
ment tempered by the sentiment expressed above. George despairs that
a man spends a third of his life sleeping, another third in "sterile

N labor',“ a sixth in coming and going, and wonders how much time is left
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for "a vislon of the tragic stars? How much of him is left to look
upon the eve:rlasting earth?" The answer is that he has just a "few
snatched moments only from the barren giut and suck of livfmg."lq
Nonetheless, George marvels at the notion that "this moth of time,
this dupe of brevity and numbered hours'" would cause the' gods to cry
out, "He lived, and he Vas here!" if they could only view mankind's
Wns: "where only a few marks and carvings of hi.s ha_pd were
legible upon his brcken tablets, where only a wheel layér'usting in ‘
the desert sandi.. .."15 ‘Once again, admiratlon and wistful Joy is
exoressed for the simple recognition that man has made a small mark
in the universe: even though he lives below the "senseless stars,"
man’ nonetheless "writes his meanings in them." Thus, George con-
cludes two-thirds of the way through Again: "™an loves life, and
loving life, hates death, and because of this he 1s great, he is
glorious, he is beautiful, and his beauty is everlasting." And, 1n
dving, man's eyes "burm beautifully, and the old hung;r' shines mofe
fiercely in them — he has endured all the hard aﬁd purposeless

suffering, and still he wants to 1ive.nt0

11

a

In Again, Wolfe writes about the death of an American cipher,
C. Green, a man\ who comits sui;:ide by juming from the twelfth 4
sto.roy of a Brooklyn hotel. The man is nonciescﬁpt and even his
name is presumed to be assumed. The man reoresents the cammon

American whb, in the ultimate defiant gesture, abnegates his

" 1life and America by his death. Thé suicide is described in

-+~
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X . graphic detall, complete with.a group of curious onlogkers drawn to ' N

A1} L

. the macabre spectacle and giving forth their opinions as to whether

SRR o / or not "a thing ke that takés guts" and so Iorth " Wolfe ndtes how
dfricult 1t 1s g} anyone to understand this death in that Green was

! . . 'Just another American "s'oea}d_ng our own tongue and stuffed with our !
' ¥
L own stuffing’gl,%et had "concealed in him some secret, dark, and fpight-

, T fud thing more terrible than aqything that we have ever knom ...."}7

L - wolfe notes” that the death' would have been "all right if he had Just - _

°

. y ' " been blown away like an old paper, or if he had been swept aside iike

T “remants of f‘amiliar 1itter," but Green "wou;Ld not have it so" as his i ‘

- *

death was more than ,just death but la statement and denial of map s

s . \condition. . EC ‘ |

\ £ / « * i ) - ‘
e . - He exploded to drench our cammon substance of viscous grey \
‘ ’ — with the bright indeoency of blood, to resume himself from " : |
, . R number, to become before our eyes a Man, and to identify a "
- S B single spot of all our general- Nothi_ng']ess with the ugique

S ‘ ’ passionj, the awful terror, and the dignity of Death.1
’I'he sentiment above conceming the "dignity of Death" finds f‘ull
‘ exoression in ‘Volf'e S short story "Death the Pr'oud ‘Brother" (:Ln the 7 ;o
collection of short/stores From Death to Momig) ~In the story the .
author talks about‘{three deaths observed in the oity in a rather' casual ' ' }4

toae then ccmnents on a fourth which orgfoundly imnresses hjm and the = °. - ;
'Q ‘erowd of‘ onlookers . The first death 1s caused by a truck whicha dide~
smx)es another‘ in an attemot tg pass and subsequently sends the second v X
. truck careening into a man s cohfectionary stand. The man, is Idlled . ) o ‘
’ instantly. The secongd deet'h concerns a street bu{n who falls forward =~ i

»e ' across a, pile of iron beams - one of which smas sme side of his

~head. Thefithird death’observed concerns a’steglwprker some,nine.

.
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staries aloft. Th:Z a riveter, is given a moment's rest as the
a Joke with a'man upon another girder. The

feeder turns to ex
r'iveter puts his bucket down to light a cigarette and while doing so,g
the feeder carelessly tosses a red-hot rivet to the unorepared man.
The rivet strikes the man and causes him to fall o his death. The
three deaths are viewed as gr'ot‘esque ”aberrations in the swifl of the‘

city'Sxeveryrday life. They are relegated to a transitory cdriosity :

that momentarily disturbs those present, but the pulse of the city is e

qpickly resumed if indeed, it 15 stopped at all. The fourth death is

. much different in that "the city people were stunned, awed, beWilder'ed

and fr:l.ghtened as they had not been before; and yet the fourth death

m??'.
had come so quietly, easily, and naturally that it seemed as if even a -

_child could have ‘Tooked at it wlthout tepror or surorise 19 s

“death simply concerhs a shabby, non’descript man who exoi&gson a-sub- \

way bench This death \ rovokes more than a curious look ‘from ﬂms?

~

crowd and ﬁnre corriment f

‘f 2

y, or fatal accident bas . L

c?ccurr-ed n20 - ) -

1
4 (]

’I‘he author 1s struck by the different reaction dn h:LmseJ.f and
the crowd vis a vis the first three deaths 4nd t‘ne last. The first

three, deaths are causeq by aceident — circwnstar;ce(é’that; are

- -, 0
R SR
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predictable in that one knows and accepts that accideni;s will haﬁpen !

,consequences of daily life.

. This, then, is ‘the reason why the crowd 1s drawn to the dead

of their own lives. Yet in death the Iittle map has transcended

- 80 -

and will, from time to time, cause deaths. Grotesque and macabre as
the first three deatns are; t:ney do not elicit more than a curlous
response. Once the surorise and shock has quicklyv passed, 1t is noted
how the crowd "had responded ins’céntly to death, accepting its vio-

lence, bloody mutilation, and horror calmly, as one of the natural o

12l The death of the man ih the subway 1is

/

not caused by any discernable occwrrence. There 'is no violence, no .

explanation. In the absence of exolanation the crowd is disturbed as

-

they unconsclously realize that the man, in whose garments the "lives

of a milllion people were wriften," has simply expired because men | .
must die The man, who is a symbol for the common city-man, Ri\s dis-
'curb“.tng becalé)se he reminds the crowd of their own mortality and that

a violent aceident — an- impr'obability — 1s not likely to be the

cause of‘;their deaths, but rather they shall all die f‘or the simple

reason that they must. As the author looks upon the dead man he feels
N

that he and the crowd are looking "across an immense and lonely dis~

tance" at "a lonely 1little figure Upon an encrmous stage" who "bv his L

\(
' very Httleness and loneJ_'Lness in that i:rmense grey space ... seemed

v
“t0 ga.:Ln an, awful- digni‘cy and grandeur. n22

9
) }
mari.  In him they see themselves and the futility and meaninglessness

futility and rne ssness as if ea’ch were a bullt<in body mechan~

\

ism that in its very essence "all tﬁe\baseness and harshness o A v
that 1s 1ife. Death is thus cal £ "oroud death" £ that the poorest  w.
T § : .

. oo ‘,._\ : . .
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cipher is, in death, given the dig;nity that life has robbed f‘rom him;
dignity in the sense that ne longer must a man endure the humiliations

of a barren and fruitless life in the universe o changeless change.

- ~ .'Ihe crowd recognizes and understands the meaning of the cipher's death

and in this profound realization they cannot turn away from the dead

y
%" man:
ty s
. . THerefore they would not leavg it fram a kind of lqve they . ’
. bore it now; and because proud death was sitting grandly ' . . |
there and had spoken to them, and had stripped them down =~ - } 1
into their nakedness; and because they had bullt great
towers against proud death, and had hidden from him in . :
| ) ) ‘grey tunnels, and had tried to still his voice with all- - J
| : the brutal stupefactions of the street, but prouq death, ‘ |
, dark death, proud brother death, was striding in theilr i
N 2 _city now, and he was taller than their tallest towers,
| ‘ : and triumphant even when he touched a shabby atom of base . o
clay, and all thelr streets were silent when he spoke. |

Thetefore thgy looked at him with awe, with terror and B
humility, and with love, for death, proud death, had come -
into their common and familiar places, and his face had
shone terribly in grey tainted air, and he had matched his
tongue, his stride, his dignities against the weary and
brutal custom of ten million men, and he had stripved them
down at lergth} and stripped their strident and derisive
- tongues, and in dhe lmage of thelr poorest fellow had shown
them all the way that they must go, the awe and terror that (
would clothe them — and because_of this they stood befare
him lonely, silent, and afratd.23 { .

u o ’I‘ . ¢ Once death is seen in the way desofibed above, VWolfe is able to , A J
sing its praise with particular reference to himself. Death ie that o
which r'etr'ieves "from exlle- the desperate lives of men who never found

\ their home" and has "opened your dark door for us who rever yet found ;

Py v
' doors to enter, and given us a room who, roomless, doorless unassu-

» aged, were driVen on forever thrqlgh the streets of lif‘e"gu -— all of . T
. _which alludes to themes aroﬂnd which all of WOlf‘e 5 work was wrﬂtten\// L)
" (It is, interesting to note that in the beginning of this short story,

.~ s .
. f
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Wolfe traces the Inception of thls concept of death to the de;xths of
Ben and W. O.: ""And T had watched my brother and my father die%in
the mid-watches of the rnight, and I had known and loved the figure ot

proud Deam%en he had come') .25
) {

111

To briefly restate Wolfe's views ‘on dea’ch, we would note that »
In Wolfe's first two novels death is portrayed as the malevolent
\robber of“n’s hopes, ambition, and of his very 1life. By the time we
get to "Death the Proud Brother” (and Agaln), death, through the

offices of Wolfe's e)éserier'lce with 1ife, has been transmogrified into

e . -/

. a benevolent frieni — a brothér — which relieves man of the
inexorable and ineffable paln and sor'rc.>w that he must endure in 1ife.
R Thus, in Wolfe's view, a man's life is marked by a wild paroxysm of
f \ hope and ambition at the beginning — the goal of the "shining city"
- ' .beirxg his motivatir;g symbol — and degenerates, durlng the author's
maturation process, to an admission of defeat and 'deyspa_ir when he
realizes that he is pltted against the implacable universe'of change-

,le.ssfchange. This process leadé to the acceptanc'e\ eath as a noble

and proud friend who absolves man of all his p 11N

. ébout compiete the examination of Wolfe's views on'dea‘ph, but there is,
however, one more thing to add which ends this study amd ended Wolfe's \
’ ; career and life on a note of hope. 'Ihis' was occasioned by Wolfe's. ' *
last visit to Germany du\;‘ing Hitler's regime and the experience is . ’
| l . ' related in the closing pages"c))f‘ Again.

', 7" While George Wébber: is In Hitler'stemany he is forced to

\
it .
- w " . . . N
-\ 0"\; N
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‘"Fusg—a}xd—Fidget" by George. As the train aoproaches the Belglan

. -'83 -

\ R

‘ reqd.ize. that the land he had loved \\é}xd conisidered his home away from

home has succumbed to'the evlls of Nazlsm. This is impressed upon
nim by rriends and acquaintances who reveal to George in guarded cor
versation that the Nazi regime has imposeci a new or-der on the country
that hencef‘orth would be the ultimate neéation of man's dignity and *
f‘reeéom This fact is poignantly Impressed upon George as he 1s on
board the tr'%iﬁ that is taking him out of Germany. “In r.us compart—
ment George 1s seated with twd Germans, a naturalized American, and
a nervous 1little man who George later finds out‘ 1s a Jew.

* The little Jew 15 in such discomfiture that he is nicknamed .
frontier, the passengers discuss the German currency r'egulations which
allow both foreigners and citizens to leave the country with a maximum
of ten marks. The 1ittle man becomes increasingly nervous as the
frontier approachés an\d avalls himself of an offer made b&r George and
the other American who are able to hold ‘some of the other passengers'
excess money as they are both under the maximum amount; At the
frontier the train stops for the custams inspection and to change
engines. Very soon there i?I a note of crisis in the air that George
and the other passengers feel has something to do with the litt'le Jew.

They quickly learn that the man i1s indeed a Jew who has been- caught

“trying to flee tile country with a large amount of money. The man is
& .

-

arrested and George instantiy becomesraware of the man's ten.marks

burning in hls hands. Gec s- first r'ez‘:iction 1s to return the money

but he accedes to his new-found flends' entreaties that this action

would lead to his arrest. Just then the man appears “¢cn the station
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platform with his captors. They walk by George and the other passen-
gers and the man, whom they had Jearned to like in the course of the
’J' ourney, does rnothing to vetray them. Geqrge- and \th‘g_: others ja.rd
- the train.and as they pass by the little man on the platform they .
' ‘ . exchange a glance which prempts the following reaction: ‘

He looked once, directly and steadfastly, at his former com-
panions, and they at him. And in that gaze there was all the
urmeasured weight of man's mortal angulsh.. George and the
others felt samehow naked and ashamed, and somehow gullty. )
They all felt that they were saying farewell, not to a man, . :
but to humanity; not to same pathetic stranger, same chance '
oo acquaintance of the voyage, but to mankind; not to same

oo nameless cipher 8ut of 1ife, but to the fading image of a

brother's face.?

/ ! After the incldent George ruminites on what Germany had meant to him,
) | | that he "had beén at home 4n it, and 1t in him" and that Ith% country
’ o / ‘ "was the other part _of his heart's home, a haunted part of dark desire,
_ a magic domain of fulfillment."®’ He .considers that this is riow lost
to him but measures the gain of this lC\JSS: i

¢

; : ... he began to see another way, the wayv that lay before him. .
He saw that you can't go home again — not ever. There was no

road back. Ended now for him, with the sharo and clean final-
ity of the closing of a door, was the time when his dark roots,

like those of a pot-bound plant, would be left to feed upon ~

, - their own substance and nourish thelr own little self-absorbed

: designs. Henceforth they must spread outward — away from the

hidden, secret, and unfathamed past that holds man's spirit

prisoner -- ocutward, outward toward the rich and life-giving .
soll of a new freedom in the wide world of all humanity. And v
there came to him a vision of man's true home, beyond the L
aninous and cloud-engulfed horizon,of the here and now, in_the
green and hopeful fand still-virgin meadows of the future:28

Thus, In Again, we have the culmination ofy Wolfe's viey/rs on death
and perhaps of his artistic credo. Life is an onward movement that .
;: . | o consitgntiy pt,‘llsates into the future. As suchy one cannot go backwards . .
in time nor to anytﬁing in the past in which lies sheltgmd,tne dreams,

" [

’




vision, and security of days long past. To do so is futlle and leads
only to failure in that going home again (Wolfe's term for thé security
the past represents) is not only a physical impossibillty , but also
abrogates one's responsibilities in the present and necessarily circum
0_ Ny
vents the possible glories and hove that the future may hold. For the
a.r'tis\t this realization is of critical import as his main task in his
craft (as Wolfe saild marg times) is the pursuit of tmth "You can't
go home again" therefore articulates WOlfe s rejection of his past while
{

opening the door to the future. That Wolfe was elated and. relieved to(
have came upoh this understanding is revealed in the many letters he
wrote to friends outlining the tenets of this new-found knowledge In
nc less than three letters to close friends, in his notebooks, and of
course’ in Again (as inserted by hils editor, Edward C. Aswell) does this-
understanding £ind expression. To Margaret Roberts, his boyhood ,
teacher who had a profound influence on the author, Wolfe wrote in 1938:

. my discovery that "vou can't go home again® went a whole )

lot deeper ... it went down to the very roots of my 1life and

spirit — 1t has been a hard and at times terrifying dis-

covery because 1t amounts to an entire revision almost of

bellef and knowledge; 1t was like death almpst, because it N

meant saying farewell to so many things, to so many ideas and

images and hopes and illusions that we think we can't live

without .29

That Wolfe was thinking of calling his last book You Can't. Go Home

Again (in a letter to Aswell 1n #938) gives obvicus qualification to the
great lmportance Wolfe attached to his discovery. In tk{é letter to

. \ .
Aswell, Wolfe articulated what he couldn't go hone to and the folldéwing.

is how it appears in the novel as: Aswell evidently thought that it

merited inclusion (in Aswell's comnective insertions) in Wolfe's last

.

novel :

7 [

e
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You can't go back to your family, back home to your childhood,
back home. to romantic love, back-home to a young man's dreams
. of glory and ¢f fame, back home to exile, to escape to Europe
/ and some foreign land, back home to lyriecism, to singing just
for singing's sake, back home to aestheticism, to one's youth-
ful idea of "the artist" and the all-sufficiency of "art" and
"beauty" and "love,” back home to the ivory tower, back home
to places in the country, to the cottage in Bermuda, away from
all the strife and conflict in the world, back home to the
’ father.you have lost and have been looking for, back home to
' someone who can help you, save you, ease the burden for you,
back home t6 the old forms and systems of things which once
seemed everlasting but which are changing all the time —
back home to the escapes of Time and Memory . 30

(It*1is interesting to note that in his discover'y Wolfe rejected one of

the major themes in his writing — particularly in River — that of the
search, for the f‘ather that would be an "outer image of certitude,
strength and wisdom" to whom Wolfe wished to "confide his 1life" and :vas
‘ " certain he would "one day find in the streets of lif‘e”).31
’ The last four chapters of Again contain a letter George has
written to his publislﬁer, Foxhall Edwards, outl,jnj:é_the reasons why he
has felt compelled to leave him for another pubﬁsher. The letter is a |
fictional account of the reasons why Wolfe (lef't Maxwell Perkins. (One
of the reasons why Wolfe left Perkins was that Wolfe félt Perkins to, be
a father figure — 'he admitted as much in writing — and was disaopointed
(/‘ . that Perkdns could not fulfill his“eicpectations, a reason why Wolfe
\ _severed relations with many other peonle). Wolfe's discovery of "you
can't go home agaln" was occasioned by his soc;Lal awareness which was
. forced dpon him by the revealing experience of the depression &nd of
, ‘ ‘what he had found in Na'xzi Qemanv. Wolfe had de‘cided that he must look
vl s lfk forward into the future for hope — samething that men wduld have to ’
\jwork and aim for — and was disappointed when Perk,ins daid not share hi§

" - view. Although Wolfe was deeply impressed witfh Perkins huma.nity and
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g
ingenuous temperament, he was deeply saddened by Perkins' acceptance

of the world order. In Agaln, Wolfe put it as follows:

You felt that all the glaring evils in the world around us --
the monstrous and perverse unbalance between power and servi-
tude, between want and plenty, between privilege and burdom-
sane discrimination ~— were inevitable because theyv had always
been the curse of man and were the prime conditions of his
being. The gap.between us has widened. You stated and
affirmed — I heard you, but could not agree. 32

In the novelistic letter, George notes that Edwards' way of life
conforms to "the way of‘ thought, of feeling, and of acting, of the
Preacher in Ecclesiastes." George admits that this "is the greatest
single piece of writing I have ever known , and the wisdom expressed in
it the most lasting and pr‘of’ound."33 He admits that in this great book
there 1s truth by which he abides -— that all is vanity and man shail
never behold the work of God and must remain ignorant and bewildered to '
the end of his days, bu;c must nonetheless "do the work at hand with all
his rrx:l.gl*ﬂ',."3Ll This George accepts and recognizes in Edwards, but in
this "lies the root of trouble and the seed of severance'" and thus he .
writes to Edwards:

Your own philosophy has led you to accept the order of things
as they are because you have no hope of changing them; and if
you coulgechange them, you feel that any other order would be
Just as . In everlasting terms — you and the Preacher
may be right: for there is no greater wisdom than the wisdom
of Ecclesiastes, no acceptance finally so true as the stern
fatdlism of the rock. Man was born to live, to suffer, and
to dle, and what befalls him is a tragic lot. There is - no -

denying this in the final end. But we must, dear Fox, deny
it all along the way.35

This is the f‘ogf'xdaéi'on of Wolfe's final vision: that despite the real-.
ity of life's futility ‘and the hopelessness of changeless change, man
must continue to struggle and hope for a better life as in "the affir'rr»-

A
,ation of that fact, ‘the continuance of that unceasing war, is man's
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) religion and his living faith."36 In this knowledge the Wolfian pro-

tagonist, at Fhe end of his story, belileves there 1s still hope for
America, that "the true discovery of America is before us 37
In the final andlysis, WCIfe's life’ended>on a note of profound
hope. He had lived with death and in thé end accented its inevif—'
ability with stoic resignation. Perhavs the mogt significant thing he
had learned was that death was inevitable and, as it could only b;i;g
Joyful release from the world, was not to be feared. Only death-in-
li?g could be horrible and was to be feared. In death-in-life there
could be no hope and no reason at all for living énd wo;fe struggled

with his.life to find something more than just death-in-life. It is

" curious that Wolfe died shortly after having formulated his notion of

"you can't go home again.” He had always said that"he would die at
an early age and would never finish his work. Perhaps this knowledge
could only be understood in the face of death. It'is’approoriate
that Wolfe's last novel concludes wlith the following:
Something has spoken to me in' the night, burning the tapers of
the waning year; something has spoken in the night, and told
me I shall dle, I know not where. Saying
"To lose the edrth you know, for greater knowing; to lose
uthe life you have, for greater life; to leave the friends you
loved, for greater loving; to find a land more .kind than home,
more large than earth.— f
'— Whereon the pillars of this earth are founded, toward
which the conscience of the world 1s tending -— a wind is
rising, andfhe rivers flow."38
The verv last words Thomas Wolfe wrote were contained in a letter to
Maxwell Perkins The letter 1s a polgnant statement of how far Wolfe

had come since Look Homeward, Angel: Y
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\
I've made a long voyage and been to a strange country, and I've
seen the dark man very close; and I don't think I was too much
afrald of him, but so much of mortality still clings tome — I
~ wanted most desperately to live and still do, and I thought
about you all a thousand times, and wanted to see you all again,
and there was the 1mpossible anguish regret of all the work
* I had not done, of all the work I had do — and I know now ,
that I'm just a grain of dust, and I feel as if a-great window
< has been opened on life I did not know about before — and if I_
. come through this, T hooe to God I am a better man, and in some
strange way I can't explain, I know I am a deeper and wiser one. 39
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